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Abstract This paper focuses on the disconnect between, on the one hand, the neoliberal
aspirations to make Lagos a model megacity for the twenty-first century and, on the other
hand, the precarious temporality of the present in which many informal workers weave their
routine existence. In particular, the paper examines the corrupt and violent manner in which
the Lagos State Road Traffic Law of 2012 has been adapted by the government to restrict the
space and mobility of informal workers as a function of making Lagos a ‘world class’
megacity and ‘Africa’s big apple.’ Focusing on commercial motorbike-taxi (okada) riders
and their association, the analysis extends to how one group of informal workers in Lagos
are responding to neoliberal urban planning that impinge on their opportunities in, and rights
to, the city. In this way, the paper illuminates our rather tenuous understanding of how
informal workers exercise agency as they attempt to intervene in the unequal processes of
urban renewal projects.

Keywords Lagos . World Class City. Neoliberal urbanism . Informal transport . Right to
the City

Introduction

In this paper, I focus attention on the disconnect and resulting tensions between, on the
one hand, the elite-driven goals to make Lagos a ‘model megacity for the 21st century’
and, on the other hand, the practical consequences of the application of these measures
to the everyday and lived experiences of ordinary inhabitants of Lagos (Lagosians) in
general and operators of informal motorbike-taxis (okadariders) in particular. The paper
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delves into the violent and venal manner in which the Lagos State Road Traffic Law of
2012 has been adapted by the government to restrict the space and mobility of okada
riders as a function of making Lagos a ‘world class’ megacity. The analysis extends to
how okadariders and their association are responding to these neoliberal urban legis-
lations that impinge on their opportunities in, and rights to, the city. In this way, the paper
illuminates our rather tenuous grasp of how informal workers exercise agency as they
attempt to intervene in the unequal processes of urban renewal as driven by elite interests
and a process of ‘public-private’ partnerships (Myers 2011).

The paper draws on the legal case (Suit No. ID/713M.2012) filed by okadariders and
their association against the Lagos state government over their marginalization in the city,
especially their restriction from plying major routes in Lagos. In analysing this dispute, I
draw insights from scholars who have argued that the process of dispute opens a window
into understanding ‘the socio-cultural order at large’ (Comaroff and Roberts 1981: p. 249)
while configuring social relations and reflecting ‘contested meanings and conflicting inter-
pretations’ (Caplan 1995; Roy 2013: p. 3). The data presented here was gleaned from
numerous pages of court records (including originating summons, affidavits, and counter-
affidavits) obtained from the Lagos State High Court. Obtaining access to court records
proved a complex, lengthy, and costly process, partly because gatekeepers at various levels
control access and often demand bribes before access. Court records were triangulated using
in-depth interviews with okada riders, union officials, passengers, and legal agents, as well
as press materials.

During the course of my fieldwork, I used okadasas a primary means of transport and
seized the opportunity to ask questions during the ride. This ‘go along’ method (Kusenbach
2003) afforded the opportunity to gain access to some of the transcendental and reflexive
experiences of everyday mobility in situ. Further insights were derived from attending okada
association or union meetings in Lagos, specifically in Oshodi and Alimosho local govern-
ment areas where I was mainly based. Oshodi is the key terminus for both intra-city and inter-
city commercial transport in Lagos. It is often ranked among the worst urban conditions on
the planet (Probst 2012; Aradeon 1997). Alimosho, on the other hand, is officially the largest
local government area in Lagos, with over two million residents. The area is predominated by
the egbados, a sub-set of the larger Yoruba ethnic group in Lagos (see Fig. 1).

The rest of the paper is divided into four parts. The second part explores the post-1999
urban renewal plan in Lagos and its mixed-bag results. The third part focuses on the
displacement of the Lagos poor by the urban megacity plan. The fourth part examines the
controversial Road Traffic Law of 2012 and its malcontents. The fifth part focuses on Henri
Lefebvre’s generalconcept of right to the cityand how it particularlyapplies to, and helps
us to understand, the okadastruggle in Lagos. The paper concludes with a discussion of the
culture of legality that is emerging in Lagos and much of urbanizing Africa.

A ‘World Class City’ for Whom?

Until 1999, Lagos, Nigeria’s commercial capital and Africa’s largest metropolis, was
widely considered an ‘urban jungle’1 and branded ‘the armpit of Africa.’ The rottenness
of Lagos life mirrored the corrupt social fabric of Nigeria, which at the time held the

1 President Olusegun Obasanjo (1999–2007), during his first official visit to Lagos State.
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unenviable record of been the second and first most corrupt country in the world in
1999 and 2000, respectively (Transparency International 1999, 2000). A fast-growing
population without commensurate improvements in social services gave rise to night-
marish visions of a ‘coming anarchy’ (Kaplan 1994). However, after nearly three
decades of systematic neglect by successive military governors and the Federal
Government (Gandi 2006; Kuris 2014), the new Lagos state government (beginning
in 1999) made great strides to lay the foundations of a functional, livable, and
sustainable megacity that can ‘attract’ foreign investors. The civilian administrations
of Bola Ahmed Tinubu (1999–2007) and Babatunde Raji Fashola (2007–2015)
overhauled city governance, raised new revenues, improved security and sanitation,
reduced traffic gridlock, expanded infrastructure and transit, and attracted global
investment (Kuris 2014).

Breaking from the ‘business as usual’ mentality in Lagos, Tinubu promoted a 10-
point agenda ‘to make Lagos the reference point of harmonious physical development
in Nigeria through best practices and physical planning and development matters’
(Basinski 2009). On the road to making Lagos a ‘world-class’ city, Tinubu’s first
priorities were to reform the civil service and set the state on a firm fiscal footing
through taxation reform and new private investment (Kuris 2014: p. 7; De Gramont
2015). Tinubu’s government notably initiated a project aimed at revitalizing the
historical core of Lagos Island in an attempt to reverse the decline of previous decades.
His efforts where inspired, in part, by a new urban policy in Nigeria, the National
Urban Development Policy, introduced by the Federal Government in 2002 with the
goal of developing ‘a dynamic system of urban settlements, which will foster sustain-
able economic growth, promote efficient urban and regional development, and ensure

Fig. 1 Map of Lagos
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improved standard of living and well being of all Nigerians’ (Fajemirokun 2010: p.
268). The majority of Tinubu’s reforms came to fruition under his successor, Fashola,
who assumed office in 2007.

Building on Tinubu’s legacy, Fashola started his tenure by announcing his vision of
‘a new and beautiful Lagos which would be a reference point for best practices that you
can find anywhere in the world’ (cited in Basinski 2009: p. 6). His rallying cry was
‘Think Africa, Think Lagos.’ This world-class megacity ambition coincided with
growing interest in Third World mega cities, exemplified by notable books like Mike
Davis (2006), Suketu Mehta (2004), and Robert Neuwirth (2006). In a state-endorsed
YouTube documentary, entitled ‘Lagos: Africa’s Big Apple,’ the Fashola administration
projected the new image of Lagos as follows:

Welcome to Lagos… [a] vibrant mega-city whose pulse is felt as wide as its
influence reaches, a discovery of opportunities at the heart of Africa… a world of
unique possibilities where untold opportunities are never far away… whatever it
is you are looking for, Lagos has it all and is waiting for you (YouTube 2013).

Fashola sought to realize his ‘world-class’ city aspirations through a number of
channels, including the overhauling of tax revenue systems in Lagos,2 reforming of
waste collection systems, introducing high-capacity Bus Rapid Transits (BRTs)3 funded
by the World Bank, and efforts to address the culture of violent extortion on the road by
motor-park gangs (known as agberos) and traffic police inspectors. The wheels of the
urban renewal plan were set in full motion with the radical and largely unannounced
clearing of ‘illegal’ shops and sprawling slums, evictions of dumpsite dwellers, and
beautification of parts of Lagos (i.e. Oshodi) notorious for their clutter and criminality.
This move was cast in media circles as a warning to Lagosians that Fashola means
business, but not as usual.

In light of his radical reforms, Fashola garnered international commendation as the
‘action governor’ who ‘tamed Nigeria’s most lawless city’ (Telegraph2014). Al
Jazeeraeven produced a documentary entitled ‘Boom Time in Nigeria: Action
Government Transforms Lagos.’ Seth Kaplan of New York Times(2014) viewed
Lagos as a ‘Model City’ of effective governance in Africa, while the London-based
Economist(2015), in a piece titled ‘Learning from Lagos,’ claimed that Lagos was ‘a
model for the rest of the country… a lesson in how one big city can sometimes kick-
start wider change’. Back home, the Vanguard(2014) newspaper claimed that, ‘since
the lofty days of [Governor Lateef] Jakande,4 no other leader has filled us with such
adulation as Fashola’. Public perceptions that the Fashola-led government is ‘delivering
the goods’ is said to have enhanced tax compliance in Lagos (see de Gramont 2015).

2 Fashola reformed the tax system, which resulted in an increase in tax revenues to $115 million per month in
2015, up from $3.2 million in 1999. Tax compliance increased to 80%, up from about 30% in 2005 (Ighobor
2016: p. 9, cited in Agbiboa 2016).
3 The BRT was adopted to provide safe, affordable, and reliable transportation services to all Lagosians, while
simultaneously formalizing the obstreperous transport industry. The post-1999 government in Lagos gave
pride of place to transport as the key engine of economic development.
4 Lateef Jakande (aka ‘Baba Kekere’—‘small father’) was the first elected governor of Lagos State from 1979
to 1983. During his time in office, Jakande advanced a strategic plan for Lagos and undertook large municipal
investments in housing, schools, and transportation, including plans for an urban rail system.
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With roughly 70% of its entire budget funded by taxpayers’ money in 2014, Lagos has
been touted as the only state in Nigeria whose Internally Generated Revenue (IGR)
about doubles its federal allocation from oil earnings (The Guardian2014).

Yet, the ‘success narratives’ of the Fashola government pales in the face of the
adverse effects that the urban renewal project had on the everyday and lived experi-
ences of city dwellers, especially those surviving in the dark underbelly of the informal
sector. Particularly striking about the renewal plan is the fact that it carried neither the
promise nor the pretence of resettlement or alternative source of livelihood for victims.
Instead, Fashola’s government unleashed a systematic ‘deportation’ programme against
street beggars, mobile hawkers, and the homeless poor, drawing widespread criticisms
from millions of Lagosians. As one astute observer decried: ‘Making Lagos a mega city
does not mean that the poor will be banished from the state. The menaces of corruption
and unpaved roads are more inimical to making Lagos a megacity than the presence of
beggars’. Reacting to the partial demolition and discharge of thousands from their slum
dwellings, a Lagos resident complained: ‘They [the government] want a Lagos that
looks good, that feels good, that glitters. But they forget that Lagos is Lagos because of
the people that live here. They’re doing this without regard for people who live here’
(The New York Times2013).

A comparison, if cursory, may be drawn between the Lagos megacity campaign and
the Mumbai evictions in India—‘Vision Mumbai’—where authorities pulled down
several slums in a matter of weeks, rendering 300,000 people homeless (Roy 2013:
p. 7). As in Lagos, Vision Mumbai sought to transform Mumbai into a ‘world class’
city—one that is globally competitive with other Asian successes. The municipality
officer who led the demolitions declared that it was time to turn Mumbai into the ‘next
Shanghai,’ and to do so, ‘we want to put the fear of the consequences of migration into
these people. We have to restrain them from coming to Mumbai’ (Roy 2013: p. 8).

Tinubu and Fashola’s efforts to transform Lagos into a model megacity for the
twenty-first century provide us with an account of the ways in which theatricality and
performativity are increasingly dramatized in African metropolises, from Accra to
Cape Town and Dar es Salaam (see Agbiboa 2017). Their use of visual slogans
(Fig. 2), combined with emphasis on accountable governance, due process, and service

Fig. 2 Fieldwork photo by Author in Oshodi, Lagos

Conflict Analysis in ‘World Class’ Cities



delivery, plugs into the ‘urban perfomativity’ thesis that, ‘good city planning demands
an ethics of performance, whereby citizens become spectators and co-performers in the
urban drama’ (Makeham 2005: p. 150). Yet, as I will demonstrate, performers and
spectators exist in a complex web of power relation that ‘heightens the drama of living’
(Bacon 1974: p. 19). This ‘urban drama’ begs uneasy questions: Who controls the
performance space? Who has the right to it? And, importantly, whose interests are
fostered by the performance? But I am getting ahead of my story.

No Place for the Poor?

The Lagos urban renewal plan reinforces the ‘logic of the market’ (Bayat and Biekart
2009: p. 815) that shapes so-called progressive cities in contemporary Africa. The
banning of petty roadside hawkers, the deportation of beggars, and the flattening of
‘illegal’ structures are all external markers of the internal pains inflicted by the Fashola-
led government on Lagosians, 60% of whom live below the poverty line. This pain was
palpable in an interview I had with Abosede, a roadside okro seller in Oshodi, whose
goods were destroyed by officers of the notorious Kick Against Indiscipline (KAI), the
task force charged with enforcing the Lagos world-class city vision. I let Abosede
speak for herself:

I am a roadside okroseller who was chased out of Oshodi by KAI officials. I used
to earn my living from this okro selling but since oga [big man] Fashola’s
campaign, my source of livelihood have been taken away from me by force.
Those with shops gloat at me because they think I am the one spoiling their
market and preventing customers from coming to meet them in the shops. In less
than one month, I became half of my body size. My children all quit school. I
tried to go back to my village to start something. But those in my village chased
me out of the market saying that there is no space for me. They mocked me that I
have come from the big city to take their work. I cried.

Difficult experiences like that of Abosede recurred throughout my interviews with
Lagosians and explain why many newspapers in Lagos have mocked Fashola’s mega-
city vision by stating that, ‘The true Lagosian is the rich man. The poor have been
served quit notice. They are no longer wanted in Lagos… they can have no place in
Lagos, if Lagos is to become the megacity of Fashola’s lofty dreams!’ (Vanguard
2013). Other headlines are more explicit: ‘The Kidnapping of Poor Nigerians by
Governor Babatunde Raji Fashola of Lagos’ (The Village Square2013),
‘WARNING: Poor People are not Wanted in Lagos Megacity’ (Vanguard2013), ‘In
Nigeria’s City: Homeless are Paying the Price of Progress’ (New York Times2013),
‘Can’t the Poor Live in Lagos?’ (NewswireNGR2015). An editorial from the Osun
Defender(2013) raised some critical questions about the effects of Fashola’s megacity
project for the Lagos poor:

From mobile street hawkers consistently terrorized by KAI operatives to taxi
drivers [increasingly] priced out of business by the government’s decision to
phase out the trademark yellow-and-black taxis in favour of brand new cabs, to
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dumpsite dwellers at the mercy of a government that has no plans for them, to the
multitudes forced out of the city into the hinterland under a puzzling ‘deportation’
programme. Are we asking ourselves this troubling question: All these former
okadariders now out of work—where are they; what are they doing; how are
they surviving?

Similarly, The Punch (2014) newspaper noted that:

Today, the average Lagos commercial driver bears the burden of multiple levies.
How can any business survive under such a draconian regime? With all its
pretentions to attaining mega-city status, Lagos has the worst transport extortion
regime in Nigeria, Africa and perhaps the world… the different levies and
impositions being heaped on commercial buses in Lagos State have become a
disincentive to commercial bus operators. And the danfo [minibus-taxi] drivers
ultimately pass on the heavy bill to the commuters, the common man, who will be
forced to pay more for public transportation.

While the focus on Fashola’s mega-city project has been on multiple displacements
of slum dwellers and informal settlers, there is hardly any scholarly work on its
implications for informal transport workers in Lagos, and how these groups of rag-
tag operators are responding to change. Yet, it may be argued that reforming the
transport sector forms the engine of the Lagos State world-class city strategy
(Agbiboa 2016). While the clearance of places like Oshodi is oft-cited as an example
of displacement by some observers (e.g. de Gramont 2015), in reality it was a result of
transport planning by Fashola’s administration to ease flows through the city and test
the possibilities of clearing the railway corridor in advance of a light railway planned to
run along the existing rail tracks. Indeed, the most important document to have emerged
from the Lagos urban renewal project was the Road Traffic Law of 2012, which, inter
alia, relegated okadariders from the city’s lucrative centre to its slow periphery. In the
next section, I explore the effects of, and popular resistance to, this law by okadariders
and their union.

The Road Traffic Law

Perhaps, no urban transport policy in Africa has elicited more controversy than the
enforcement of the Road Traffic Law, which was enacted in 2012 by the Fashola
government as part of its efforts to make Lagos a ‘world-class’ megacity and a ‘center
of excellence.’ Among other things, the law restricted the activities of okadariders on
475 major routes across Lagos (Schedule II) on account of the fact that okadasfacilitate
incidences of armed robberies on Lagos roads and are a menace to lives and properties
(Counter-Affidavit 2012). To support this point, the government produced a movie-
documentary entitled aye olokada(‘Life of an okada rider’) aimed at demonizing
okadariders and instructing Lagosians about the danger posed by okadasto road users
and discouraging millions from using them. Labelling okadariders as dangerous and
criminals was part of a state-driven process of ‘erosion of the claim of the poor to be
legitimate urban citizens’ in the neoliberal city (Bhan 2009: p. 140). At issue here is not
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simply the future of okadas, but the future of the entire ‘okada culture’ in Lagos
(Agbiboa 2016). As a vital aspect of mobility, okadariding is embedded in affective
support networks that build the ‘infrastructure’ of Lagos—‘a platform providing for
and reproducing life in the city’ (Simone 2004: pp. 407–8). This, of course, is not to
‘glorify’ okada riders whose dangerous speeding and brazen disregard for traffic
regulations and the safety of their passengers has resulted in the untimely deaths of
many Lagosians. As one okada rider in Alimosho local government area bluntly
admitted:

To be honest, okadaused to be a serious problem on the road. Okadariders will
not use their okadasto carry passengers but to snatch handbags from people.
Before the law, okadaaccidents were everyday. Some okadabodies are pulled
out under trucks and trailers in Lagos almost on a daily basis. But with the law,
accidents have reduced. So Governor Fashola has tried. But the problem is that he
has not given us okada riders another option for eating.As far as you don’t have
anything to do, you will do and undo. Anything you see you will do. If you don’t
have work for hand, hunger will beat you. A hungry man is an angry man(my
emphasis)

Turning to the Road Traffic Law, the main bone of contention pivots on Sections
3(1) (5), and (8), which restricts the spatial and temporal activities of okadariders in the
city and imposes serious punishment on offenders (up to 3 years imprisonment):

3—(1)No person shall ride, drive or propel a cart, wheel barrow, motorcycle or
tricycle on any of the routes specified in Schedule II to this law.5

(5)Any person who fails to comply with any of the provisions of this
Section commits an offence and shall be liable on conviction to–

(i)Imprisonment for a term of three (3) years or render community service in
accordance with the provisions of Section 347 of the Administration of Criminal
Justice Law of Lagos State; and

(ii)Have his vehicle forfeited to the State

(8)As from the Commencement of this Law Commercial motorcycles shall only
operate between the hours of 6.00a.m–8.00.pm within the State(LSRTL of 2012:
A76-A77; also see Fig. 3).

The law gave much discretionary power to officers of authority to ensure imple-
mentation and zero tolerance. Section 28 of the law states that: ‘Any Police Officer or
officer of the Authority may apprehend without warrant any person who commits
within his view, or whom he reasonably suspects of having committed, an offence

5 From the perspective of the Lagos State Government, Section 3(1) of the LSRTL is ‘a deliberate legislative
response to the growing public concern about the spate of avoidable deaths, crime and high casualty rate
directly associated with the commercial motorcycle operation in Lagos’ (see Counter-Affidavit, Archives).
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under this Law’ (LSRTL 2012: A88). Public outcry over such powers is justified when
we bear in mind that the legacy and public image of the Nigeria police, especially in
Lagos, is inextricably linked to ‘arbitrariness, ruthlessness, brutality, vandalism, inci-
vility, low accountability to the public, and corruption’ (Alemika 1988: p. 161; also see
Agbiboa 2015). In giving discretionary powers to police officers, the law (ostensibly
enacted to safeguard lives and properties on the road) paradoxically created a vicious
circle where insecurity produces the very behaviour that fosters corruption and further
insecurity. To be clear, what the Lagos state government is being indicted for here is its
commission of lawfare—‘the resort to legal instruments, to the violence inherent in the
law, to commit acts of discrimination, coercion, even erasure… reducing people to bare
life’ (Comaroff and Comaroff 2006: p. 144).

On the issue of okadarestriction, many Lagosians that I spoke to where split between a
survivalist and legalistic approach. According to a Lagosian who was at the scene of a
crackdown on okadariders by the KAI: ‘In Nigeria, there is unemployment everywhere.
Universities are churning out graduates without jobs. These people [okadariders] are trying
to survive on their own. The government needs to provide jobs for them. You can’t just limit
their mobility or take away their only means of livelihood, something they use to feed
themselves and their family, and you expect them to disappear. They won’t’. This point
reinforces John Urry’s (2007: p. 9) argument that, ‘where movement is coerced it may
generate social deprivation and exclusion’. For other Lagosians, however, okadariders
constitute lawbreakers and ‘no gooders.’ As one passenger in Oshodi said to me: ‘If they
[okadariders] are going against the law, then whatever happens is good for them. No one is
above the law’. For their part, a great many okadariders felt expressly discriminated against
by the government since other forms of transport were not restricted. In his sworn affidavit
against the government, for instance, Mr. Aliyu Wamba, Chairman of the largest association
of okadariders in Lagos, the All Nigerian Auto Bike Commercial Owners and Workers
Association (ANACOWA), believes the government imposed the okadarestriction

Fig. 3 Fieldwork photo by Author in Idimu, Lagos
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On account of our being poor and underprivileged as some of the deadliest robberies
and felonies are committed using cars, and there are more fatal car accidents than
okadaaccidents. We all pay permit fees to the State Government as conditions for
operating okadasfrom which they (the government) earn sizeable revenue for
Lagos. We are not averse to regulations which are limited to speed limits, use of
helmets and maximum number of passengers (Affidavit, 8 Feb 2012).

Wamba’s statement may be understood as an attempt by okada riders in
Lagos to lay claim to ‘equal rights of membership’ in a political urbanity that
is not only ‘spectacularly unequal’ but also highly uneven in its capacity to
admit—let alone accept—such claims (Ferguson 2006: p. 175). In the wake of
their restriction, riders across Lagos marched to the streets en masseto protest
indiscriminate arrest of their coworkers and forcible seizure of their okadas by
corrupt policemen and other officers of authority (Fig. 4). The protesters carried
placards with various slogans like: ‘You gave us no job, we gave ourselves one
and you are killing us for it.’ ‘People like okada pass motor. Allow us! Free
us!!!’ ‘They say okada riders are robbers, who gave them the guns?’ ‘Fashola,
give me my vote back’. A few of the okadaprotesters took out their frustration
on the World Bank-funded BRTs, vandalizing them and pelting their operators
with stones. Of course, the introduction of the BRTs into Lagos in 2008, along
with the creation of dedicated bus lanes, coincided with the phasing out (in the
case of molues or informal midibuses) or marginalization (in the case of

Fig. 4 Trucks moving confiscated okadasalong Ketu Road in Lagos
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okadas) of existing forms of informal transport in the city, rendering thousands
of informal transport workers jobless (Agbiboa 2016). Hence, many okada
riders view the BRTs as symbols of their marginalization in the city. It is
important to note that despite the limited reach of the BRTs, as well as the lack
of a culture of maintenance (many of the BRTs now look like the rickety
informal buses they were meant to replace), some Lagosians that I spoke to
acknowledged the efficiency, safety, and ‘modern look’ that the BRTs bring to
Lagos.

The patronage politics surrounding the Lagos urban renewal project is also note-
worthy. Many okadariders that I interviewed felt betrayed by the Fashola-led govern-
ment and his political party, the ruling All Progressives Congress (APC). During the
mass protest, for example, one okada rider held up a banner with the inscription:
‘Fashola distributed [okada] helmets in 2011. NOW destroying OUR bikes’. The
import of this banner emerged in an interview with Fredrick Fasheun, National
Chairman of the Unity Party of Nigeria (UPN):

Lagos citizens must remember that this [APC] party used and dumped okada
riders after harnessing their support and services in the elections of 1999, 2003,
2007 and 2011. During campaigns for those polls, APC politicians even donated
to okada riders branded helmets, motorcycles and reflective jackets. But no
sooner did the Action Congress of Nigeria [now a part of the APC] come into
power than they turned around to bite the finger that fed them, by banning okada
all over Lagos (Premium Times, 5 December 2014).

To be sure, many okada riders that I interviewed confirmed that they
received their okadasfrom Fashola’s aides in the run-up to the 2011 elections,
in exchange for their votes and loyalty to the APC. Such political stratagem is,
of course, not a new development in Nigerian pre-electoral politics. Orji Uzo
Kalo, former governor of Abia (1999–2007), won great support in his state by
pledging and then creating a programme to provide okada riders in his state
with new okadason credit (Smith 2007: p. 198). In the run-up to the 2015
elections in Nigeria, a period when fieldwork for this paper was conducted, the
enforcement of the traffic Law, especially the ban on okadas, was relaxed
across Lagos in what was a deliberate strategy aimed at securing the votes of
okada riders. In offering okada riders instant reprieve, political elites in Lagos
have perfected the art of tactically ‘manipulat[ing] the mechanisms of discipline
and conform[ing] to them only in order to evade them…’ (de Certeau 1984:
xiv).

de Certeau (1984) is usually used to illustrate how everyday actors in structurally
weak positions deploy tactics in the absence of the possibility for more enduring
strategizing. Here, however, I ascribe these tactics to political elites, not the okada
riders. In the wake of the Road Traffic Law, political leaders from neighbouring states
have tactically cashed in on the opportunity offered by the sour relations between
okadariders and the Lagos state government to shore up their own patronage in the
build-up to the 2015 elections. Of special note is Ekiti state, where Governor Ayodele
Fayose pledged not to ban okadaactivities as they did in Lagos. He argued that, ‘If you
cannot provide an alternative, you must not take away the only one that is available. I
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won’t ban okadain Ekiti State’. Instead, Fayose charged okadaunions to partner with
his government in registering all its members in view of the incessant robbery opera-
tions. Addressing okadariders in Ado Ekiti, Fayose said:

If they cancel okada in every other state, that won’t happen in Ekiti. But what I
want is disciplined and responsible motorcyclists’ association that can partner
with government for meaningful development. Government alone cannot main-
tain security; I have to partner with an organisation like you. But I won’t tolerate
unruly behaviour (The City Pulse2014).

Of primary interest in this paper is the fact that okada riders articulated their
grievances in the language of ‘rights’ (i.e. to movement), their everyday
struggle for rights being the means of contesting the perceived injustices of
the state towards them. As one of the okada protest banners read: ‘Okada and
Tricycle workers! They have Human and Constitutional Rights!’ The open
defiance of okada riders against the Road Traffic Law invariably resulted in
more violent clampdown from the KAI and the police. In his sworn affidavit,
for example, Wamba criticized the fact that: ‘On a daily basis agents of the
state forcibly seize our okadas and detain our poor members and their okadas
at the Task Force Office in Alahusa. Law enforcement agents have arrested me
on two occasions along with my okada forcibly seized from me and detained’
(Affidavit, 8 February 2012). If, as Ananya Roy (2005: p. 148) argues, dealing
with informality requires recognizing the ‘right to the city’ of informal workers,
then it is expedient to probe deeper into what that right entails and how it
applies to okada struggles.

Right to the City

Henri Lefebvre’s (1996) ‘right to the city’ remains a tour de forceon how we theorize
the politics of space and the transformative possibilities of everyday life. Here, ‘right’
refers not just to a ‘legal claim enforceable through a judicial process’ but essentially a
‘right to totality, a complexity, in which the parts are part of a single whole to which the
right is demanded… a collectivity of rights, not individualistic rights’ (Marcuse 2009:
p. 193). Lefebvre’s right to the city is based on two major rights—appropriation and
participation—which are both earned through meeting particular responsibilities and
obligations in which each person helps to create the city as artwork by performing one’s
everyday life in urban spaces (Lefebvre 1996). By blending appropriation (usage) and
participation (decision-making) rights into the inhabitance of urban space, Lefebvre’s
right to the city challenges the fictional division between the public and private, while
simultaneously rethinking both liberal-democratic forms of citizenship (Purcell 2003:
p. 565) and capitalist social relations (Butler 2012: p. 150).

At the outset, I should note that Lefebvre’s concept of right to the city is not
without limitations. In fact, the concept is frequently used with quite a diversity
of often-contradictory meanings (see, for example, Marcuse 2014). Most nota-
bly, many analysts (mis-)read Lefebvre’s right to the city as one aimed specif-
ically and literally at the city as a built environment, a fixed physical space.
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This ‘collaborationist’ spatial reading, as Marcuse (2014) calls it, tends to
overlook the power relations that entrench patterns of exploitation and adverse
incorporation in the city. Yet, taking the context of Lefebvre’s own reading, the
right to the city suggests a political claim and a revolutionary call: a refusal to
let oneself be discharged from the city through forced dispersal to the periph-
eries, with attendant dearth of economic opportunities (Lefebvre 1996: 158). In
Lefebvre’s own words:

The right to the city legitimates the refusal to allow oneself to be removed from
urban reality by a discriminatory and segregative organisation. This right of the
citizens… proclaims the inevitable crisis of city centers based on segregation….
which reject towards peripheral spaces all those who do not participate in political
privileges (Lefebvre 1996: p. 34).

The use of ‘segregation’ in the above quote implies both market-driven processes
that deepen social divisions and accentuate the polarization of cityscapes, as well as the
re-location of marginal groups into ghettos by deliberate enforcement of state policies
informed by neoliberal visions. Lefebvre sees the proliferation of capitalist forms of
accumulation as intensifying the disenfranchisement of urban inhabitants (Lefebvre
1996). To address this situation, he argues that the right to the city must involve an
urban spatial approach to political struggles with the participation of all those who
inhabit the city without discrimination (Lefebvre 1996; also see Dikec 2001: p. 1730).
In this light, the Road Traffic Law is a prime example of segregation in its restriction of
okada riders from plying 475 routes in Lagos, leaving a dent on their struggle for
survival. During fieldwork, many okadariders complained that the law has ‘added salt
to our injury.’ As Jimoh, an okadarider in Ikotun, recounted:

Before, I used to run my okadain Apongbon area. It is a very busy area and in a
day I can make up to N4000. Sometimes, I could earn N200 for just one trip with
a passenger. And if the passengers are two, that will be N350. The trip is quicker
because I pass through tarred express roads. But now, with the government ban
on us, I have been forced to relocate to Ikotun where business is very slow and I
operate mainly in small streets and over short distances. The roads are so bad and
every time I have to take my okadato mechanic for repair because of one fault or
another. Local government has refused to do anything. For them, it is not
important road. For each trip, I get only N30. In a day I am lucky if I make
N1,500. Yet my family bukata[needs] keep increasing. My four children need to
chop [eat] and go to school. My first child, Banke, is starting high school this
year. Where do I go from here? What else can I do?

Jimoh’s concluding questions gives a sense of how the need to maintain a
‘dignified life’ underlies the poor’s sense of justice (Bayat 1997: p. 61). For an
impecunious head of a household like Jimoh, not only would the failure to cater for
his four children impinge on the quality of their lives, it would inflict an excruciating
blow to his honour. Jimoh’s predicament mirrors that of many riders who have seen
their daily income halved by the enactment of the Road Traffic Law. Many okada
riders are now without identified work after the seizure and destruction of their

Conflict Analysis in ‘World Class’ Cities



okadas by law enforcement agents like KAI and the police. According to Wamba of
ANACOWA:

Many of (my okada members) have huge responsibilities. Some have two
to three children in the university. I’m aware of one of my members
whose first child is currently at 400 level while the younger one is 200
level at the university. This man uses proceeds generated from his okada
business to pay their school fees, buy books and provide feeding allow-
ance for them. Now, under this current situation how will the man cope?
Government just wakes up one morning and say to hell with their
problems (Wamba, Affidavit, 2012).

Against this backdrop, the dragging of the Lagos state government to court
by okada riders and their union (ANACOWA) may be represented as an effort
by the latter to reclaim their right to the city which, according to Lefebvre
(1996: 158), implies ‘a cry and a demand… a transformed and renewed right to
urban life.’ As Peter Marcuse puts it:

The demand comes from those directly in want, directly oppressed, those for
whom even their most immediate needs are not fulfilled… the cry comes from the
aspiration of those superficially integrated into the [capitalist] system and sharing
in its material benefits, but constrained in their opportunities for creative activity,
oppressed in their social relationships… unfulfilled in their lives’ hopes (Marcuse
2009: p. 190).

In its Originating Summons against the government and its agents, okada riders
claimed that the forcible possession of their okadas by officers of authority (i.e. police
and KAI) violates not only their right to free movement but also their rights not to have
their moveable property (their okadas) compulsorily possessed as guaranteed by
Section 44(1) of the Nigerian Constitution (Originating Summons, Suit ID|713m|12,
p. 3). This claim is not unrelated to the grievances of many okada riders over the
violent and corruptible manner in which the police and KAI officials have enforced the
law. During my interviews with okadariders in Oshodi and Alimosho areas, a recurrent
point was that the traffic law has created more room for violent extortion on the part of
the police. Many riders accused the police and KAI officers of extorting their hard-
earned income under the pretence of applying the Law, even when they were not plying
the restricted routes. Notably, in 2011, the Lagos state government sacked 90 officials
of the KAI over cases of stealing, extortion, and obtaining money under false pretences
(PM News 2011). One passenger that I spoke to complained about how the police and
KAI officers frequently pursue okadariders right into the inner streets without regards
for human life on the okada. Seun, an okadarider in Ikotun, bemoaned the fact that

The traffic law has created plenty room for police and KAI officers to collect
more money from us with license. Whenever and wherever they see us these
days, they stop us. There is always one fault or the other, always one reason to
stop us and demand kola [bribe] from us. Things have become worse since the
law gave them plenty powers. They threaten us with taking our okadas to
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Alahusa where it would be grounded. If you fail to give them N5000, tie ti tan
[you’re finished].

My interviews with okada riders also revealed how the police are abusing the
powers afforded them by the law to seize okadas and use it for their own private
purposes. Many riders shared stories of how their mates were badly beaten (some to
death) by police officers. There was a story of how a police officer knocked down an
okadarider while he was on motion and in the process, he fell off his bike and his left
arm was badly damaged. While the okadarider was still gasping for breath, the police
impounded his okadaleaving him in his blood. A number of former okadariders, now
motor-park loiters, recounted how they saw police and KAI officers using their
confiscated okadas to run errands and even riding them on the restricted routes.
Chairman of ANACOWA, Aliyu Wamba, condemned the venal manner in which
officers of authority have gone about their duties:

The law states that when you are caught violating the prohibited routes, you will
be charged to court. The minimum fine is N20,000 for first offender. If you
commit the offence a second time, your okadawill be impounded. But this is not
what they are doing at the moment. Whether you ply the prohibited routes or not,
wherever they set their eyes on you, your okadawill be impounded. Even if
you’re fixing your deflated tire with a vulcanizer, the police or task force
members will stop, and impound your okada. For now, the police are haunting
okadariders. It was in the newspapers that the Lagos State Government grinds
about 3,000 okadasdaily. We have firsthand information that some task force
members and police officers were even selling the impounded okadasand sharing
the proceeds among themselves. At other times, some of them converted these
okadasfor personal use (Interview, Wamba, 2012).

Conclusion: Towards the Culture of Legality?

This paper has explored the uneasy nexus between ‘world class’ megacity ambitions in
Lagos and the precarious materiality of city dwellers eking out a living at the bottom of
the urban economy, and for whom informality has become ‘a way of life’ (Roy and
AlSayyad 2004). The study focused on the popular discontents of okadariders and
their union following the enactment and corrupt enforcement of a new Road Traffic
Law that restricted their space and mobility in the city. Like any other means of
mobility, okadas are above all machines that move people, but they do so in many
senses of the word. In Lagos, as in much of Africa, okadariding creates a path for
marginalized youth in the city to earn a living and to become respectable urban citizens,
earning their right to urban space in the process. Neither integrated into official national
transport policies nor recognized as an official means of transport by the Lagos state
government, okadariders continue to contribute to the city’s progress by accelerating
socio-economic activities, moving people and goods through massive traffic gridlocks
and unpaved roads. For their part, okadaunions create a platform that supports and
sanctions their members and resolves various disputes among them. Through okada
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riding, thousands of unwaged youth, including graduates, in Lagos are empowered to
be economically independent, which is crucial to acquiring the status of adulthood. In
fact, many okadariders often find themselves ‘in-between’ in multiple senses: between
youth and adulthood, the rich and poor, and the rural and urban. Subsequently, one can
understand why for many okada riders, the Road Traffic Law demonstrates the
insensitivity of the government to their everyday struggles for survival and social
becoming.

The foregoing partly explains why okadariders and their unions have resolutely
resisted the Road Traffic Law to the point of dragging the government to court over
what they perceive to be a wanton violation of their rights to the city. This legal action
taken by okadariders (through their union) supports Comaroff and Comaroff’s (2006:
p. 143) point that ‘interests, identities, rights and injuries’ in Africa are becoming
‘saturated with legality’ as conflicts, once articulated by popular means of ‘street
protests, media campaigns, strikes, boycotts and blockades, tend more and more to
find their way to the judiciary’. Far from the predominant view that Africa is not
committed to constitutionalism, the legal action taken by okadariders indicates that a
‘culture of legality’ seems to be ‘infusing everyday life, becoming part and parcel of the
metaphysics of disorder that haunts all postcolonies’ (Comaroff and Comaroff 2006: p.
143). The key point here is that Africa’s informal workers are increasingly appealing to
the law as viable way of contesting government action. By using the language of rights
to voice their grievances against their marginalization in the city, okadariders come to
imagine themselves as ‘rights-bearing-persons’ (Eckert 2012). This suggests that
turning to law is not simply a ‘weapon of combat’ (Comaroff and Comaroff 2006),
which evokes a winner-loser binary, but an act of ‘rightful resistance’6 (O’Brien and Li
2006) in which urban marginals seek participation in decision-making processes that
affects their everyday lives. This culture of legality deepens our tenuous grasp of the
rights that informal urban workers perceive themselves to own towards the state. For
their part, urban governments in Africa today find themselves under pressure to justify
their public actions, and to ensure that no one is left behind in the effort to renew urban
space and make urban lives better.

References

Agbiboa, D. E. (2015). Policing is not work. It is stealing by force. Corrupt policing and related abuses in
everyday Nigeria. Africa Today, 62(2), 95–126.

Agbiboa, D.E. (2016). ‘Frontiers of urban survival: everyday corruption and precarious existence in Lagos.’
PhD thesis. Oxford University.

Agbiboa, D. E. (2017). No condition is permanent: informal transport workers and labour precarity in Africa’s
largest city. International Journal of Urban and Regional Research. doi:10.1111/1468-2427.12440.

Alemika, E. (1988). Policing and perceptions of police in Nigeria. Police Studies, 11, 161–176.
Aradeon, D. (1997). Oshodi: replanners’ options for a subcity. AAfrican Quarterly on the Arts, 2(1), 051–058.
Bacon, E. (1974). Design of cities. London: Thames and Hudson.
Basinski, S. (2009). All fingers are not equal: a report on street vendors in Lagos, Nigeria. Lagos: CLEEN

Foundation.

6 A form of partially institutionalized popular contention against the state whereby aggrieved citizens seek to
legitimize their causes by making use of state’s own laws, policies, or rhetoric in framing their protests (see
O’Brien and Li 2006).

Agbiboa D.E.

http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/1468-2427.12440


Bayat, A. (1997). Un-Civil Society: The Politics of the ‘Informal’ People. Third World Quarterly, 18(1): 53–
72.

Bayat, A., & Biekart, K. (2009). Cities of extremes. Development and Change, 40(5), 815–825.
Bhan, G. (2009). ‘This is no longer the city I once knew’. Evictions, the urban poor and the right ot the city in

millennial Delhi, Environment and Urbanization 21(1), 127–142.
Butler, C. (2012). Henri Lefebvre: spatial politics, everyday life, and the right to the City. New York: Routledge.
Chakravarty, S. and Negi, R. (2016). Exploring urban change in South Asia: space, planning and everyday

contestations in Delhi. Springer (ebook).
Comaroff, J., & Comaroff, J. L. (Eds.). (2006). Law and disorder in the postcolony. Chicago: Chicago University

Press.
Comaroff, J., & Roberts, S. (1981). Rules and processes: the cultural logic of dispute in an african context.

Chicago: Chicago University Press.
Davis, M. (2006). Planet of slums. London: Verson.
De Certeau, M. (1984). The practice of everyday life. Berkeley: University of California Press.
De Gramont, D. (2015). ‘Governing Lagons: unlocking the politics of reform.’ Carnegie Endowment for

International Peace. January.
Dikec, M. (2001). Justice and the spatial imagination. Environment and Planning, A33(10), 1785–1805.
Eckert, J. (2012). Rumours of Rights. In: J. Eckert, B. Donahoe, C. Strumpell, and Z. Ozlem-Biner (eds.), Law against

theState:EthnographicForays intoLawTransformations.Cambridge:CambridgeUniversityPress, pp.147-170.
Fajemirokun, M. (2010) ‘Policy and legal perspectives on actualizing the right to the city in Nigeria.’ In:

Sugranyes A. and Mathivet, C., Cities for all: proposals and experiences towards the right to the city.
Santiago, Chile: Habitat International Coalition, HIC, pp. 267–269.

Ferguson, J. (2006). Global shadows: Africa in the neoliberal world order. Durham: Duke University Press.
Gandi, M. (2006). Planning, anti-planning and the infrastructure crisis facing metropolitan Lagos. Urban

Studies, 43(2), 371–396.
Ighobor, K. (2016). Lagos now wears a new look. African Renewal. April. http://www.un.

org/africarenewal/magazine/april-2016/lagos-now-wears-new-look.
Kaplan, R.D. (1994). ‘The coming anarchy.’ The Atlantic monthly. February, pp. 44–76.
Kuris, G. (2014). ‘Remaking a neglected megacity: a civic transformation in Lagos State, 1999–2012.’ NJ,

Princeton University, pp. 1–22.
Kusenbach, M. (2003). Street phenomenology: the go-along as ethnographic research tool. Ethnography, 4(3),

455–485.
Lefebvre, H. (1996). Writings on cities. Oxford: Blackwell.
LSRTL (Lagos State Road Traffic Law). (2012). Lagos state government. Alahusa: Ikeja.
Makeham, P. (2005). Performing the city. Theatre Research International, 30(2), 150–160.
Marcuse, P. (2009). From critical urban theory to the right to the city. City, 13(2–3), 185–196.
Marcuse, P. (2014). Reading the right to the city. City, 18(1), 4–9.
Mehta, S. (2004). Maximum city: Bombay lost and found. London: Penguin.
Myers, G. (2011). African cities: alternative visions of urban theory and practice. London: Zed.
Neuwirth, R. (2006). Shadow cities: a billion squatters, a new urban world. London: Routledge.
NewsWireNGR(2015). ‘Can’t the poor live in Lagos? Riverine settlers lament over the Fashola led adminis-

tration.’ 19 March.
O’Brien, K.J., & Li, L. (2006). Rightful resistance in rural China. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.
PM News (2011). ‘Lagos sacks 90 KAI officers over stealing, extortion.’ September 13. http://www.

pmnewsnigeria.com/2011/09/13/lagos-sacks-90-kai-officers-over-stealing-extortion/.
Premium Times (2014). Akinwunmi Ambodie wins Lagos APC governorship primaries. http://www.

premiumtimesng.com/news/172484-breaking-akinwunmi-ambode-wins-lagos-apc-governorship-
primaries.html.

Probst, P. (2012). Lagos-Oshodi: inspecting an urban icon. In K. Pinther, L. Forster, & C. Hanussek (Eds.),
Afropolis: city, media and arts(pp. 138–143). Johannesburg: Jacana Media.

Purcell, M. (2003). Citizenship and the right to the global city: reimagining the capitalist world order.
International Journal of Urban and Regional Research, 27(3), 564–590.

Roy, A., & AlSayyad, N. (Eds.). (2004). Urban informality: transnational perspectives from the Middle East,
South Asia and Latin America. Lanham: Lexington Books.

Roy, A. (2005). Urban informality: towards an epistemology of planning. Journal of the American Planning
Association, 71(2), 147–158.

Roy, I. (2013). Contesting consensus. disputing inequality: agonistic subjectivities in rural bihar. South Asia
Multidisciplinary Academic Journal, 01, 1–17.

Conflict Analysis in ‘World Class’ Cities

http://www.un.org/africarenewal/magazine/april-2016/lagos-now-wears-new-look
http://www.un.org/africarenewal/magazine/april-2016/lagos-now-wears-new-look
http://www.pmnewsnigeria.com/2011/09/13/lagos-sacks-90-kai-officers-over-stealing-extortion/
http://www.pmnewsnigeria.com/2011/09/13/lagos-sacks-90-kai-officers-over-stealing-extortion/
http://www.premiumtimesng.com/news/172484-breaking-akinwunmi-ambode-wins-lagos-apc-governorship-primaries.html
http://www.premiumtimesng.com/news/172484-breaking-akinwunmi-ambode-wins-lagos-apc-governorship-primaries.html
http://www.premiumtimesng.com/news/172484-breaking-akinwunmi-ambode-wins-lagos-apc-governorship-primaries.html


Simone, A. (2004). People as infrastructure: intersecting fragments in johannesburg. Public Culture, 16(3),
407–429.

Smith, D.J. (2007). A Culture of Corruption: Everyday Deception and Popular Discontent in Nigeria.
Princeton: Princeton University Press.

Telegraph (2014). ‘Meet the man who tamed Nigeria’s most lawless city.’ 24 October.
The City Pulse(2014). ‘Fayose warns Okada riders.’ November 27. http://www.societypulsenews.

com/society/fayose-warns-okada-riders/.
The Economist(2015). ‘Learning from Lagos.’ 4 July.
The Guardian(2014). ‘Nigeria: the success story of Lagos.’ 8 October.
The New York Times(2013). ‘In Nigeria’s largest city, homeless are paying the price of progress.’ 1 March.
The New York Times(2014). What Makes Lagos a Model City. January 7. https://www.nytimes.com/2014/01

/08/opinion/what-makes-lagos-a-model-city.html.
The Punch(2014). ‘Lagos under APC is an animal farm—Fasheun.’ 26 July.
The Village Square(2013). ‘The kidnapping of poor Nigerians by Governor Babatunde Raji Fashola of

Lagos.’ 02 August.
TI (Transparency International) (1999). Corruption Perception Index 1999. https://www.transparency.

org/research/cpi/cpi_1999/0/.
TI (Transparency International) (2000). Corruption Perception Index 2000. https://www.transparency.

org/research/cpi/cpi_2000/0/.
Urry, J. (2007). Mobilities. Malden: Polity Press.
Vanguard(2013). ‘WARNING: poor people are not wanted in Lagos Megacity.’ 7 September.
Vanguard (2014). ‘Babatunde Raji Fashola: what you see is what you get.’ 8 May.
YouTube (2013). ‘Lagos: Africa’s Big Apple.’ https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=O-YiOvZuzAg.

Legal Documents (Lagos State Archives)

Affidavit, Aliyu Wamba, 08 February 2012

Agbiboa D.E.

http://www.societypulsenews.com/society/fayose-warns-okada-riders/
http://www.societypulsenews.com/society/fayose-warns-okada-riders/
https://www.nytimes.com/2014/01/08/opinion/what-makes-lagos-a-model-city.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2014/01/08/opinion/what-makes-lagos-a-model-city.html
https://www.transparency.org/research/cpi/cpi_1999/0/
https://www.transparency.org/research/cpi/cpi_1999/0/
https://www.transparency.org/research/cpi/cpi_2000/0/
https://www.transparency.org/research/cpi/cpi_2000/0/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=O-YiOvZuzAg

	Conflict Analysis in ‘World Class’ Cities: Urban Renewal, Informal Transport Workers, and Legal Disputes in Lagos
	Abstract
	Introduction
	A ‘World Class City’ for Whom?
	No Place for the Poor?
	The Road Traffic Law
	Right to the City
	Conclusion: Towards the Culture of Legality?
	References
	Legal Documents (Lagos State Archives)



