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Introduction 
igeria enjoyed several years of cordial relations with South 

Africa beginning from 1999. The duo of Presidents Thabo 

Mbeki (South Africa) and Olusegun Obasanjo (Nigeria) laid 

the foundation for cordial relations between Nigeria and South Africa 

in the early years of their administrations.  The relations between 

both countries soon blossomed and yielded some political, economic, 

socio-cultural and military gains for both countries and in some cases, 

Africa at large. The Nigeria-South Africa Bi-National Commission, 

NEPAD (New Partnership for African Development), trade relations, 

Foreign Direct Investments (FDI) and inter-cultural relations are some 

of the gains yielded from the Nigeria-South Africa partnership. In 

recent years however, the relations between both countries have 

fluctuated between amiable and stony relationships. This is due to a 

number of unresolved issues between the two countries, and 

additionally, some causative factors. Some of those issues and factors 

will be identified and discussed in this chapter along with the 

prospects of Nigeria-South Africa relations. 
 

Indices of Confrontation 

Power Politics  

Power politics can be defined as any political action by a person or 

group which makes use of or is intended to increase their power or 

influence. Nigeria and South Africa are two giants in Africa, the first 

and second largest economies in Africa respectively. At 

independence, Nigeria was pre-occupied with the ambition to rid the 

African continent of colonization, imperialism and racism. Nigeria’s 

commitment and dedication to her Afro-centric policy earned her the 

position of a frontline state in Africa. Nigeria had some leadership 

responsibilities that were conferred on her due to her population size, 

natural endowment, and strategic positioning, all of which informed 

her decision to take an active role in the emancipation of other African  
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states from the clutches of colonialism. Her engagement in the popularization of democracy in 

Africa, peace keeping and mediation in Africa, funding of welfare projects for Africans, protection 

of the rights of Africans among others, helped her maintain the position of the giant of Africa. 

South Africa until 1994 was ‘ostracized’ from the international community because of her racist 

government. However, with the embrace of majority rule by South Africa in 1994, she quickly 

became the new darling on the world stage and in Africa especially. With South Africa’s re-

admission into the international community, she assumed a leadership role in the affairs of Africa 

as evident in her membership of the BRICs (Brazil, Russia, India, China and South Africa) bloc and 

the struggle for resources in Africa.1 According to Seteolu and Okuneye, “the new South African 

posture ineluctably pitched it against Nigeria that asserts itself as the Giant of Africa”.2 South 

Africa’s claim was further strengthened when in 1995, it demanded the restoration of democratic 

rule during the military regime of Late General Sani Abacha. The anti-democratic stance of the 

Nigerian government at this time afforded South Africa the opportunity of claiming a leadership 

role in Africa despite its pronouncements that it did not wish to challenge Nigeria’s leadership role 

in Africa. 

The need for both countries to achieve the status of regional hegemon has led to a battle for 

supremacy between both countries as predicted by the apostles of the Game theory. Nigeria and 

South Africa “are undeniable hegemonic powers in their respective sub-regions and both account 

for half of Sub-Saharan Africa’s economic might”.3 According to Musawa, Nigeria-South Africa 

relations “have been fraught with a minimal mix of co-operation and largely of competitiveness, 

evident in rivalries between regional hegemons…”4 In Seteolu and Okuneye’s words, Nigeria-

South Africa relations was described as “unspoken rivalry and the struggle for Africa’s leadership 

role that is not predicated on conscious and explicit plan to offer direction to the region. The 

study therefore focused on their relations of confrontation. Using a qualitative approach and the 

historical descriptive method, the study found that the confrontations in their relations largely 

stem from their inherent power struggle, intense competition for the position of a regional 

hegemon and their competition for a permanent seat at the United States Security Council. The 

AU Chairmanship rivalry in 2012, the Yellow Fever Card Deportation and xenophobic attacks are 

some of the indicators of the stony relations between them. The study concluded that the 

competition between Nigeria and South Africa for regional hegemony in Africa connotes that they 

are powers of equal status and as such co-operation and not competition should be their goal. It 

was also concluded that if the power struggle, diplomatic rows and xenophobic attacks continue 

unabated, there may be a worsening of the relations between Nigeria and South Africa. The co-

operation of Africa’s two largest economies is definitely crucial to its growth and development. 

Therefore, the research recommended that concerted efforts be made by both countries to 

ensure relations of co-operation and accommodation between both governments and their 

citizens. 
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struggle is rather defined by the Afro-centric philosophical foundations of Nigeria and South 

African foreign policies”.5 

The competition between Nigeria and South Africa has its root in South Africa’s criticism and 

support of Nigeria’s exclusion from the Commonwealth in 1995 upon the judicial execution of Ken 

Saro Wiwa and eight others (a.k.a. the Ogoni nine) by late General Sani Abacha. Nigeria in 

retaliation boycotted the Africa’s Nation Cup which was hosted in South Africa and was unable to 

defend her title having won earlier in Tunisia. The rivalry further exacerbated during Mbeki and 

Obasanjo administrations with the increase in bi-lateral trade between the two countries. South 

African companies in Nigeria (examples include MTN, Multichoice, Woolworths etc.) started 

dominating the Nigerian market which was significantly larger than that of South Africa while 

refusing to open up their own markets in order to achieve equilibrium. The rise of former vice-

presidents Jacob Zuma (of South Africa) and Goodluck Jonathan (of Nigeria) to the helm of affairs 

in their countries saw the continued rivalry of both countries. Upon Zuma’s election in 2009, South 

Africa began aligning itself with Angola. This new relationship was not to Nigeria’s approval as she 

perceived it as a threat to her relations with both countries. Over the years, the rivalry between 

Nigeria and South Africa has deepened and has been made manifest on some inter-governmental 

levels and in cases that will be discussed below. 

 

AU Chairmanship rivalry  

Nigeria-South Africa rivalry over the chairmanship of the African Union in 2012 led to many months 

of impasse. Nigeria and Egypt were strongly in support of Jean Ping of Gabon as a candidate for 

chairmanship while South Africa pitched its tent with its citizen, Dlamini Zuma. The January 2012 

election resulted in a stalemate that elongated Ping’s term in office by six months while waiting 

for a fresh ballot.  This occurred because neither of the candidates successfully secured the 

required two-third majority for a landslide victory although Ping got more support than Zuma. 

Nigeria led a wide range of disapproval among the African states that were not in support of Zuma. 

This was because of their discontent towards South Africa’s disregard of the AU’s unwritten 

convention that the five largest contributors to the AU budget are not allowed to contest the 

commission’s highest office.6 The largest contributors, in no particular order are Nigeria, Algeria, 

Egypt, South Africa and Libya. It was also feared that South Africa being the largest economy in 

Africa, would maximize her position as the chairperson of AU to advance ambition of securing for 

itself, a permanent African seat on the United Nations Security Council.7 

Intense campaign by South Africa soon paid off as the tide turned in Zuma’s favour towards the 

end of the contest. According to the Guardian news, “the campaign became personal towards the 

end of the contest…Ping made an angry riposte to allegations in the South African press regarding 

his candidacy and campaign financing…that lost him critical support”.8 The absence of his two 

most important allies further hurt Ping’s chances of victory. The persistent threat of attack from 

Nigerian Islamist militants-Boko Haram, kept the Nigerian President, Goodluck Jonathan from 

attending; while the Ethiopian prime minister was not in attendance and was rumored to be 

critically ill and undergoing treatment in Europe. 9 In the final July election, Zuma beat Ping by 27 

to 24 in the first round; she gained two more votes in the next round, by the third round she was 

only one vote shy of the 34 votes required for a two-third majority, by the final round she won the 

votes of 37 states out of the 51 eligible member states.10  
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Competition for permanent Seat at the United Nations Security Council 

In October 2013, Nigeria was elected as a non-permanent member of the United Nations Security 

Council (UNSC).11 The non-permanent membership of the UNSC is usually occupied from time to 

time by countries that are not permanent members of the UNSC and elected to represent regional 

blocs. Nigeria was elected to represent English-speaking West African countries. Nigeria has 

historically canvassed for a permanent seat in the UNSC (whenever the reform of the organ is 

achieved) since her independence and admission into the United Nations as the 99th member.12 

Nigeria has represented Africa six times as a non-permanent member of the United Nations; first 

in 1966,  in1978 for the second time,  later in 1994, then in 2011, in 2013 and again in 2014.13  

Uhomoibhi asserts that the first indication of Nigeria’s interest as a permanent member of the 

UNSC was “in 1991 when the country’s Head of State, General Ibrahim Babangida, addressed the 

UN General assembly…and was reaffirmed in June 2000 by the Minister of State for foreign affairs, 

Dubem Onyia, in a meeting with a delegation representing Kofi Annan…UN Secretary-General at 

the time”.14 On 19th July 2011, while hosting David Cameroon, the then British Prime-Minister in 

Lagos, Goodluck Jonathan sought British support in backing Nigeria’s ambition to secure a 

permanent seat in the UNSC.  In President Jonathan’s words, “let me use this opportunity to 

request that the Security Council be liberalized and democratized. Africa needs to be represented. 

Nigeria having paid her dues in terms of contributions to world peace remains the best African 

country in that regard”.15 

South Africa’s tenure on the UNSC was in 2007 where she initially enjoyed enormous support which 

the country used to advance her blossoming foreign policy.16 In addition to the favour she gained 

due to her non-permanent membership of the UNSC, her ambition to someday secure a UNSC 

permanent membership drove her to achieve more than some other non-permanent members. 

For example, South Africa made series of movements to advance the democratization of decision 

making at the United Nations and challenged “the three Western P5 members’ perceived 

politicization of the Council machinery”.17 South Africa together with China and Russia objected to 

the criticism of human rights abuses in Myanmar (Burma) and Zimbabwe and the improved 

sanctions against Iran over its nuclear programme.18 South Africa’s long-term plan was to 

“…project the country as a leading emerging middle power and …locate itself favorably in a global 

environment characterized by a rapidly changing balance of power dominated by the economic 

rise of the emerging powers”.19 South Africa became a non-permanent member of the UNSC a 

second time in 2011 and continues to eye a permanent seat in a reformed UNSC. 

With Nigeria and South Africa both relentlessly gunning to be members of a reformed UNSC, both 

countries are pitched against each other with intense efforts to outdo the other. This is in 

accordance with the principles of the Game Theory. With no set date or projection of the 

reformation of the UNSC, it seems that there is no end in sight to the frequency of frosty relations 

between Nigeria and South Africa. 

 

BRICS 

BRICS is an acronym coined by Jim O’Neill in 2001 for an association of five major developing 

economies in the world: Brazil, Russia, India, China and South Africa. South Africa is the latest 

member, joining in December 2010.20 The association formerly consisted of the first four countries 

with the BRIC acronym. There was originally no African country in BRICs, this deficiency did not 
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help the group’s claim to represent the emerging world. South Africa and Nigeria, being the largest 

economies in Africa were candidates; but South Africa was considered a more worthy candidate 

because of her larger economy at the time. Additionally, the inclusion of South Africa in the BRICs 

group was a strategic move to establish a foothold for the BRIC nations in Africa.  BRICS Leaders’ 

Summit holds annually “with discussions representing spheres of political and socio-economic 

coordination, in which member countries have identified several business opportunities, economic 

complementarities and areas of cooperation”.21  

Earlier in 2012, after two years of South Africa’s membership, Jim O’ Neill of Goldman Sachs (an 

International finance and investment firm) assessed the inclusion of South Africa in the BRICS bloc. 

He opined that South Africa’s inclusion had debilitated the bloc’s power.22 The country’s puny 

economy at the time may have strengthened his opinion. But South Africa has since proved her 

worthiness to the group and has recorded tremendous successes, further advancing the sole 

purpose for her inclusion. The South African Government News Agency reported investment 

between South Africa and other members of BRICS. For instance, several billion dollar firms of 

Chinese origin are found in South Africa including Hisense, FAW, Beijing Automobile International 

Corporation, Phalabora Mining Company, Longyuan Power Group.23 Bilateral trade between South 

Africa and India grew by 400% between 2004 and 2014.24 

The preference of BRIC (Brazil, Russia, India and China) for South Africa over Nigeria has 

strengthened her claim as a more developed country than Nigeria. South Africa’s inclusion in BRICs 

has made it to perceive itself as possessing better economy worthy of the position of regional 

hegemon by the standard of other globally emerging economies (namely Brazil, Russia, India and 

China). This extra feather in South Africa’s cap has further driven its competition with Nigeria as 

regards regional hegemony. Accordingly, Nigeria is unwilling to accept South Africa’s claim to 

regional hegemon. The subtle struggle therefore persists and is hindering the fostering of 

permanently genial relations between Nigeria and South Africa. 

 

Diplomatic rows 

Yet another index of confrontation is the series of diplomatic rows that have erupted between 

Nigeria and South Africa. These diplomatic face-offs have further driven the wedge between 

Nigeria and South Africa. The inability of the two countries to resolve these rows and differences 

in opinions continues to hurt whatever efforts have been made in the past for warm relations to 

exist between them. Some of those diplomatic clashes will be examined below. 

 

Yellow Fever Card Deportation 

A diplomatic crisis broke out in 2012 between Nigeria and South Africa in the form of the yellow 

fever card deportation.25 On the 5th of March 2012, a group of 125 Nigerians landed at the Tambo 

International Airport in South Africa and  were denied entrance to the country because they lacked 

the proper documentation for vaccination against yellow fever.26 This was one of the entry 

requirements to South Africa as stipulated by the South African port health authorities. Another 

source has it that, while the Nigerians in question did possess the cards, they were deemed 

fraudulent by the South African port health authorities.27 As reported, the group was deported in 

two sub-groups- 75 of them were returned to Nigeria via South African Airways and the remaining 

50 were sent back to Nigeria via Arik Air, a Nigerian airline.30 The Nigerian Chairman of the House 
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of Representatives on Diaspora Affairs, Abike Dabiri-Ewa commented on the action. She described 

the action as “unacceptable, pathetic, degrading, unfair and un-African”.28 The passengers, Arik 

Airline spokesperson and Nigerian commentators suggested that the refusal of the South African 

port health authorities to accept the yellow fever certificates was politically motivated.29 Some of 

the passengers claimed that they had in the past been allowed entrance into South Africa with the 

same documents while representatives of the airline claimed that a lot of passengers have been 

detained and denied entry in recent months.  

Nigeria’s Foreign Affairs Minister, Gbenga Ashiru, promised a retaliation and thus between the 6th 

and 7th of March of the same year 84 South Africans were turned back from the Murtala 

Muhammed International Airport in Lagos, Nigeria.30 Within a week of diplomatic deadlock, a total 

of 256 citizens of Nigeria and South Africa were deported to their respective countries without due 

procedure. Nigeria decided to up her ante by deporting 131 more South Africans.31 In the comments 

of the South African International Relations and Cooperation Department’s spokesman as 

reported by The Sowetan, Clayson Monyela posited that Nigeria was exaggerating the matter from 

being a pure health matter to an escalated diplomatic face-off.32 In the same vein, Ronnie 

Mamoepa, the spokesperson of the South African department of Home Affairs and Fidel Hadebe, 

the representative of the South African Department of Health agreed that the policies 

implemented were in harmony with the standard international protocol, South Africa’s policies and 

WHO’s (World Health Organization) provisions for disease control.33  

The diplomatic row was however put to rest when the South African government sent a formal 

apology letter to Olugbenga Ashiru, Nigeria’s Minister of Foreign Affairs for the deportation of 125 

Nigerians on 5th March 2012 but refused Nigeria’s demand to pay compensation for the act.34  

Moving on, Nigeria accepted the apology and the two countries agreed on some mechanisms to 

forestall the re-occurrence of such incidence and ensure the protection of their bi-lateral 

relations.35 The mechanisms included the re-opening of the Tambo International Airport 

vaccination Clinic to help passengers without vaccination get vaccinated right upon their arrival at 

the Airport; and in case of mass deportations, senior officials at Department of International 

Relations and Cooperation should be consulted by immigration and Health officials at the Airport 

before deportation. 

 

Disagreement over the legitimacy of the Libyan Transitional National Council (TNC) 

There was yet another row between Nigeria and South Africa over Libyan leadership in 2011. Nigeria 

and South Africa had opposing views on “the embattled late Libyan Leader, Muammar Gaddafi and 

the recognition of the government of the Transitional National Council (TNC) during the Libyan 

revolution…”36  Nigeria had supported the TNC over her control of Libya based on African Union’s 

Constitutive Principle found in Section 14 of the Constitutive Act.37 This Act can only be 

implemented in harmony of other principles like democracy, preservation of human rights, good 

governance among others. The Nigerian government advanced that since Libya under Ghaddafi 

has never been led under any recognized constitution since he resumed office in 1969 therefore 

the Constitutive Act could not be applied to Ghaddafi who never ran a constitutional government. 

Nigeria drew support over this issue from 34 other member-states. South Africa on the other hand, 

believed that the AU Constitutive Act bans the Union from recognizing the TNC because it is illegal. 
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South Africa maintained that the Libyan government could only be removed through a 

constitutional process. 

 

Disparate views on the resolution of Ivory Coast’s post-election conflicts 

An election was carried out in Ivory Coast on 28 November 2010 for the purpose of re-unification 

of the country.38 This election was conducted by the Ivorien Independent Election Commission. 

The result of the election showed that the incumbent President, Laurent Gbagbo, had lost to 

Alassane Ouatarra, the leader of the opposition party. Gbagbo, displeased with the election 

results, aired his complaints of electoral malpractices to the highest court in the country, the 

Constitutional Council of Ivory Coast. The Court reversed the election result in Gbagbo’s favour, 

declaring him the winner. The Constitutional Court further argued that the election had been 

rigged in favour of the opposition leader. With no regard for apparent international consensus that 

Alassane Ouattara had won, Laurent Gbagbo refused to hand over the reins of power. A post-

election crisis soon surfaced as Gbagbo’s forces clashed with Ouatarra’s forces, leading to many 

months of mass-murder and spiking crime rate.  

In January 2011, South Africa docked her naval ship off the coast of Ivory Coast in a show of force. 

This further complicated international efforts to compel Laurent Gbagbo to yield power. Nigeria 

with the support of the United States of America and the European Union led a two-month long 

diplomatic campaign to depose Gbagbo. The campaign included financial sanctions and threat of 

military intervention. South Africa through her action, carried out without consulting regional 

powers, seemed like it was thwarting international efforts and pressing “…for a power-sharing 

agreement that would preserve a role for Gbagbo in Ivory Coast’s government.”39 South Africa’s 

response was that it did not have any intent of military intervention in Ivory Coast’s post-election 

crisis, that it rather placed her ship on the coast of Ivory Coast to provide possible aid to South 

African diplomats and citizens in Ivory Coast. In Lynch’s words, “the action highlighted a growing 

competition for influence between sub-Saharan African powers, South Africa and Nigeria, who are 

seeking international support for their bids for permanent seats on the U.N. Security Council”.40 

 

Xenophobia 

Xenophobia can be defined as the fear or hatred of foreigners, strangers and people from different 

cultures. The hatred of foreigners may be attributed to fear of the loss of identity or social status, 

perceived threat to economic prosperity of the citizens, sense of superiority or cultural 

misinformation. Xenophobia essentially stems from the belief that foreigners or aliens pose serious 

threat to the welfare and identity of citizens. South Africa has a history of hatred for foreigners. 

South Africa has a long history of xenophobic attacks and it affects her relations with her 

neighbors, Nigeria especially. According to Solomon and Kosaka, the South African Migration 

Project (SAMP) 2001 survey reveals that South Africa is really appalled by the immigration of 

foreigners in her territory.41 21% of persons involved in the survey desired an absolute ban on 

foreign immigrants and 64% wanted stringent limits on the number of aliens that are allowed entry. 

A dynamic feature of South Africa’s xenophobia is that the hatred is targeted towards foreigners 

(especially of black origin) from other places in Africa, as opposed to aliens from other races (e.g. 

Americans or Europeans) who are to a large extent more welcomed. For example, some Nigerian 

diplomats have protested South Africans’ xenophobic stereotypes depicting Nigerian immigrants 
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as criminals. The complaint was majorly that there were some locals and migrants from other races 

(Arabs, Chinese, Europeans etc.) dealing in illegal businesses that went unchecked. 

Nigerians in South Africa are major recipients of xenophobic attacks and there seems to be no end 

in sight to the attacks. Some of the cases of xenophobic attacks against Nigerians have been 

selected and will be considered below. Xenophobic attacks on Nigerians in South Africa have been 

attributed to the tendency of Nigerian aliens to take active roles and benefit optimally from their 

economy.42 Nigerians are generally hardworking and skilled, these attributes qualify them for some 

jobs and opportunities that some commoners in South Africa may not have access to and this 

infuriates the South Africans, especially those who consider themselves as poor and impoverished.  

Some Nigerians in South Africa have also been accused of cyber crimes, fraud, drug peddling and 

illegal entry into South Africa. 

 

Incidents of Xenophobic attacks on Nigerian aliens 

One of the numerous examples of cases of molestations of Nigerians in South Africa is the case of 

Obina Ugboja, a Nigerian citizen found dead in South African Police custody. The 32-year old 

Ugboaja had been living in South Africa for seven years and was gainfully employed as a Computer 

technician at First Coast technologies.43 The victim’s wife, Dyantyi reported that her husband left 

home on the night of January 6, 2013 to meet with friends in town, she started to worry when he 

did not come home and her phone calls went unanswered. She notified one of her brothers-in-law 

and traced her husband’s car to a police station where she was sent away with no answers. She 

was later taken to the mortuary where she found her husband’s dead body, according to her, “his 

mouth and neck were covered with blood and he had marks on his neck like he had been held 

hard”.44 She also said that the police told her that her husband had overdosed on cocaine even 

though she was sure her husband never smoked cigarettes. The agitation of the Nigerian citizens 

was that the case should be properly investigated since the circumstances surrounding the victim’s 

death seemed to be mysterious.  

There is also the case of a Nigerian man, who was beaten to death by 5 South African policemen 

on 21 May, 2013.45 The five officers, Boitumelo Ramahala, Mashiba Mathata, Collins Sekoati, Thabo 

Mabotia and Clement Tsotsane were accused of beating Onyeechiabi Iwuka to death, an 

accusation that the officers denied even though the victim was seen with them.46 The policemen 

applied for bail before the jury, the application was merely postponed.  

It has also been reported that an Edo-state born Nigerian man identified as Tony Rholand, a South 

African resident, was brutally stabbed to death by his wife, a South African citizen.47 He was 

reported to have been killed on 1st January, 2013 after his wife stabbed him to death over a minor 

argument.48 According to an insider living in the Nigerian community in South Africa, the mishap 

took place about 4am that morning. This incidence occurred in Bhisho community in King Williams 

town in the Eastern Cape province of South Africa along the banks of Buffalo River.49 The suspect, 

identified as Lungi hailed from the Khosa tribe in South Africa. According to sources, Lungi has a 

history of husband abuse and as well has a child for the deceased. The victim was said to have been 

immediately rushed to the hospital where he was later pronounced dead. Tony Rholand’s body 

was transferred to a local mortuary and Lungi was arrested.  

In June 2004, Nigerian Youth Association of South Africa accused Durban Westville prison warders 

of assisting South African inmates at the prison in obtaining weapons for attack on Nigerian 
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prisoners.50 Gabriel Okwara, the association Chairman reported that a Nigerian inmate in the prison 

was murdered by fellow South African inmates with knives from prison warders and four others 

were seriously injured. Okwara alleged that there are at least two warders involved in the killing of 

Igbokwe and he promised that the perpetrators of the evil would not go unpunished.  

The Ibadan Chairman of the House of Representatives Committee on Foreign Affairs, Rep. Nnenna 

Ukeje, described the reinforcement of attacks on Nigerians in South Africa as distressing.51 She said 

among other things that 23 Nigerians were forced out of their homes and chased out of Port-

Nolloth community on May 26, 2013 by some South Africans who accused the Nigerians of dealing 

in drugs.52 Also, she said that some Nigerians who spoke with a correspondent in Johannesburg 

said that their properties were destroyed and looted and that a Nigerian seriously injured in the 

attack was receiving treatment in a hospital in Johannesburg. She however commended the South 

African High Commissioner, Mr. Louis Mnguni, for his quick intervention and promised to work 

closely with him until the resolution of the issues. 

On 24th March, 2014, the Nigerian Union in South Africa revealed that it was mobilizing Nigerians in 

the country to sign a petition against South African police for brutality on Nigerians.53 The President 

of the union, Ikechukwu Anyene said that three Nigerians have been killed in South Africa by the 

members of the South African police force since the beginning of the year 2014. He said “the union 

will send the petition to the ministry of police affairs in South Africa, and copies to the Nigerian 

mission and National Assembly. We want the world to know that Nigerians are being manhandled 

in South Africa by the police”.54 Anyene also said that a Nigerian businessman by the name 

Emmanuel Prosper was shot dead by a South African citizen.55 He went further to report that 32-

year old Prosper, a native of Igbokwu, Anambra State, Nigeria, was allegedly killed by a South 

African for cheating on him in their gay relationship.56 In Anyene’s words, he  explained “We are 

alerted that a Nigerian had been shot at the Pretoria business district yesterday, (March 11). On 

getting to the scene, we saw the Nigerian dead and were told that the South African killed him for 

cheating in their gay relationship”.57 He further said that the police arrested the suspect and would 

charge him to court that day (12th march).  

 

Reactions to Incidents of Xenophobic attacks 

It is the duty of every sovereign state to protect the rights, life and properties of its citizens both 

at home and abroad. Apart from establishing missions in other countries to cement cordial 

relations, one of the duties of foreign missions is to represent the home government and protect 

the rights of its citizens as well as seeing to their welfare.  The duty of Nigeria’s mission in Pretoria 

is to protect, on behalf of the Nigerian government, the rights of Nigerians in South Africa. 

However, the rights of Nigerians in South Africa are not being protected as xenophobic attacks 

against Nigerians and other aliens continue unabated. 

There have been some remarkable reactions to the molestations of Nigerians in South Africa. 

Although these cases have been brought to the knowledge of the Nigerian High Commission in 

South Africa, land mark reactions are yet to be recorded. For example, as regards the case of the 

murder of Obina Ugboaja, the Nigerian Consulate in Johannesburg presented a letter to the South 

African Independent Police Investigation Directorate (IPID) on 22nd May, 2013, on the demise of Mr 

Ugboaja, a Nigerian in South African police custody. The Consul-General of the Nigerian Consulate 

in South Africa, Okey Emuchay, told the IPID Deputy Director, Thabo Neholo, in Cape Town that 
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Nigeria’s choice of allowing due process in the investigation of the death of Obinna Ugboaja in 

police custody should not be seen as a sign of weakness. The envoy complained to the IPID Officer 

about lack of acknowledgement of the initial letter written about the incidence and the 

questionable circumstances surrounding the death of many Nigerians in the hands of South African 

police. The IPID Deputy Director, Neholo, while responding, assured the Nigerian envoy that the 

death of Mr Ugboaja was still under investigation. The Chairman of Nigerian Union in Western 

Cape, Azu Okparaugo commended the steps taken by the Nigerian Consulate towards the 

resolution of the circumstances surrounding the death of the named victim.  

Additionally, in June 2015, the Nigerian Federal Government summoned the South African High 

Commissioner, Lulu Louis-Mnguni over the prevalence of xenophobic attacks on Nigerians and 

other black Africans.58 The Nigerian government also demanded compensation from South African 

authorities for the attacks on Nigerians. Reports reveal that the High Commissioner assured the 

Nigerian government that South Africa was doing ‘everything possible’ to curtail the attacks and 

bring those behind them to justice. The House of Representatives like the Executive, demanded 

that concerned families of Nigerian victims be compensated. The Committee on International 

Affairs led by Abike Dabiri-Erewa approached the South African High Commissioner in Abuja to 

advance the displeasure of the legislature towards xenophobic attacks against Nigerians. The High 

Commissioner in his response apologized to the Nigerian government and blamed majority of the 

attacks on the ignorance of the younger South African generation. In his comments, he advanced 

that the younger generation is unaware of Nigeria’s intervention during South Africa’s dark years. 

He however assured the committee that steps would be initiated to educate and sensitize the 

younger generation. 

Shortly after, the South African Consul-General in Nigeria, Sam Monaisa, in an e-mail to the South 

African Business Forum announced a brief closure of the consulate in Lagos.59 Monaisa said that 

Nigerians were using the social media to “blow an already tense situation in South Africa out of 

proportion and stoking emotions”.60 On the other hand, Nigeria’s Consul-General in South Africa, 

Uche Ajulu-Okeke revealed that some Nigerians who escaped attacks with wounds showed 

interest in being returned home (Nigeria). She further revealed that steps were being taken to 

actualize their wishes. 

Earlier in April 2015, Nigerians in South Africa were directed by the Nigerian government to remain 

indoors till xenophobic attacks are put under control.61 They were warned to stay at home, close 

their businesses temporarily, stay off trouble and respect South African laws. The Nigerian 

government indicated that it chose to thread with caution and not undertake any revolutionary 

action because the attacks were not directed only towards Nigerians but other black aliens. The 

Nigerian House of Representatives requested that the South African leadership under Jacob Zuma, 

investigate the attacks and bring perpetrators to justice. The PUNCH newspaper revealed that a 

Nigerian resident in South Africa admitted to its reporters that the South African government 

secretly endorsed the attacks on black Africans in their country. He said, “… the government is 

secretly gingering them. The government wants all illegal immigrants to be driven away…but our 

people are prepared. We are not running away”.62 

The United States of America also joined the South African government and other civil society 

leaders to campaign against xenophobic attacks directed towards black Africans.63 They expressed 

their displeasure over the loss of lives, businesses and properties to xenophobic attacks. They 
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advised that violence should not be resorted to in settling disputes and encouraged peaceful co-

existence. The US Ambassador to South Africa, Patrick H. Gaspard asserted that the government 

of the United States was ready to lend assistance in any way necessary. Gaspard stressed that the 

US is the largest single contributor to the UN High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR), 

International Organization for Migration (IOM) and the International Committee of the Red Cross 

and Red Crescent (ICRC).  

The inability of the South African government to curb the molestation of Nigerians in South Africa 

is rapidly worsening the state of inter-citizenry relations between Nigerians and South Africans. 

Although the attacks on Nigerians do not presently have tangible repercussions on the 

governmental relation between Nigeria and South Africa, there is no gainsaying the fact that the 

risk is imminent if the attacks continue unabated.  Besides, since individuals make up a government 

and a country, one can say without mincing words that xenophobia also serves as an index of 

confrontation in Nigeria- South Africa relations. 

 

Prospects of Nigeria-South Africa Relations 

Nigeria and South Africa are two significant countries in Africa. The partnership of both countries 

is bound to yield far-reaching dividends for the African continent at large. With Nigeria and South 

Africa being the first and second largest economies in Africa, they possess necessary potentials to 

better advance their individual economies and contribute their quota to the economic 

advancement of Africa.  In less than ten years of strategic partnership between Nigeria and South 

Africa, the impact of the bond was felt throughout Africa. Africa saw the transformation of O.A.U 

to AU, the creation of NEPAD, debt relief, attraction of Foreign Direct Investments, to mention a 

few. On a bi-lateral level, Nigeria and South Africa relations between 1999 and 2007 widened the 

scope of their economic relations and afforded them opportunities to strengthen their leadership 

positions in Africa. These are a testament to the fact that a strategic and cordial relation between 

Nigeria and South Africa is bound to have pleasant long-lasting effects on the two countries and 

the entire continent.  

However, endless rows emanating from ruthless power tussle and competition to achieve regional 

hegemon frustrate the growth of bi-lateral relations between Nigeria and South Africa. And while 

both countries are indeed powerful and influential in Africa, the constant squabbles between them 

and diplomatic offensives often exchanged between them, have reduced both their relations and 

leadership postures in Africa to mere competition. As a result, rather than jointly exerting their 

influences as regional hegemons like they once did, the diplomatic and power moves of one are 

usually being thwarted by the other and vice-versa, unknowingly stalling the progress of the 

continent. The present state of relations between Nigeria and South Africa indicate that if the 

power struggle persists, their relation may deteriorate further with bitter rivalry, taken out on the 

citizens.  

In addition, the incessant xenophobic attacks against Nigerians and their businesses in South Africa 

may be perceived as mere citizens’ conflict having no tangible effect on governmental relations. 

Nigeria is yet to retaliate or take any drastic step to deter the aggression its citizens suffer in South 

Africa. This is largely due to Nigeria’s foreign policy stand which places high premium on seeing to 

the welfare and prosperity of Africans and blacks generally. Nigeria’s foreign policy puts her in a 

‘big-brother’ position in Africa, a role Nigeria has played since her independence. This big-brother 
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role has made Nigeria to soft-pedal in its reactions to xenophobic attacks against Nigerians in South 

Africa. However, should the attacks continue unabated, Nigeria may be forced to respond with 

violence which could deepen the confrontation between Nigeria and South Africa. 

 

Conclusion 

Although there still exists some relations of accommodation between Nigeria and South Africa in 

that Nigeria still houses some South African businesses and citizens and vice versa. However, their 

relations at present seem to be largely confrontational and tensed because there have been more 

physical, political and economic clashes, as well as clashes of interests in recent years. If the 

confrontations continue unabated, there is every indication that it would further worsen the 

relations between Nigeria and South Africa. Some of the confrontations have not advanced to 

governmental level, xenophobic attacks against Nigerians in South Africa are an example of this. 

Criminalization of Nigerians in South Africa by some South Africans if unchecked may lead to 

conflicting relations between their governments. This conclusion is arrived at as some keen 

observers of international relations and scholars have posited that the continued victimization and 

killings of Nigerians in South Africa will exacerbate Nigeria-South Africa relations and could possibly 

result in a conflicting relation. Additionally, due to the attacks on lives, businesses and properties, 

some Nigerian businesses in South Africa have collapsed and the economy is less enticing to other 

Nigerians at home for exploration, thus reducing the number of private Nigerian businesses in 

South Africa. This is an economic implication on Nigeria-South Africa relations. A socio-cultural 

implication presents itself in that the security dilemma of Nigerians in South Africa makes it 

unappealing to other Nigerians, thus affecting the exchange of citizens. 

 

Recommendations 

This essence of this research would be defeated if necessary recommendations are not made. 

These suggestions/recommendations are important so as to help repair the wavering relations 

between Nigeria and South Africa. Friendly relation between Nigeria and South Africa is not only 

beneficial to the countries involved and their citizens, but also beneficial to Africa at large. There is 

proof of this in the dividends that the golden years of Nigeria-South Africa relations (1999-2007) 

afforded the continent. In less than a decade, Africa witnessed an improved union (AU), enjoyed 

debt relief, attracted foreign investments, among others facilitated by the partnership of Nigeria 

and South Africa. This research therefore makes the following recommendations: 

1. Efforts should be made by the governments of Nigeria and South Africa to facilitate and 

sustain serious and meaningful bi-lateral agreements in areas of politics, economy, 

military and technology. 

2. Nigeria and South Africa are undoubtedly giants in Africa. The claim of both countries to 

be Africa’s permanent representative to the UN Security Council supports this fact. Their 

struggle for regional hegemony also clearly shows that both countries are regional 

powers in their own right. As such, co-operation rather than competition should be the 

goal for both countries, bearing in mind that neither of them can single-handedly lead 

the continent. Frequent diplomatic meetings where representatives of both countries 

can meet regularly to discuss issues affecting both countries and seek peaceful 
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settlement of disputes rather than retaliating and engaging in diplomatic face-offs are 

necessary to forestall future rows. 

3. It is the responsibility of the government of every country to protect the lives and rights 

of foreign citizens in its territory. The South African government therefore has the 

primary responsibility of protecting the lives of every foreign citizen in its territory 

(including Nigerians). The government of South Africa needs to exhibit renewed 

dedication to curbing the killing of Nigerians in South Africa and making examples of 

apprehended perpetrators. Similarly, the South African government should be 

intentional about curbing and eventually laying to rest, the vandalization of Nigerian 

businesses in South Africa. Since South African businesses are present in Nigeria and 

blossoming because of the enabling environment provided by the Nigerian government 

for them, South African government ought to take deliberate steps to reciprocate the 

gesture. 

4. The governments of Nigeria and South Africa should educate their citizens on citizen 

diplomacy and how it helps to form foreign relations. This would go a long way to help 

inform the actions of the citizens and make them more careful in relating with foreigners 

in their country because their treatment of foreigners can directly or indirectly affect 

relations at governmental level. 

5. The Nigerian government has indeed taken some actions and diplomatic steps to curtail 

the xenophobic attacks against its citizens in South Africa. However, those steps are not 

far-reaching and consistent and have therefore failed to achieve desired results. The 

Nigerian government should engage the South African government in constant dialogue 

and diplomatic meetings as a means of mounting pressure on the South African 

government to closely watch and influence the actions and activities of its citizens.  
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