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FEDERATION 

MEANING OF FEDERATION 

A Federation ordinarily means the bringing together of small ethnic groups or states 

into a strong state. It can also be defined as a country consisting of a number of 

individual states that have control over their own affairs, retain their culture and 

identity, but are controlled by a central government for national decisions.  

A Federation consists of at least two levels or tiers of government between whom 

the powers of are shared. In Nigeria, there are three tiers namely, the federal 

government that is the central government, the state governments and the local 

governments, while we have one central government, there are 36 states and 774 

local governments each having political or administrative headquarters called 

government capital. 

In a federation, the constitution gives each tier of government specific functions and 

matters over which it has powers. These powers are outlined in 3 lists – the 

Exclusive, concurrent and residual lists. Nigeria and the United States of America 

are examples of countries that practice Federal system of government. 

 

CHARACTERISTICS OF FEDERATION 

A. POWER SHARING: The constitution of a federation is designed in such a 

way that power is shared between the three tiers or levels of government, with 

each adhering to the bounds of its powers. 

B. LAW MAKING: In a federation, the central government has overriding 

power over other levels of government in matters concerning law making. 

C. EXCLUSIVE LAWS: Some laws are exclusive to the federal government 

only. This implies that such powers can only be exercised by the federal 

government. Example defense or security, the para-military, mint and 

currency, the federal civil service, the national assembly etc. fall within this 
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category. Some laws are also concurrent, in which case, both the federal and 

state government can exercise such powers example, Education, health, 

industrial development etc. some laws are also reserved for the state and it is 

called residual list. Such area as markets, parks and capitation rates are in this 

category. 

D. SUPREMACY OF THE CONSTITUTION: The existence of constitution 

which is supreme and above every person or interest is a dominant feature in 

federation. 

E. INTERPRETATION OF LAW: In a federation, the powers to interpret laws 

in the event of conflicts resides with the Supreme Court. It adjudicates and 

arrives at a final verdict which must be complied with. 

F. WRITTEN AND RIGID CONSTITUTION: The constitution of a 

federation is usually written and rigid. 

POWER SHARING BETWEEN THE CENTRAL GOVERNMENT AND 

COMPONENT UNITS 

In a federation, the constitution gives powers or specific functions to the different 

tiers of government. These powers are contained in the three lists namely, the 

exclusive, concurrent and residual lists. 

a. THE EXCLUSIVE LIST: This list contains matters over which the federal 

government alone has right or power. E.g. defense, currency, immigration, 

external affairs etc. 

b. CONCURRENT LIST: These are matters over which both the central and 

state government can exercise powers, eg. Health, education, industrial 

development, roads etc. 

c. RESIDUAL LIST: Matters not listed in the exclusive and concurrent lists are 

in this list and they belong to the state and local governments alone. Eg. 

Market, motor parks street naming, capitation rates etc. 

NEED FOR FEDERATION 

Several factors give rise to several states or ethnic groups coming together to 

form a federation. Federalism enables the groups to pool their human and 

material resources, experience, and culture technology together to pursue a 

common goal of becoming a great country. Federation allows the groups to co-

exist without losing their identity, culture, belief. No group no matter how small 

is swallowed up by any large group but each group is helped to survive. All the 
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parts of the federation contribute to the constitution and development of the 

country. 

REASONS OR NEED FOR FEDERATION 

1. NATIONAL INTEGRATION: The 1914 amalgamation of Nigeria brought 

together people of over 250 ethnic groups, with different origins, culture and 

language into a country. There is the need to unite all these people into a strong 

country. Federation is the best system to bring about national integration. 

2. UNITY IN DIVERSITY: Federalism makes it possible for people of diverse 

background, ethnicity, and language, cultural and religious orientation to unite 

and pursue common goals. These various groups unite as one and stay 

together in spite of their differences. 

3. FEAR OF INSECURITY: Small states come together under a federation to 

provide defense against domination or attack of bigger, more powerful states. 

The basic reason for adoption of federation is to protect both the weak and 

strong and retain their autonomy through collective defense. 

4. ECONOMIC REASONS: States also federate in in order to harness or bring 

their resources together so as to form a stronger economy for the benefit of 

all. 

5. ADMINISTRATIVE EFFICIENCY: Federation is the most suitable or best 

form of government for countries with large size and diverse ethnic, cultural 

and religious differences. Nigeria has large population and cannot be ruled 

under a unitary system of government. 

6. EVEN AND RAPID DEVELOPMENT: States come together to form a 

federation in order to ensure rapid and even development of all parts of the 

country. 

7. TO BRING GOVERNMENT CLOSER TO THE PEOPLE: States come 

together to form a federal system of government in order to bring government 

nearer to the people and give them sense of belonging. 

8. TO CREATE EMPLOYMENT OPPORTUNITIES: Groups come 

together to form a federation so as to create more employment opportunities 

to their citizenry through division of powers and duplication of offices and 

ministries. 


