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Abstract 
The need for accelerated mass rail network within 

Abuja, Nigeria, has never been more urgent 

especially against the backdrop of the current 

chaotic road transportation dominated by cars and 

buses barely able to manage the city’s burgeoning 

population of about eight million. At present, the 

importance of the city as an economic and social 

hub, besides its administrative function, has 

increased on account of its astronomical population 

growth and unrelenting urbanization as well as its 

increasing role as a safe haven from the insecurity 

plaguing several parts of the country. Since Abuja is 

located in the centre of the country and Nigeria’s 

administrative capital, it has a high potential not 

only to continually attract a huge influx of people 

seeking economic opportunities but also to set the 

tone for the economic development of the country 

along with Lagos. This study discusses the need to 

accelerate a sustainable railway transport 

infrastructure project within the city of Abuja, 

Nigeria, as well as deliver as do a comparison of 

Abuja rail mass transit system before and after 

2023. To achieve this, a quantitative approach was 

adopted to study the current accelerated service 

delivery of the Abuja Rail Mass Transit system with 

specific emphasis on pre and after 2023 operational 

outcomes.  To achieve this, primary and secondary 

sources have been consulted to elicit requisite data. 

The primary sources included detailed examination 

of some organisational reports while secondary 

sources included articles, journals and other online 

sources. The findings were used to assess existing 

roadmap for achieving a sustainable railway 

network infrastructure. The study also makes some 

recommendations for railway transportation 

infrastructure sustainability.  
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I. INTRODUCTION 
The concept of Abuja, as a federal capital 

for the most populous black nation on earth, was the 

outcome of a deliberate master plan in 1976 to build 

a neutral city devoid to replace the overcrowded and 

ethnically-contested coastal city of Lagos. The 

outcome was a city built from scratch in the 

geographic centre of the country to ensure 

accessibility and national cohesion. According to 

Kathleen & Quinn (nd), Nigeria considered moving 

the capital from Lagos to a new site. Lagos was 

congested and did not have sufficient infrastructure. 

Worse still, it was coastal and, therefore, open to 

attack from the sea. It is now also vulnerable to sea 

level rise, and even subsidence. Another reason cited 

by the study was the high oil prices obtainable then 

coupled with the fact Lagos did not represent a 

central vision of Nigeria, as noted earlier, therefore, 

relocating the capital could address these issues.  

 

However, the unbridled influx of 

population from all over the country has meant that 

the original infrastructure in Abuja metropolis is 

stretched almost to the breaking point.  Two of the 

most visible indication of a mega city, which Abuja 

has become, could be large population and chaotic 

transportation system. As such, it did not take the 

city planners to go back to the drawing board and 

chart a course out of the quagmire. Odesanya (2023) 

citing Ochei & Mamudu (2020), stated that 

transportation plays a key role in the development of 

the Real Gross Domestic Product (RGDP) of any 

nation. The study noted that development in the 

transport sub-sector of a nation is key and important 

for growth of other sub-sector like manufacturing, 

communication and social integration growth of a 

nation. Therefore, there exists a positive relationship 

between economic growth and the various sub-

sectors of the transport industry of any country.  

 

The Railway Sector in Nigeria 

Soretire, et al., (2024) stated that the 

Nigeria Railway Corporation (NRC) came into 

https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2019/09/11-sinking-cities-that-could-soon-be-underwater/
https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2019/09/11-sinking-cities-that-could-soon-be-underwater/
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being following the merger of the pre-existing 

Lagos government railways and the Baro-Kano 

railways on 3rd October, 1912. NRC, however, 

became an autonomous corporation by the Nigerian 

Railway Corporation Act (1955), as amended in 

1990, with the general objectives of “carriage of 

passengers and goods in the manner that will offer 

full value and quality of service, ensure the safety of 

operations and maximum efficiency, meet social 

responsibility in a manner that will meet the 

requirements of rail users, trade, commerce, and the 

general public‟. Nigeria Railway Corporation has its 

roots dating back to 1898. The British colonial 

government had constructed the first railroad with 

the aim of evacuating Nigeria's agricultural and 

mineral resources from the hinterland to the port for 

eventual transfer to Britain and the rest of Europe. 

However, down the line, rail transportation in the 

country until recent times had undergone significant 

decline and accounted for only a tiny fraction of the 

subsequent value added in the transportation sector 

up to the recent past such that the operational 

segment of Nigeria's railway network till 2010 was 

only between Lagos-Kano and Abuja-Kaduna. 

Issues bedeviling the sector included poor 

management, poor maintenance culture, negligence 

of the sector by the government, and absence of a 

functional national transport policy, among others. 

This situation was, however, to change in the last 

few years, as a deliberate attempt is made by the 

government to revitalize rail transportation for 

passenger and cargo movement across the country. 

This has resulted in an upgrade of existing tracks 

and the construction of new rail tracks as mentioned 

earlier. Consequently, it is envisaged that the 

revitalization of rail transport system in Nigeria 

holds promise of a better future not only for the 

environment but also for significant social and 

economic benefits. 

 

What is Mass Rail Transit? 

 

A mass rail system, often called a Mass 

Rapid Transit (MRT) or metro system, is a high-

capacity public transportation network designed to 

move large volumes of people within urban and 

suburban areas. These metro systems consist of 

electric trains operating on fixed tracks separated 

from regular traffic to ensure speed, reliability, and 

safety. Key features include: (i) Exclusive Right-of-

Way, which means that the tracksare completely 

separated from roads and pedestrians as such, trains 

never have to wait for street traffic or traffic lights; 

(ii)High Capacity & Speed meaning that trains can 

carry hundreds or thousands of passengers at once 

and move at high speeds, significantly reducing 

travel times in congested cities.; (iii)Frequent 

Service indicating that trains operate on short, 

scheduled intervals (often just a few minutes apart 

during rush hours), making them highly reliable. 

 

Mass rail systems could comprise (i) heavy 

rail (subway. metros), which are large, high-capacity  

electric trains that operate primarily underground in 

tunnels or on elevated tracks as could be found in 

the London Underground and the New York City 

Subway; (ii) Light Rail (Trams/Streetcars), which 

are smaller, slightly slower trains that often share 

some street space with cars but operate on dedicated 

tracks for most of their routes; (iii) Commuter Rail, 

which connects city centres with the suburbs and 

satellite towns, typically utilizing larger trains that 

run longer distances with fewer stops. 

Typically, cities build mass rail transit 

systems to reduce traffic congestion, as part of 

efforts to promote green energy source to cut down 

on greenhouse gas emissions and to achieve 

sustainable economic growth, which as pointed out 

earlier, efficient transportation system is capable of 

boosting the GDP of a nation. Examples of cities 

that had deployed mass rail transit systems include 

Abuja (ARMT) and Lagos (LRMT). 

 

According to Pillah (2023) citing 

(Akpoghomeh, 2019). (Bamidele, 2022), the basic 

function of urban transport is to connect residents 

and their places of employment as well as producer 

and users of goods and services. As a densely-

populated country, the demand for public transport 

in most Nigerian cities is very high especially mot 

city dwellers are low-income earners who cannot 

afford personal vehicles. At the same time, available 

means of public transport are very few and limited. 

It should, however be noted that even in developed 

countries of Europe and America where the level of 

personal income is higher, city planners still 

prioritise trains and trams and even bicycles (as 

witnessed in Netherlands) for intra and inter urban 

movement as part of an integrated urban transport 

system or simply to promote a more ecologically-

friendly public transportation system. A good and 

efficient public transport system is the one which 

enables commuters to travel where and when they 

want, and at the price they can afford. To achieve 

this, policy makers need to develop a multi-modal 

transport system which provides a variety of public 

transport services to suit a wide range of individual 

needs.  
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In Nigeria, policy makers face a nightmare 

in terms of providing a transport network that is not 

only affordable but also sustainable. The study also 

notes the unanticipated shift in population dynamics 

on account of unbridled rural-urban migration and 

the consequent need for employment, housing and 

sustenance. The attendant expansion of many 

Nigerian cities in Nigeria put great pressure on 

existing transport network, and which is proving 

extremely difficult to resolve especially against the 

backdrop of limited resources in the face of other 

competing needs. Hence the response, more often 

than not, ‘’are ad-hoc, uncoordinated and poor.’’  It 

is also crucial to note that apart from ameliorating 

the plight of many urban residents, who may not be 

able to afford exorbitant taxi fare, it also has the 

potential of being used as a policy tool to reduce the 

number of cars on urban roads thereby reducing 

traffic congestion and air pollution.  

 

To realise these goals, Oraegbune & Ugwu 

(2017) stated that the Federal Government, through 

the Federal Capital Territory Authority (FCTA), 

opted for the development of mass rail transit 

system for the city of Abuja. The objective of the 

Abuja rail mass transit projects is to create a rail 

mass transit system that not only meets the highest 

international standards of technical excellence, 

harnesses the efficient operation and management of 

the private sector but also has broad social and 

political acceptance. The ultimate goal is to ensure 

that Abuja retains its positions as an excellent place 

to live and work and as a capital befitting the most 

populous black nation in the world. A reliable rail 

mass transit will offer many benefits to the city. It 

will offer a safe and affordable alternative to the 

unsafe public transit fife with ‘one-chance 

characters’’, who robbed, maimed or killed 

unsuspecting passengers. It will offer benefits to the 

environment by reducing road traffic, gas emission 

and congestion, while placing Abuja on the world 

stage as one of the few cities in Africa operating a 

high railway system.  

 

II. Background to the Study 
 

According to WikkiTimes (2020), the 

Abuja capital city has a high level of automobile 

congestion and air pollution on account of the 

burgeoning population, increase in the number of 

private cars. The use of aged taxis and commercial 

buses as well as numerous commercial motorcycles 

has further compounded the problem. Hence, it is 

clear that the transport systems are grossly 

inadequate and out of tune with the need and status 

of Abuja. It was this realization that led the Federal 

Capital Territory Authority (FCTA) to consider the 

re-organisation of the transport sector in line with 

the city master plan through a programme called 

Abuja Public Transport Initiative (Abutrans), which 

includes introduction of high-capacity modes of 

transportation i.e. rail and buses for intra and inter-

city movement.  

 

Another dimension to this planned course 

of action as pointed out in some studies speaks of 

the to avoid over-generalisation as what works 

elsewhere might not necessarily work in Nigeria. 

WikkiTimes (2020) citing Busie and Rice (1999), 

noted that the Nigerian urban context, travel 

behaviour, income and cultural settings of Nigerians 

differ significantly from that of the developed 

countries. Furthermore, the study cautions against 

wholesale of foreign ideas without a clear 

understanding of the factors that are likely to lead to 

success or failure is likely to produce undesirable 

result and may even lead to backlash against 

otherwise progressive policies. However, if properly 

managed, the Abuja Rail Mass Transit system could 

be a veritable source of critical linkages and benefits 

spanning many sectors as shown in Fig.1 below. 
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Fig. 1: The Conceptual Underpinnings of a Mass Rail Transit System (source: Soretire, et al., (2024) 

 

As further noted in Oraegbune & Ugwu 

(2017) describes the Federal Capital of Nigeria, as 

being a young city conceived and designed in the 

late 1970s, and one of the few cities in the world, 

which were planned before they were built, and 

designated as a national capital. Therefore, Abuja 

was conceived and guided by a master plan that set 

out the parameters for meeting the demands of a 

growing population. While many of its conceptual 

aspirations have been largely realized, one thing that 

stands out is the absence of a rail mass transit 

system. As noted further in the study, the design of 

Abuja is in a linear form, running through about 19 

communities. Obviously, private vehicles were not 

envisaged to ply these routes other than a rail mass 

transit. It is also crucial to note that while the city 

was initially designed for 1.6m residents, the current 

population of the city and satellite towns has 

surpassed 8milion with less than half of the 

households living in the satellite towns and not 

owning private cars but still have to commute on a 

daily basis to and from the city centre – a journey 

spanning 30 – 90 minutes!   

 

The Abuja Rail Mass Transit System over the 

Years 

According to Director of Transportation, 

FCTA,Engr. Joseph Akinteye, the Abuja Rail Mass 

Mass Transit (ARMT) system Phase 1, which 

comprises Lots 1 and 3, made up of 77.775 km out 

of the six Lots designated by the Transportation 

Master plan was awarded in 2007. He, however, 

said that only Lots 1 A and 3, made up of 45.245 km 

was completed in 2017, commissioned in 2018, and 

followed by a trial operation service which lasted 

for 20 months. Additionally, the Director noted that 

the trial service ended abruptly in March 2020, on 

account of the advent of COVID-19 pandemic and 

the attendant vandalisation of the equipment. 

However, the FCTA has disclosed that it is going to 

spend five billion naira on rehabilitation of ARMT, 

which when completed is expected to bring back the 

Metro Line services. 

Also, the Permanent Secretary, FCTA, Mr 

Olusade Adesola, viewed the move as one aimed at 

restoring the vital transportation infrastructure, 

which he described as the “life blood of Abuja city” 

and would be delivered by China Civil Engineering 

Construction Corporation Ltd (CCECC), within 12 

months. He added that, going forward, “We are 

taking stringent measures to safeguard this valuable 

asset. We will not allow the actions of a few vandals 

to undermine the progress and potential of this 

essential public service (ThisDay, 2023). 

 

Components of The Abuja Light Rail Mass 

Transit Project  

In line with its master plan, Oraegbune & 

Ugwu (2017) stated that the Abuja light rail mass 

transit project consists of six lots covering a distance 

of appropriately 285km. Lot I (also known as the 

Blue Line) is about 43km long and originates from 

Ring Road 1 passing through transportation centre 

in the Central Business District (CBD) to Gwagwa, 
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a distance of about 24km. It then joins the commuter 

rail network in a southwardly direction to the 

airport, a distance of 8km and Northwards from 

Gwagwa to Kubwa, a distance of about 13km. The 

route traverses the high density areas of Garki, 

Wuse, Jabbi, Life Camp and Gwagwa. Initial 

demand is estimated at 136,000 passenger trip daily, 

growing to 830,000 by year 2030. Lots 2 (known as 

the Red Line) covers a distance of about 22km from 

Nyanya to the transportation centre. Beginning from 

section D, it will continue for 15km on the transit 

way through the interchange centre to the Gwarimpa 

FHA Estate. The line would then extend further to 

reach the blue line. The total length of the line is 

estimated at 54km. The red line will have 16 stations 

with demand expected to be 136,000 passengers 

daily initially and projected to grow to 437,000 by 

year 2030.  

Lot 3 (known as the Yellow Line) runs from 

transportations centre in the Central Business 

District (CBD) to the Idu Industrial Area over a 

length of 18km. It will ultimately connect to the 

Airport, Kuje and Gwagwalada. It will connect with 

the Blue line at the National Rail Junction east of 

the Idu Industrial Area, South of Gwagwa. The 

initial demand is estimated at 68,000 passengers per 

day and projected to grow to 121,000 by year 2030. 

When eventually taken to the Airport, the total 

length of the line would be about 29.5km. Lot 4 

consisting of lots 4A and 4B is an extension of 

commuter urban rail lane from Kuje to the Satellite 

town of Karshi passing through Keffi to Linde in 

Nassarawa State and covering a distance of about 

46km, with lot 4B adding a further distance of 46km 

considering of the southern wing of the transit way. 

Lot 5 is a commuter urban rail running from Kubwa 

to Bwari with a connection to Suleja in Niger State, 

covering a distance of 31km. Lot 6 is an extension 

of the commuter urban rail line originating from the 

Airport Cargo Terminal to Kuje and further on to 

Gwagwalada distance of 43km. The FCTA is 

funding the design and build of the fixed 

infrastructure for Lots 1 and 2 and proposes 

concessioning its operation to a private operator(s). 

Lots 2, 4, 5 and 6 are to be conceded to private 

operators on a design, build, finance, operate and 

transfer concessions, otherwise known as BOT. Lots 

1 and 3 are at finishing stages which was projected 

to be commissioned for use by 2015/2016 (but 

finally commissioned in 2018). It is also important 

to note that these Lots 1 and 3 and remaining Lots 

(4, 5, and 6) contain good number of criteria and 

indicators for sustainable railway transportation 

infrastructure. However, the low level of awareness 

of practice of sustainable best practice has been the 

bane of high quality job execution in Nigeria. To 

avoid this this, the project is being handled by China 

Civil Engineering and Construction Company.  

 

Successes Recorded 

In terms of successes recorded by the 

Abuja Rail Mass Transit (ARMT) project, ThisDay 

(2026), says the system recorded over four million 

passengers within a period of 15 months. In the 

same vein, the newspaper reported that the country 

received the first batch of students trained in China 

and the official launch of a local training programme 

supported by the Chinese government in Abuja, 

which could be described as another significant 

milestone in the Nigeria’s rail system. At a symbolic 

ceremony held to welcome the trainees home, the 

Deputy General Manager of CCECC, Rail 

Operations Department, Zhuang Yanhui, 

commended members of the Nigerian team for their 

commitment during the intensive training in China. 

According to him. the programme covered critical 

aspects of urban rail operations, including 

dispatching and control, station management, 

maintenance protocols, and safety procedures. He 

said, “This ceremony is not just about celebrating 

training. It represents the beginning of knowledge 

transfer, local empowerment, and sustainable 

operations for the ARMT.” He explained that the 

local training phase in Abuja would allow Nigerian 

trainees to adapt their international learning to the 

realities of the local environment, with support from 

both Nigerian and Chinese instructors. While 

providing an update on the rail operations, Yanhui 

revealed that since the Abuja Rail Mass Transit 

System commenced commercial services in May 

2024 with its Diesel Multiple Units (DMUs), the 

system had maintained over 450 days of stable and 

reliable operations, transporting more than four 

million passengers. He stated that the service had 

significantly eased commuting pressures, 

particularly during peak hours, and had quickly 

become the preferred mode of green and efficient 

travel for thousands of Abuja residents. Abuja Rail 

Mass Transit system is expected to serve as a model 

of modern urban transport in West Africa, 

combining international technical expertise with 

local capacity development. Stakeholders reaffirmed 

their commitment to ensuring the system met the 

highest standards of safety, service delivery, and 

efficiency so that all the accruals attendant upon a 

viable and sustainable rail mass transit system as 

depicted in Fig. 2 below could be realised. 
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Fig. 2: The Associations among Transport Involvements (source: Odesanya, 2013) 

 

Statement of the Problem 

Against the backdrop of high level of a 

level of automobile congestion and air pollution 

occasioned by the huge influx of people, who are 

daily flocking to Abuja, the capital city of Nigeria, 

in search of economic opportunities, security, 

among others, and the attendant increase in as well 

as population, increase in the number of cars, it 

becomes obvious that the existing transport 

infrastructure is grossly inadequate to cope with this 

sustained pressure. It was this realisation that forced 

policy makers to the drawing board leading to the 

conception of the Abuja Mass Rail Transit network.  

To do this, adequate planning and requisite funds are 

vital.  It is in this context that the paper seeks to 

compare and contrast the efforts of previous and 

present dispensations so as to ascertain the level of 

successes recorded as well as areas for improvement 

going forward  

 

Objective of the Study 

 

The objective of the study was to highlight 

the increasing and dire need for a rail mass transit 

system that will not only be capable of moving 

millions of Abuja residents as they commute to and 

from work at affordable cost and in safety but also 

one that would be in tandem with the status of Abuja 

as the modern capital of a prosperous and thriving 

nation. In the course of doing this, the study aims at 

highlighting the efforts of past and present political 

administrations in the country vis-à-vis their 

commitment and vision for the project.  

 

Significance of the Study 

 

The significance of the study pertains to the 

increasing and obvious need to align the existing 

transportation infrastructure in Abuja, the Federal 

Capital Territory, Nigeria, with the prevailing 

reality, which is that of a capital city far out of tune 

with modern trends obtaining in many capital cities 

of equal or comparative status across the world. The 

attendant expansion of many Nigerian cities in 

Nigeria put great pressure on existing transport 

network, and which is proving extremely difficult to 

resolve especially against the backdrop of limited 

resources in the face of other competing needs. 

Hence, the response, more often than not, ‘’are ad-

hoc, uncoordinated and poor.’’  It is also crucial to 

note that apart from ameliorating the plight of many 

urban residents, who may not be able to afford 
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exorbitant taxi fare, the institution of a mass rail 

transit system has the potential of being used as a 

policy tool to reduce the number of cars on urban 

roads thereby reducing traffic congestion and air 

pollution. This study, therefore, seeks to contribute 

to existing literature on the imperative of 

overhauling Abuja’s chaotic and largely-unplanned 

transport system in line with its status as a federal 

capital while charting the course of development of 

this critical infrastructure over the years,  

 

III. Methodology 
This study employs a quantitative approach 

to study the prevailing misalignment of Abuja’s 

mass transportation needs with the current realities, 

which is that of a nation’s capital struggling to come 

to terms with its status. To achieve this, primary and 

secondary sources have been consulted to elicit 

requisite data. The primary sources included 

detailed examination of relevant organisational and 

operators’ reports while secondary sources included 

articles, journals and other online sources. All these 

sources have all assisted in the examination of the 

critical issues examined in the study. It is hoped that 

the paper will provide necessary insights for policy 

makers to do the needful.  

 

Theoretical Framework of the Study 

 

Across the many theoretical frameworks that 

could be leveraged to study the subject matter, 

Public Value Framework and System Dynamics 

Approach stand out. This is owing to the act that 

these two approaches capture both the societal 

impacts and the underlying structural mechanisms 

of the rail system. 

 

According to Moore (1995), Public Value 

Framework is a management and analytical model 

used to help government and public sector 

organisations define, deliver, and measure the value 

they provide to society. It, therefore, acts as a guide 

to ensure public funds yield meaningful, legitimate, 

and sustainable benefits for citizens. The framework 

seeks to reframes public managers as proactive 

entrepreneurs rather than mere rule-followers, 

tasking them with defining, legitimizing, and 

delivering outcomes that benefit society - hence of 

public value, which can be defined as those tangible 

and intangible benefits the public receives from 

government actions, services, and regulations.  

Consequently, as regards the Public Value 

Approach, the value, effectiveness and service 

quality of public sector projects from the 

perspectives of the citizens, means policymakers 

could be assessed. When applied to the research 

topic, the researcher is able to evaluate whether the 

accelerated delivery especially with respect to the 

resumption of full operations and expansions of the 

Abuja Mass Rail Transit system actually translates 

to tangible public benefits. In this wise, the 

researcher was able to measure improvements in 

passenger trust, socioeconomic impacts, and overall 

commuter satisfaction against public investments. 

The System Dynamics Approach, on the 

other hand, seeks to understands how different 

components of a complex system such as the rolling 

stock, passenger volume, schedules, and 

maintenance interact over time. When applied to the 

Abuja Mass Rail Transit, the researcher is provided 

with the mechanism to model the cause-and-effect 

relationships driving accelerated delivery against 

operational outcomes. In this wise, the researcher 

can assess how improved fleet maintenance could 

lead to higher service frequency, which in turn 

reduces waiting times and increases revenue. For the 

purpose of this study, the researcher has integrated 

these frameworks along the timeline selected for the 

study (before and after 2023).  

To do this, the researcher also leveraged 

System Dynamics to identify the bottlenecks that 

constrained the operationalisation of the Abuja rail 

mass transit system prior to 2023. These factors 

range from the COVID-19 pandemic, the 

subsequent vandalisation of equipment owing to the 

attendant lockdown, among others. The Public 

Value Approach also easily comes in handy here as 

the absence of trains despite huge capital outlay 

would obviously generate public frustration and 

dissatisfaction. 

Post 2023, a series of systemic and policy 

changes implemented by the by the President Bola 

Ahmed Tinubu-led administration has started 

yielding fruits. For instance, there is the renewed 

commitment to infrastructure funding, probably 

made possible by the removal of petrol subsidy and 

the subsequent freeing up of resources, operational 

concessions, and single-minded determination to 

deliver where others had faltered. among others. 

Applying the public value approach has enabled the 

study to demonstrate dividend of the venture in 

terms of comfortable train rides for commuters, a 

new revenue stream for city authorities and a 

befitting transport infrastructure for the nation’s 

capital city.  

 

IV. Literature Review 
 

As stated in Suleiman & Dahida (2026).  

citingSadiq et al., (2025), public transport is widely 
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recognised as a critical instrument for advancing 

sustainable urbandevelopment, particularly in 

rapidly-urbanising regions of the Global South. 

Beyond its mobility function,public transport shapes 

access to employment, education, health services, 

and social participation, therebyinfluencing urban 

productivity, equity, and environmental outcomes. 

 

Soretire, et al., (2024), Adeyemi and 

Afolabi (2017), Andrew (2020), Rodriguez et 

al.,(2013), opined that to a country like Nigeria, 

which is confronting rapid urbanisation, increasing 

levels of pollution, and inadequate transport 

infrastructure, the adoption of a sustainable 

transportation system would not only solve the 

existing environmental problem but would also 

confer huge economic benefits and foster social 

wellness. In this wise, the study views rail transport 

system as an efficient and environmentally-friendly 

means of transportation as it is capable of moving 

large numbers of people quickly and cleanly over 

short and long distances. Mass rail transit is, 

therefore,  a reliable, cost-effective, and energy-

efficient alternative to road and air transport, 

particularly in densely populated areas or regions 

where road infrastructures are inadequate or 

underdeveloped. 

Oraegbune & Ugwu (2017) aligned with 

the above study as it stated that the objective of the 

Abuja rail mass transit projects is to create a rail 

mass transit system that is not only cost-effective, 

reliable in moving commuters but also meets the 

highest international standards of technical 

excellence, harnesses the efficient operation and 

management of the private sector and has broad 

social and political acceptance. Furthermore, the 

ultimate goal of ensuring that Abuja retains its 

positions as an excellent place to live and work and 

as the capital city of the largest and most dynamic 

economy in Africa. Additionally, the study posits 

that a reliable rail mass transit will offer many 

benefits to the city among which are those of a safe 

and affordable alternative to the largely-unsafe 

public transit. benefits the environment by reducing 

road traffic, gas emission and congestion. It will also 

place Abuja on the world stage as one of the few 

cities in Africa operating a high railway system.  

 

However, JICA (2019),notes the gap 

between concept and reality as it declares 

thatdespite the importance of the city as an 

economic and social centre, besides its 

administrative function, the Abuja Master Plan has 

not been reviewed comprehensively since the initial 

formulation in 1979, hence the study noted many 

discrepancies between the plan and the actual 

development and as it predicted, several social 

effects such as traffic congestion, slum 

development, environmental degradation and 

pollution, have emerge and are negatively impacting 

the economic activities and citizens’ livelihood.  

 

Work Done on the Abuja Mass Rail Transit Pre-

2023 

 

The multi-billion naira Abuja Rail Mass 

Transit, popularly called Abuja Light Rail, was 

commissioned by former President Muhammadu 

Buhari on July 12, 2018, and was opened for 

passengers the following week. But it was soon 

largely abandoned, despite the billions of naira 

injected into the project. By design, the project, 

which was designed to solve the perennial 

transportation problem within the Federal Capital 

Territory (FCT) and its adjoining towns and cities, 

was proposed to cover a total distance of 290 km 

and was to be developed in six phases or lots. The 

then administration proposed the cost of executing 

the project at $823 million, with 60 per cent to be 

funded with loans from the Exim Bank of China. 

Hence, construction work on Lots 1 and 3 

commenced. However, the 42.5 km Lot 1 that was 

later to be completed, was not efficiently put to use 

(owing to factors cited earlier). It has two lines and 

12 stations connecting the Abuja city centre with the 

Nnamdi Azikiwe International Airport via the 

Lagos–Kano standard gauge railway at Idu. It is 

stationed at Abuja metro, stadium, Kukwaba 1, 

Kukwaba 11, Wupa, Idu, Bassanjiwa and the airport. 

At the same time, the Blue Line (Lot 3), which has 

been completed is also still not in use, and it is 

expected to pass through Idu to Kubwa, with 

stations in Idu, Gwagwa, Deidei, Kagini and 

Gbazango. 

 

Current status of the Abuja Mass Rail Transit 

after 2023 

 

Meanwhile, Lot 2 was billed to start from 

Gwagwa via Transportation Centre (metro station) 

to Nyanya/Karu while Lot 4 would start from Kuje 

to Karshi with the remaining legs of the transit-way 

line 2. The rest are Lot 5, which is expected to be 

from Kubwa via Bwari to Suleja and Lot 6 from the 

airport via Kuje and Gwagwalada to Dobi. To break 

the jinx, the present administration of President Bola 

Ahmed Tinubu, had, in a bid to ensure the 

completion of the project, said all pending works 

would be completed in the next eight months after it 

proposed an additional N22.4 billion for the project. 

https://www.bloomberg.com/news/newsletters/2023-08-29/abuja-light-rail-is-nigeria-s-823-million-ghost-train?leadSource=uverify%20wall
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Consequently, the Federal Capital Territory (FCT) 

Minister Nyesom Wike, on Wednesday, August 23, 

2023, during a visit to the metro stations, assured 

that the Abuja rail mass transit (ARMT) should be 

completed in eight months. 

 

The Hon. Minister, who was displeased by 

the dysfunctional state of the rail system, said, 

“Transportation is one of the sectors we intend to 

intervene in the short term to reduce traffic 

congestion within the city. I know we have a metro 

station in Abuja, and it is not working. Why is it not 

working? Can we fix it within a short time? I 

assured the public that the rail transport system is a 

project we will take to a logical conclusion. Before 

commencing another project, we will need to 

determine which areas are the most traffic areas. 

This is very important to decongest areas with 

traffic congestion. The money for the rehabilitation 

is on ground, and I have already directed the 

permanent secretary of FCT administration, Adesola 

Olusade, to ensure that the contractor is paid. We 

will work to ensure that in the coming months, this 

project is commissioned and put to public use.” 

(WikkiTimes, 2023). 

 

V. Discussion 
 

The study highlights the current accelerated 

service delivery and improvement in the Abuja Rail 

Mass Transit vis-à-vis pre 2023 and after 2023, 

taking into cognizance the fact that rail mass transit 

system has undergone radical transformation 

globally and locally over the years. It should, 

however, be noted that before 2023, development 

was largely dominated by lengthy planning cycles, 

sporadic funding, and standalone intercity projects. 

Since 2023, however, the sector has shifted towards 

the development of systemic urban networks with 

new metro systems being planned in Kano, 

aggressive digitalization, and a massive surge in 

government funding to relieve severe road 

congestion, which had only gone from bad to worse 

over the years. 

In essence, the Abuja Rail Mass Transit 

(ARMT) system underwent a significant 

transformation between 2023 and 2026, 

transitioning from a largely dormant, vandalized 

project into a functional, highly-patronised urban 

transit network. This situation arose from the 

accelerated rehabilitation efforts launched in late 

2023, by the FCT Minister Nyesom Wike, which led 

to a successful relaunch of the light rail project on 

May 29, 2024. 

However, to fully appreciate the scale of 

improvement, the study conducted a comparative 

analysis of operational outcomes pre and post-2023. 

The findings revealed that the  operations of the 

Abuja Light Rail, which was hitherto characterized 

by poor performance outcomes is now witnessing 

increased reliability, improved passenger patronage, 

with a focus on local operator capacity in contrast to 

the pre-2023 operational phase, among others. Table 

1 below gives a graphic representation of the 

transformations recorded. 

 

Table 1: Comparative Operational Outcomes: Pre-2023 vs. Post-2023 

 

S/No FEATURE BEFORE 2023 AFTER 2023 

1. Operational Scale First-generation or single-route 

urban setups (e.g., the initial launch 

of the Abuja Light Rail). 

Multi-line expansion; major urban 

hubs scaling into massive 7-line 

master plans. 

2. Operational Status Suspended (2020–2024) due to 

COVID-19 & Vandalism 

Active: intense rehabilitation work 

resulted in a 97% completion rate by 

April 2024, facilitating the May 

2024 relaunch leading to (450+ days 

of stable, reliable service as of Aug 

2025) 

3. Patronage/Usage Minimal; low adoption rates High: 250 passengers in the first 

100 days and 4 million passengers 

in 15 months (Aug 2025) 

4. Service Frequency Low, (only 3 trips daily in early 

stages) 
• Higher daily trips as the operational 

45km Lot 1 and Lot 3 lines connect 

the city centre (Metro Station), the 

Airport, Idu, and Kubwa Satellite 

town, significantly reducing road 
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gridlock on these routes.  

5. Infrastructure Vandalized; 12 stations largely 

unused 

Rehabilitated; security improved to 

curb vandalism 

6. Operator Capacity Heavily reliant on foreign technical 

support 

Shift from solely Chinese technical 

management to locally-trained staff 

in 2025 with a focus on local 

training and technology transfer 

(2025) 

7. Operational Costs High, relative to revenue Initially free (to Dec 2024), now 

operating with commercial revenue 

8. Funding & 

Investment 

Slower pacing reliant on heavy 

sovereign debt, with many urban 

rail projects stalling in the planning 

or construction phase 

Massive capital injection, such as 

the Federal Executive Council's 

approval of \(\$2.99\) billion for 

Nigerian urban rail lines (including 

the Lagos Green Line and Kano 

Metro). 

9. Technology & 

Control 

Standardized legacy systems; 

manual or outdated signal controls 

were common. 

Smart transit; implementation of 

intelligent control systems, digital 

ticketing cards, and machine 

learning to optimize train frequency 

and reduce waiting times. 

 
Challenges and Future Outlook of the Abuja Rail 

Mass Transit System 

The study noted, however, that despite the 

successes recorded, there are still some challenges 

bedeviling the system. Chief among these is the 

rampant and continuous vandalisation of perimeter 

fencing along the tracks and vital rail equipment. 

Also, even as of 2025, only Lot 1 is fully operational 

out of the planned 290 km (6 Lots). Therefore, 

future focus should be on completing the remaining 

Lots 2–6). Similarly, the trains are still diesel 

multiple units and, as such, the system has not 

transitioned to electric trains.  In a nutshell, the post-

2023 era has witnessed the transition of the Abuja 

Rail Mass Transit from what many sceptics referred 

to as a, "white elephant" to a vital part of the city's 

infrastructure, with the potential of serving as a key 

model for urban transport in the West African sub-

region going forward. 
 

VI. Recommendations 
Based on available organisational and operators’ 

reports as well relevant literature including 

Oraegbune & Ugwu (2017), JICA (2019), among 

others, on steps to take to realise the full potential of 

the Abuja Rail Mass Transit system, the study 

recommends the following: 

• More emphasis should be placed on 

completing the remaining Lots 2–6).  

• Since the trains are still diesel multiple 

units, more efforts should be directed 

towards transitioning to electric trains to 

achieve a more-environmentally-friendly 

rail mass transit system; 

• Establishment of state-of-the-art 

surveillance system comprising regular 

patrols by armed guards, sniffer dogs and 

CCTV cameras for 24-hour monitoring of 

rail infrastructure to curtail the activities of 

vandals and bandits; 

• Conduct of regular safety risk assessment 

from the perspectives of motorists, 

cyclists, pedestrians as well as provide up-

to-date notice or information on traffic 

changes or diversions to the public through 

appropriate channels; 

• Prevention of land speculators and others 

from encroaching on rail corridors and by 

implication occasioning collision with 

oncoming trains;  

• Provision of adequate road blocks and 

clear signage between construction work 

area and traffic as well as undertake 

construction work only during off-peak 

traffic hours; 

• Operationalisation of a systematic contract 

monitoring and evaluation regime for 

quality control to ensure the integrity of 

equipment supplied; 

• Review of daily operational reports and 

records so that deficiencies could be 

rectified without delay. 

• Revision of the Abuja Master Plan by the 

FCTA to ensure the improvement of the 
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infrastructure of all sectors, especially 

transportation in the face of relentless 

population growth.  

 

VII. Conclusion 
This study examined the operational outcomes of the 

Abuja light rail mass transit system before and after 

2023 so as to identify peculiar performance 

outcomes and trends in order to chart a course 

forward. Consequently, issues identified were meant 

to form a basis for laying a solid foundation for 

railway infrastructure management in Nigeria.  In a 

nutshell,the development of a mass rail transit 

system byNigeria is indicative of a need to align 

current urban realities with global best practices. It is 

within this context that the conception and operation 

of the Abuja rail mass transit system should be 

situated. The study noted that pre-2023, the Abuja 

light rail mass transit faced significant limitations 

especially in terms of demonstrating proof of 

concept, lack of requisite funding and the attendant 

limited connectivity and patronage.  As part of 

lessons learnt, government has since significantly 

reduced bureaucratic bottlenecks, rail transit projects 

have now been decentralized in Nigeria to allow 

state and private sector participation resulting in 

significant gains in the rail sector driving ongoing 

evolution from standard-gauge freight to 

comprehensive state-of-the art metropolitan 

networks. 
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