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Top 10 things I recommend for students going to Nigeria – Amanda Irish-Key
1. Stay with a host family

It is so much better than staying in a hotel and feels a lot more like home than you might think.  Some days you may wish to be alone or for quiet, but much more often you are bored alone in a hotel.  The home where I stayed, on campus, was also much nicer than the nearby hotels.

2. Buy an IPod (or the like) if you don’t already have one

If you’re like me from time to time you will miss familiar things like music and loved ones.  The IPod that I purchased before travelling to Nigeria held a good deal of my music and was also a handy place to store photographs, and it worked when there was no power, which kept me from being too bored.

3. Race

If you’re Caucasian get used to being called “Oyibo” and “Onye-ocha”, both words mean “white person” in Pidgin English and Igbo (the language spoken in Nsukka) respectively.  You will stand out here.  Expect everywhere you go to hear mention of your presence and get used to people’s stares, and even some uninvited touching/grabbing of your arms.  It’s not (usually) meant to be offensive jeering, or even racial.  In fact, most people in this part of the world, especially rural villagers, have never actually seen “white” skin, so often people want to see and touch you close-up.  It’s best to think of it the way you would seeing a strange animal in a zoo—you’d stare too!

4. Money

No matter what the color of your skin, every vendor will try to make the most profit off you—even if you are a local Nigerian.  However, as an American you might as well have a money sign above your head because that’s what vendors see when you approach.  I recommend going with locals the first few times you go to the market (unless you don’t mind being ripped off-you still pay less than you would in the U.S., and hey, it will help the locals) to get the idea of how much things should cost and how to bargain—a necessity for the savvy consumer.

5. Safety and Security

I cannot stress enough the importance of travelling with a buddy and staying in after dark (sunset is around 6:30 PM) when possible.  The people here are generally very kind, but there are a great number of criminal entrepreneurs who want nothing more than to relieve you of some of your American accessories (laptops, cameras, money, etc.).  Theft and crime are fairly common, so it’s best to try to avoid “being in the wrong place at the wrong time”.  When you are alone do not look lost, even if you are, as this will make you a target, if you need assistance ask a female student or a professor to show you where you need to go.  Also when using Okada (motorbike) on or off campus, look for those in green numbered safety vests—they are hired by the university and can be held accountable for reckless driving or other unusual occurrences, other Okada drivers come from off campus and may not have your safety and wellbeing in mind when offering to assist you to your destination.

6. Clothing

The temperature can be quite warm (80-87 oF), and is often quite humid, making it feel much warmer.  Bring light clothing—I recommend investing in light heavy-duty cotton clothing that you might find at Scheel’s made by Columbia or another outdoor company.  Sandals are the norm, but I also recommend bringing along something rugged (like Keen’s) especially if you plan to do much walking or field work.  You won’t see hardly anyone in shorts and for women, skirts are the norm, however don’t feel that you must wear a skirt (unless you plan to attend church—skirts for women and a head cover (scarf) are mandatory; for men, slacks and a dress shirt are fine; a tie is advisable), pants or capri’s are quite acceptable.  Women, know here that short pants/skirts will draw much more attention than a cleavage-baring top.  Unlike many places I have travelled, men will not focus on your chest, but if your legs are exposed, expect stares.  Also, you will most likely be hand-washing your clothing (laundry facilities are rare and charge high prices especially for foreigners, and tend to “lose” your things).  Bring detergent from home if you like, or you can purchase laundry powder here and a use a bar of soap to scrub your clothing—it sounds terrible, but once you learn how you’ll be quite surprised at how much better looking your clothes come out than when machine washing at home.  Plus, you’ll develop muscles in your arms you never knew existed!

7. Food/Water

The food here is typically very spicy; curry and hot peppers are used in most soups and stews (which make up the typical fare in Nigeria).  If you have weak taste buds like me, prepare yourself for a lacking variety of foods: rice, eggs, fried potatoes, and plantains will become your diet, along with local seasonal fruits (oranges and bananas are very cheap and easy to come by).  I brought several small boxes of granola bars and a jar of peanut butter from home, which got me through the monotony.  Because of my diet, I also arranged for my family to send me some multi-vitamins to help keep me from getting sick.  You are probably already aware that drinking local water is something to avoid, but keep in mind that you should also brush your teeth with bottled water.  Be especially cautious of the food that you eat.  If it is meat or vegetables, make sure they are thoroughly cooked and hot!  Food often sits out all day and is still sold by vendors.  If you must eat in the markets try to frequent a place that is busy so that the high turn-over necessitates fresh preparation.  Fruit should be cut or peeled yourself.  I would avoid all dairy products as the power goes off frequently and refrigeration is not guaranteed.  Despite being very diligent I had to be treated for parasitic worms within the first month of my visit.  I have no idea how I picked them up, but it is quite common here and is easy to treat—two simple pills and that’s it.  The idea of what’s inside you is much worse than the symptoms, and the side-/after-effects of the medication (which were non-existent for me).

8. Communication

One of the first things you will want to do here is purchase a phone, I got mine (and a SIM card) for approx. $50.  Cell phones work on a pay-as-you-go system with recharge cards that you purchase and program into the phone for credit.  N 1,500 (around $15) will buy you about 40 minutes of talk time to the U.S., though each outgoing call tacks on a connection fee.

9. Misc. 

Power Issues

I wish someone had told me that the power goes on and off here all the time (I went for an entire week once with no power) so it would have been really handy to have a flashlight, and possibly even a spare battery for my laptop.

Rainy Season

The rainy season in this part of Africa ranges from March to around mid-November (though it has been known to rain on Christmas day).  The ground soaks most of it up, so mud is not a huge issue, but the temperature can drop significantly (to 60 oF) so you may want to pack some long pants for the daytime, sweatpants for bed, and even a sweatshirt to be on the safe side if you are temperature sensitive.  I would also recommend an umbrella in case you find yourself walking home in the rain.

Comfort

Don’t expect softness here.  If you need a fluffy pillow or soft blanket to sleep at night—bring them, you won’t find them here.

Hygiene

Get used to bucket-baths.  You will likely not see a working shower while in Nigeria, so most often you will fill a bucket with room-temperature water, then add boiling water from a kettle, to warm up the water, and then use a small bowl to pour water over yourself.  Again, this sounds horrible, but once you get used to it you’ll feel just as clean as home, and your skin will thank you for a break from the long, hot showers you’re used to in the U.S..

Religion

Christianity, especially Catholicism, is a big deal in Nsukka.  If you are not particularly religious, expect a lot of questions as to why and attempts to convert you.

Entertainment

There isn’t any.  You will get very bored when you’re not at work, bring whatever it is you like to do to pass the time.

10. Have fun

Enjoy yourself.  You’re in Africa, and though your lifestyle will be dramatically augmented while you are here, you came for a reason, so keep that in mind, it will get you through the tough times!
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Top 10 things I recommend for students going to Nigeria - Adaugo Ndubuisi

1. You might need an insecticide to keep the variety of bugs away at night but make sure to stay on an anti-malarial regimen during your entire stay.

2. Be shrewd. Nigerians are friendly to foreigners and you will have an incredible time as long as your remain alert and in the company of someone you can trust.

3. The ‘pure water’ could be very unsafe. Be careful of what you ingest so you don’t become a case for an infectious disease study. But be sure to try the variety of very rich Nigerian delicacies and Nsukka is known for their fruit variety so take advantage of that.
4. You are expected to bargain while shopping or receiving services. The first price isn’t the best price. You can be sure that the price has already been hiked even more especially for you; so you might benefit from having a trusted local give you an idea of what you should be charged before you go shopping.

5. Expect to bathe from a bucket and wash your clothes by hand. Prepare for hot and rainy days, muddy and dusty roads.

6. Although it is considered a third world country, the cost of living in Nigeria is high. 1 dollar which = 115 Naira, can only buy you one can of soda.
7. Take anything that you must have with you when you go. While Lagos and Abuja might not lack for much in comparison with Iowa City, Nsukka is quite different.

8. Riding in a car in Nsukka is quite a challenge. Potholes and exhaust fumes can make you sick. So pack your N95 masks, ibuprofen and something for nausea just in case.  If you don’t absolutely have to be transported by a bike (okada), then don’t get on one; it is a very unsafe means of travelling in Nigeria.
9. Power supply isn’t steady in Nigeria. Take a flashlight or a rechargeable lantern with you. 
10. Respect for people especially elders is highly valued in Nigeria. While you might be let off the hook because you are a foreigner, you get extra point for politeness. 
