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THE CALM BEFORE THE CONFLICT: RETHINKING
DISPUTE PREVENTION IN NIGERIAN COMMERCE

1.0 Business Isn’t War, Until It Is

In the bustle of transactions, joint ventures, and handshakes that define
commercial life in Nigeria, one thing remains true: disputes rarely announce
themselves.

A promising partnership today can turn litigious tomorrow. But what if
businesses could build legal firewalls before the sparks even fly? What if the real
work of dispute resolution begins long before a disagreement takes root?

This is the philosophy of dispute foresight - a strategy-focused, proactive
approach that moves dispute management upstream. Rather than react when the
house is on fire, Nigerian businesses must learn to build fire-resistant architecture.

Not to avoid disagreement, but to manage it before it combusts.

2.0 The Business Case for Early Legal Engineering

For many organisations, legal planning starts after the conflict - a demand letter,
counsel engagement, filing of court process and maybe, negotiation. But
commercial disputesthardly just appear. They evolve. Like cracks in a foundation,
the signs often show early. Pre-dispute planning is the process of identifying and
insulating those stress points before they widen.

Consider this: every business decision carries risk. Every contract, every
partnership, every shipment. Pre-dispute planning is simply risk literacy
translated into legal preparedness. And for Nigerian businesses navigating a

complex regulatory terrain, the cost of not planning can be catastrophic.
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disputes. A quarterly one-hour check with legal counsel can prevent: years of
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litigation.

4.0 The Nigerian Lens: Why It Matters‘Even More Here
In a jurisdiction like Nigeria, where judicial timelines are unpredictable, and
enforcement of judgments is often met with roadblocks; pre-dispute planning
offers a much-needed form of risk buffering.
It ensures:

« Better cost management (through predictable dispute handling).

o Preserved commercial relationshipsi(by keeping matters out of court).

«  Enhanced investor confidence (through legally mature busingess practices).
More importantly, in a country where informal relationships and reputational
capital still dominate business decisions, avoiding a courtroom battle can often

mean keeping the doors open for future deals.

5.0 Final Thoughts: The New Skillset fo Business Survival

Dispute resolution.is evolving. It’s no longer about whoshas the torghest lawyer,
but who had-the better foresight. Nigerian businesses must begin to think like
architects 2 designing not only for growth, but for resilience.

At Smith and Partners LP, we assist businesses across industries to pre-empt
conflict:through intentional contract structuring, policy design, staff training, and

ongoing risk advisory.

If you’re still planning for the worst enly after it happens:- you're already too late.
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