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Governance and environmental inequality in
Nigeria: implications for conflict management

strategies in the Niger Delta

NATHANIEL UMUKORO*

Department of Political Science, Delta State University, Abraka, Nigeria

This paper examines the role of governance in environmental inequality in the Niger Delta. Fair
access to environmental resources could help to guarantee human security and mitigate violence.
Root causes of environmental inequality in Nigeria’s Niger Delta can be linked to government poli-
cies and laws such as the Land Use Act and the negative impacts of the activities of multinational
oil corporations. Environmental inequality and its concomitant effects produce a trend to conflict in
the Niger Delta.
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Introduction

This paper views environmental inequality with two perspectives, namely: unequal access
to environmental resources and unequal exposure to the negative impacts of the usage of
environmental resources such as hazardous waste disposals and exposure to toxic
substances. Root causes of environmental inequality in the Nigeria can be linked to the
government’s policies and laws such as the Land Use Act and the activities of multinational
oil corporations [1]. This paper considers the link between governance and environmental
inequality in Nigeria and the impact on conflict management strategies in the Niger Delta.
This approach is important because most systematic scholarly analysis of the conflict and
conflict management strategies in the Niger Delta have not focused on how laws made by
the government create environmental inequality which makes most conflict management
strategies unsuccessful.

Governance and environmental inequality in the Niger Delta

In Nigeria, certain laws encourage unequal access to environmental resources such as
land and water. Failure to ensure effective enforcement of laws also creates unequal
exposure to the negative impacts of the usage of environmental resources such as the
effects of oil spillage and gas flaring. Some of these laws are the Petroleum Act of
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1969 and 1991, the National Waterways Decree of 1997 and the Land Use Act of 1978
and 1993 [2]. The Nigerian law on land ownership and usage has adversely affected the
ability of the people of the Niger Delta to have adequate access to environmental
resources. Under the laws of most common law countries, ‘land’ includes mineral oils
entrapped in the land. But, this is not the case with Nigeria. The Land Use Act of 1978
(promulgated as a Decree by a military government) vests all the lands comprised in the
territory of a state of the federation in the governor of the state in ‘trust’ for all Nigeri-
ans. It is significant to note that before the promulgation of the Act, oil companies that
had obtained mining rights from the Federal Government approached oil-bearing/land-
owning communities for a right of access to the land for its operations. This was a way
by which the communities had some sense of participation in oil operations, as they
received some compensation for granting access and for any damage to land and any
surface rights thereon. It would appear that this sense of participation has been lost since
the uniting of land rights with oil rights in 1978 [3]. The Land Use Act, therefore, exac-
erbated environmental inequality in the Niger Delta.

Environmental problems in the Niger Delta can be associated with factors such as the
population density of the area, deprivation of the inhabitants of the area of the use of
their land because of petroleum exploitation and the degradation of the environment
through the obnoxious activities of multinational oil corporations [4]. Some research
findings support the contention that environmental degradation caused by oil production
activities contributes to environmental inequality in the Niger Delta. Rowell held that
about 40% of Shell’s oil spills worldwide were concentrated in the delta [5]. Although
Shell has blamed the high incidence on sabotage by aggrieved villagers [6], a study by
the Nigerian Ministry of Petroleum Resources puts ‘the largest cause of spill as equip-
ment malfunction’ (38%) and ‘corrosion of equipment’ (21%) [7]. The World Bank in a
study entitled ‘Defining an Environmental Development Strategy for the Niger Delta’
argues that ‘concentrations of dissolved petroleum hydrocarbons in bodies of water near
oil terminals and refineries have been measured at levels ranging from 11.2 to 53.9mg/L
[5]. The report further states that as much as 76% of all the natural gas from petroleum
production in Nigeria is flared compared to 0.6 in the USA, 4.3 in the UK and 21% in
Libya. The flaring is a serious hazard. At temperatures of 1300–1400°C, the multitude
of flares heat up everything, causing noise pollution and producing carbon monoxide
(CO) and other dangerous substances. The emission of CO from gas flaring in Nigeria
releases 35 million tons of CO, a year, and 12 million tons of methane, which means
that Nigerian oil fields contribute more to global warming than the rest of the world put
together [8]. These facts indicate that environmental degradation and scarcity are serious
problems in the Niger Delta – with a world impact.

Poor and deteriorating economic circumstances due to worsening land shortages, few
opportunities off the farm and declining agricultural productivity produce a trend to accel-
erating conflict through unemployment and rising poverty [9]. With a large population
dependent for its livelihood on land, water and other natural resources from a deteriorating
resource base, the Niger Delta clearly exhibits both demand- and supply-induced environ-
mental scarcity [10]. Supply-induced scarcity results from falling levels of soil fertility,
degradation of watersheds and depletion of forests. Demand-induced scarcity is caused by
too many people relying on low supply of land, fuel wood and water resources as a result
of the effects of oil production such as oil spillage on land [10]. The dominant view
blames oil production and its consequences for the declining productivity of local econo-
mies that are mainly based on fisheries and other forms of agriculture [11].
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Osaghae et al. [12] identify environmental degradation and scarcity as the major sources
of the conflict in the Niger Delta. The study reveals the depth of the oil-based environmen-
tal crises and their links to land/water depletion, scarcity, unemployment, poverty and
dislocated livelihoods in the region. Oil production has caused scarcity of agricultural land,
forests, water and fish. Agricultural land has become scarce because land formerly used by
individuals and communities for agricultural purposes is now used for petroleum produc-
tion. Oil spillage and gas flaring has also degraded the environment, resulting in the scar-
city of agricultural land, water and fish.

When petroleum production began in the Niger Delta, petroleum operations technically
included the leasing of land from communities and families [13]. At that time, communi-
ties and families typically owned land in the rural areas [14]. Land usage by oil companies
at the early stage of petroleum production was accompanied with the payment of compen-
sation. Before, payments were made the oil companies carried out a land ownership verifi-
cation process. This would be followed by a validation of the ‘surface rights’ (to
determine ‘the market value’ of man-made structures, crops, fishing ponds, etc.). Compen-
sation would then be paid for these items and the land leased.

With the Petroleum Act of 1969 and the Land Use Act of 1978, rent payment to land-
lords stopped completely. When the Petroleum Act was enacted, local residents of oil
producing communities were not aware of the statute’s financial implications for their
status as landlords since the leases were decennial. Residents began to be aware of the
implications when the leases were due for renewal in the 1970s but were not renewed
although petroleum activities continued on the land [14].

Human Rights Watch [15] asserts that the Land Use Act, Petroleum Act, onshore/off-
shore laws and others allow the government to expropriate land for the oil industry with-
out effective due process protections for those whose livelihood may be destroyed by the
confiscation of their land. The problem of land scarcity created through these laws
increases the trend to conflict through unemployment and poverty. The Niger Delta which
is the geographical heart of oil production in Nigeria has become a breeding ground for
militants and a teeming population of poor people. Ravaged by the ecological costs of oil
spillage and the highest gas flaring rates in the world, the Niger Delta has become a centre
of violence [14].

Development problems in the Niger Delta

The Niger Delta region comprises the area covered by the natural delta of the Niger River
and the areas to the east and west, an area of approximately 25,900 km2 [16]. The broader
Niger Delta region, which includes all oil producing areas and others considered relevant
for reasons of administrative convenience, political expediency and development objec-
tives, extends the land area to 75,000 km2. It is this definition that is used by the Niger
Delta Development Commission (NDDC) and in this paper. Defined in this way, the Niger
Delta consists of nine states (Abia, Akwa Ibom, Bayelsa, Cross River, Delta, Edo, Imo,
Ondo and Rivers) and 185 local government areas.

In contemporary Nigeria, the sources of the crisis in the Niger Delta are environmental
inequality (scarcity and degradation) associated with crude oil exploitation by multinational
oil companies (MNOCs). There is a sad paradox. The desire to have all the oil that oils
the wheels of the Nigerian economy is helpless in the face of ramifying impoverishment
[17]. For example, petroleum derived from the Niger Delta accounts for about 50% of
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Nigeria’s GDP, 95% of foreign exchange earnings and 80% of all budgetary revenues:
almost $20 billion annually or about $54 million daily [18]. Due to a long history of
neglect by the State, the people experience problems such as poverty, deprivation,
non-availability of essential social amenities and services like electricity, hospitals, provi-
sion of potable water, quality education and environmental degradation, while billions of
dollars generated on their doorstep go to the State and MNOCs [19].

Despite producing the oil wealth, the Niger Delta still remains one of the least devel-
oped parts of Nigeria. The state of infrastructure in the Niger Delta made the World
Bank warn in 1995 that an urgent need exists to protect the life and health of the
region’s inhabitants and its ecological systems from further deterioration [19]. Fourteen
years later, the Niger Delta still suffers from infrastructural decay and underdevelopment
[20]. Even though the activities of oil companies affect the health of the people in the
rural areas, health facilities and personnel are concentrated in the cities and the quality
of health care delivery is poor because of inadequate facilities and personnel. The people
of the Niger Delta still suffer from debilitating diseases such as malaria, diarrhoea and
yellow fever [21].

Violent conflicts in the Niger Delta

The inter-ethnic conflicts among the communities in the Niger Delta, such as those
between the Ijaw and Itsekiri, coupled with an increase in the availability of small arms
and other weapons, have militarised the Delta. Local and state officials have become
involved by offering financial support to those paramilitary groups they believed would
attempt to enforce their own political agenda [22]. Ethnic and political unrest has
continued throughout the 1990s and to date. Before 2003, Warri was the regional centre of
violence. After the violent convergence of the largest militant groups in the region, two
militant groups namely: the Niger Delta People’s Volunteer Force (NDPVF) led by
Mujahid Dokubo-Asari and the Niger Delta Vigilante (NDV) led by Ateke Tom (both
comprising mainly Ijaws) emerged and conflict became focused on Port Harcourt and out-
lying towns. Apart from the NDPVF and NDV, a plethora of smaller militias supposedly
numbering more than 100 appear to exist [22].

The crisis has produced a thriving system of illegal bunkering of oil, which is also
the source of funds for the militants operating in the creeks of the Niger Delta. Accord-
ing to a report of the Brussels-based International Crisis Group [23], Nigeria loses any-
where from 70,000 to 300,000 barrels per day to illegal bunkering, the equivalent output
of a small oil producing country. The Council on Foreign Relations Independent Task
Force, Washington, calculated that a loss of just 70,000 barrels a day at a price of $60
a barrel ‘would generate over $1.5 billion per year-ample resources to fund arms traf-
ficking, buy political influence, or both’. Put another way, ‘one day’s worth of illegal oil
bunkering in the Niger Delta (at 100,000 barrels and $15bbl) will buy quality weapons
for and sustain a group of 1500 youths for two months’, according to a report by a con-
sultancy group contracted to Shell [24]. Illegal bunkering has been a key source of funds
for anti-government militant groups. Several militant warlords have either publicly or pri-
vately admitted involvement and others said they consider the practice a justifiable
means of providing income for aggrieved and impoverished residents of oil producing
communities [25]. Illegal oil bunkering is a serious threat to the security and well-being
of the Nigerian nation.
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The Nigerian state and conflict management strategies in the Niger Delta

The response of the state to solving the Niger Delta problem is over 50 years old. In 1958,
Sir Henry Willink produced a report following the agitation by the minorities over what
they saw as imbalance in the political and economic structure of Nigeria. The Willink
commission was expected to assess the relevance of the minorities’ agitation for equality,
fairness and justice in the distribution of national resources. The Commission found that
the Niger Delta is a poor, backward and neglected region and advocated that it should be
made a special territory with special developmental strategies put in place to alleviate the
problems.

In 1962, the Niger Delta Development Board (NDDB) was set up to serve in an advi-
sory capacity and provide government with information that would lead to the alleviation
of the plight of the area in conjunction with the Development Act of 1961. It was to con-
duct a feasibility survey of the region with a view to determining measures necessary to
promote its physical development, submit ideas of development schemes for the area and
to report annually on its mission to government. The NDDB’s reports were never made
public; they died with the first republic when the military took over power in 1966. Until
the late 1980s, nothing significant was done to solve the infrastructural and developmental
problems of the Niger Delta.

In 1989, the military government of General Ibrahim Babangida, in an attempt to
assuage the demands of the Niger Delta, set up the Oil Minerals Producing Areas Devel-
opment Commission (OMPADEC). It was given 3% of the federal allocations earmarked
for the Niger Delta States, amounting to N13.6 billion or about $180 million dollars at that
time. In spite of the huge amount of financial resources invested in OMPADEC, it failed
to meet its objectives due to wastefulness and corruption [20]. The NDDC was established
by President Olusegun Obasanjo in 2000 with the task of developing the Niger Delta. The
NDDC has focused on the development of social and physical infrastructures, ecological/
environmental remediation and human development. Like OMPADEC, it has achieved
little. This has made the Federal Government create a new ministry, the Niger Delta Minis-
try in 2008, to tackle the Niger Delta issue. In spite of the presence of these institutions,
violence has been increasing in the region. This has resulted in the use of troops, the Joint
Task Force. This has not brought peace to the area.

The then Vice-President Goodluck Jonathan inaugurated a technical committee headed
by Ledum Mitee on 8 September 2008 to distil the various reports, suggestions and recom-
mendations on the Niger Delta from the Willink Commission Report of 1958 to the pres-
ent and give a summary or the recommendations necessary for government action. The
committee was also expected to present a detailed short, medium and long-term solution to
the problems in the Niger Delta and make any other recommendations that will help to
achieve sustainable development, peace, human and environmental security in the Niger
Delta region. The Vice-President vowed that upon receipt of the committee’s report, the
Federal Government would, without undue delay, put in place an all embracing stakehold-
ers framework to dialogue on the distilled recommendations raised by this Committee
[26]. On 1 December 2008, the report was submitted to President Yar’Adua and he
assured the nation that the crisis in the littoral region of Nigeria would have a final resolu-
tion. The Committee made recommendations in the following areas:

(1) Increased revenue allocation on the basis of derivation which should be dedicated
largely to new infrastructure and sustainable development of the region.
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(2) Disarmament.
(3) Empowerment of youths through direct labour youths’ empowerment scheme.
(4) Road Infrastructure.
(5) Power supply.
(6) Environmental protection.
(7) Provision of health care facilities.
(8) Rehabilitating and equipping all existing public primary and secondary schools.
(9) Rehabilitating all internally displaced persons especially those displaced from Bak-

assi and forestall the ongoing dispersion and the eventual extinction of the Bakassi
people as a collective entity.

The amnesty programme and the quest for sustainable peace in the Niger Delta

The amnesty programme recently introduced by the Federal Government has brought rela-
tive peace to the Niger Delta. The impact of the relative peace on oil production and gov-
ernment revenue shows that militant activities have negatively affected wealth creation in
Nigeria. For example, in April 2009, oil production averaged 2.2 million barrels per day
but declined in June to less than 1 million barrels per day following the face-off between
the Niger Delta militants and the Joint Task Force in the Niger Delta. This was because
the militants blew up every pipeline on their way as they faded into the creeks [27]. Fol-
lowing the amnesty program, crude oil production increased to over two million barrels
per day. Increased crude oil production also led to improved revenue flow into the federa-
tion account for distribution to the three tiers of government. Revenue accruing to the fed-
eration account from mineral earnings rose from N138.511 billion in October to N330.636
billion at the end of November [26]. Thus, the Federal and State Government’s share of
proceeds to the federation account increased.

Since the amnesty programme and relative peace in the Niger Delta have brought about
an increase in wealth creation and government revenue, the question arises: Can an
amnesty to militants bring about sustainable peace in the Niger Delta? This question is
acute because the line between militancy and crime is blurred. Some militants have grown
rich from a trade in stolen crude oil and extortion, with hundreds of expatriates and
wealthy Nigerians kidnapped for ransom over the past 3 years. Sceptics say that, even if
commanders disarm, there is little to stop fighters from finding new leaders and resuming
attacks. Some residents fear that they will return to the creeks unless those who hand over
their weapons can quickly find work.

Failure to create and implement well-meditated and sustainable policies to curb environ-
mental inequality and underdevelopment could lead to further escalation of violent con-
flicts in the Niger Delta. Violent conflicts can be avoided if a society is able to adapt to
environmental scarcity so that it does not cause great suffering. Homer-Dixon identified
the strategies for adaptation as follows:

(1) Societies can continue to rely on their indigenous resources but use them more sen-
sibly and provide alternative employment to people who have limited resource
access. For example, economic incentives like increases in resource prices and taxes
can reduce degradation and depletion by encouraging conservation, technological
innovation and resource substitution.

(2) Second, the country might ‘decouple’ itself from dependence on its own depleted
environmental resources by producing goods and services that do not rely heavily
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on those resources; the country could then trade the products on the international
market for the resources it no longer has at home. Such decoupling might, in fact,
be achieved by rapidly exploiting the country’s environmental resources and rein-
vesting the profits in capital, industrial equipment and skills to permit a shift to
other forms of wealth creation. For instance, Malaysia could use the income from
over-logging its forests to fund a modern university system that trains electrical
engineers and computer specialists for a high-technology industrial sector [26].

Conclusion and recommendations

Environmental degradation and scarcity in the Niger Delta is a threat to human security and
economic development as it reduces the social and economic benefits generated from oil
wealth. Poverty, worsening environmental degradation [26] and a lack of alternatives for
survival to some persons in the Niger Delta combine to produce conflict explosion. These
issues must be confronted before peace can be securely established in the Niger Delta. As
Osaghae et al. noted, the critical factors which are the causes of the conflicts in the Niger
Delta are poverty, unemployment, bad governance, environmental degradation and scarcity
[12]. Environmental degradation and scarcity breed conflict accelerating factors such as ris-
ing poverty and unemployment which are central to the frustration, discontent and anger
that provoke violent agitations. Youths are denied the opportunity of decent living and
deprived of productive sources of livelihood. The youths are jobless, idle, hungry, miserable
and frustrated. They are effectively deprived of dignity. This makes them easy to mobilise.
The social discontent, frustration and anger have led to social vices, restiveness and
violence [28]. Environmental protection would help to safeguard the rights of the citizens to
a clean environment and ensure peaceful coexistence in the Niger Delta [29].

Effective institutional reform is the key to improving the condition of people in the
Niger Delta. This is because of the poor governance and corruption, which are related, dis-
tort socio-economic and political activities in societies. Institutional reforms and a sincere
fight against corruption are the keys to ensuring sustainable peace in Nigeria. Law enforce-
ment policies that deal with corrupt practices may not be effective without tackling the
underlying institutional problems that are the root causes of the malaise. Efforts to improve
governance must go beyond mere anti-corruption campaigns. Decisive action should be
taken to tackle the problem of environmental scarcity and structural violence in the Niger
Delta area. Strict environmental standards for air, land and water pollution should be
enforced. The environmental protection agency should be strengthened for this task.
Market-based instruments like pollution taxes and effluent charges should be used. Reve-
nue obtained from pollution taxes should be ploughed back into developmental projects or
used to compensate inhabitants of the Niger Delta who have suffered as a result of
environmental damage. Remediation of environmental degradation joined with a policy of
fair access to environmental resources would help to resolve conflict in the Niger Delta.
Environmental concerns should be prominent in national economic policies.
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