
 

 

 

 



 



 



 



 



 

Chapter Thirteen 

 

Regime Type, Human Rights Violations and Violent Conflicts in the 

Niger Delta of Nigeria  
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Introduction  

Human rights violations are usually associated with conflict. That is why a former United 

Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights, Mary Robinson, argued that “today‟s human 

rights violations are the causes of tomorrow‟s conflicts” (Bishop, 2001:2). Similarly, Kenny 

(1997:1) asserted that “human rights violations are a cause, and not merely a consequence of 

insecurity and instability.” This means that addressing the problem of human rights violations 

may serve to deescalate conflict by instilling a sense of trust, confidence and justice in war-torn 

communities (Bishop, 2001:2). Other experts in conflict management and resolution such as 

Boutros-Ghali (1992) and Annan (1998) have also emphasized the importance of respect for 

human rights in peacekeeping and peacebuilding activities. In spite of the recognition of respect 

for human rights as a strategy for mitigating violent conflicts, human rights violation remains a 

major problem worldwide. In some cases, the gross violation of the human rights of citizens by 

the government has been associated with armed conflicts (Sobek, Abouhab and Ingram, 2006).  

In spite of the importance of respect for human rights in conflict prevention and 

management, human rights violation occurs regularly around the world. In some situations, the 

violation of human rights led to the escalation of violence or an inability to deal with it 

appropriately (Odoemene, 2012). In the Niger Delta of Nigeria, human rights violation has been 

a feature of both military and civilian regimes. When the military handed over power to civilians 

after an election in 1999, it was expected that democratic governance will lead to improved 

government respect for human rights.  On the contrary human rights violation persisted. The 

character of Nigeria‟s civilian government since 1999 has raised questions as to whether the 

form of government in Nigeria is democratic or something else. This contention is pertinent 

because most findings in earlier human rights research indicate that the governments of 

democratic countries tend to respect human rights (physical integrity rights) than the 

governments of countries that are authoritarian (Poe and Tate, 1994; Poe, Tate and Keith, 1999). 

Proponents of this argument argue that democracy reduces government repression, because 

democracy empowers the masses. The masses, so empowered, use their capacity to prevent those 

in power from abusing their human rights (Cingranelli and Richards, 1999a).  

There are other researchers who have a different opinion. Fein (1995:172) for example 

suggests that “countries in which there is no democracy will experience fewer violations of 

physical integrity rights than those states in the intermediate stages of democracy”.  Fein 

(1995:173) further states that “… the expansion of democracy actually increases the motives for 

repression among elites and parties fearing a populist victory”. Factors such as division among 



the elites, inequality, and violent challengers threatening the current social order impel the 

governing elite to resort to gross human rights violation or repression.  Other studies (Gurr, 

1986; Poe, Tate and Keith, 1999) have also demonstrated that governments faced with strong 

local or internal opposition tend to choose greater violation of the human rights of citizens. In 

other words, efforts towards warding-off domestic opposition sap regime strength while 

domestic conflict portends direct threat to the continued rule of the regime. Gross human rights 

violation is one way to intensify the strength-threat ratio. 

Although human rights violations are associated with both military and civilian regimes 

in Nigeria, critical cases of violent conflicts have been recorded during the period of civilian rule 

in the Niger Delta. For example in November 1999, Odi community in Bayelsa State was 

invaded by security forces based on the order of President Olusegun Obasanjo. The attack of Odi 

community by the military resulted in the loss of lives and properties. The government repeated a 

similar action in Odioma community situated in the Brass Local Government of Bayelsa State in 

February 2005, resulting in gross human rights violation (Courson, 2006). 

  The nature of human rights abuses and the attendant violent conflicts under both regime 

types have elicited several studies from scholars and international agencies. For example 

Osaghae (1996: 171-188) examined how the violation of the rights of ethnic groups fueled 

violent conflicts in the Niger Delta.  Human Rights Watch (1995, 1999, 2002, 2003, 2005a, 

2005b and 2007) documented cases of human rights violation in the Niger Delta. Watts (2004:1-

33) discussed how human rights violation in oil producing areas of the Niger Delta contributes to 

violence in the region. Obi (2010:443-457) considered how petroleum has been 

„instrumentalised‟ in Nigeria‟s politics and struggles involving multinational oil corporations and 

local social forces, contributing to several crises in the Niger Delta. Odoemene (2012: 225-251) 

studied how the Nigerian armed forces violated the rights of women in Ogoniland of the Niger 

Delta. Oduro (2012:160-166) examined how oil production results in environmental degradation 

and human rights violations in the Niger Delta. Additionally, Isumonah (2012) shows that the 

absence of a supply control factor in the face of numerous demand factors led to the proliferation 

of small arms and light weapons, making the Niger Delta an armed society. Agbiboa (2014) 

examined the effectiveness of the amnesty programme in solving the problems of human rights 

violation and violent conflicts in the Niger Delta and argued that that the amnesty programme 

has become a tactic for the pacification of ex-militants in order to re-establish oil and gas 

production in the Niger Delta without ameliorating the multidimensional causes of insecurity in 

the region.  

Although these studies made significant contributions towards understanding the 

challenges in the Niger Delta, they have not sufficiently explained the influence of human rights 

violation by different regimes on the scale of conflict in the region. In other words, the role of 

political regimes on human rights violation and the scale of conflict in the Niger Delta have not 

been systematically documented. Consequently, this study intends to establish how human rights 

violation by military and civilian regimes contributed to violent conflicts in the Niger Delta. The 

specific questions this study seeks to answer are: What is the incidence of human rights violation 

under the military compared to the civilian regime in Nigeria? Why did human rights violations 

and violent conflicts persist during civilian rule in the Niger Delta? This study was anchored on 

the More Murder in the Middle theory, while a case study research design was adopted. Two 

regime types were examined: military, 1993-1999 and civilian, 1999-2009. Three core states of 

the Niger Delta (Rivers, Bayelsa and Delta) were purposively selected for the study. Participants 



were purposively selected. Eight focus group discussions (FGDs) were conducted - two each in 

Ogoni, Odi, Gbaramatu and Ikenya communities. Additionally, key informant interviews (KIIs) 

with eight human right activists, eight community leaders and nine ex-militants were conducted. 

Secondary data were sourced from Political Terror Scale and Conflict Barometer. Qualitative 

data were content analyzed. 

Literature Review and Theoretical Framework 

  The violation of physical integrity rights is essentially a regime‟s policy choice. Under 

most circumstances, the government intentionally opts for human rights violation for a wide 

range of reasons such as maintaining the status quo, undermining violent antigovernment 

insurgencies, and eliminating the opposition (Regan and Henderson, 2002; Peksen, 2011). The 

violation of human rights by political regimes can be viewed as instrumental behavior used by 

political leaders to achieve some objectives. As such, human rights violations are viewed in 

terms of repression. Repression has been defined as any action by [one group] which raises the 

contender's cost of collective action (Tilly, 1978:100). Goldstein (1978: xxvii) similarly argues 

that repression is implemented for the purpose of imposing a cost on the target so as to deter 

specific activities and/or beliefs perceived to be challenging to government personnel, practices 

and institutions. Gurr (1986:51) also asserted that the necessary condition for repression is the 

existence of a group, class, or party that is regarded by ruling elites as an active threat to their 

continued rule. Repression comes in many forms, each of which serves a distinct purpose for the 

regime (Fein, 1995; Hathaway, 2002; Davenport, 2007). Repression is a major feature of 

autocratic government. It is a kind of sociopolitical control used by political leaders against those 

within their territorial jurisdiction to prevent specific activities and beliefs observed as 

threatening to political order (Goldstein, 1978; Kendall-Taylor 2014). The two basic forms of 

repression are civil liberty or empowerment rights repression (i.e. censorship, restrictions on 

assembly), which usually affects the population generally, and physical integrity rights 

repression (i.e. torture, disappearances, political imprisonment), which mainly affects specific 

individuals (Kendall-Taylor, 2014).  

Physical integrity rights violation has been observed to be a feature of both military and 

democratic regimes (Davenport, 2007). The extent to which the violation of physical integrity 

rights is carried out by military and democratic regimes has been the focus of a number of 

scholars. The outcome of some of these studies is theories which attempt to explain the link 

between regime types and human rights violation. For example, the “More Murder in the Middle 

theory” proposed by Fein (1995) has attempted to articulate the link between regime type and the 

violation of human rights.  

The More Murder in the Middle theory articulated by Fein (1995) is a causal model of 

human rights abuse that explains the threat–repression linkage, by relying heavily on a rational 

actor decision making theoretical formulation developed by Most and Starr (1989) and expanded 

upon by Starr (1994). The key to that theory is the ratio between regime strength and threats 

posed to the rule of the regime. When leaders perceive the strength of the regime to be less than 

adequate to meet the threat or if they perceive threat to be increasing relative to regime strength, 

they will be motivated to increase the strength-threat ratio. Repression or human rights violation 

is one means to reduce the internal threat to the regime‟s rule. Previous research (Gurr, 1986; 

Poe & Tate, 1994) has demonstrated that governments faced with intense domestic opposition 

tend to choose greater repression of the human rights of their citizens. The logic of this argument 



is based on the convergence in mixed regimes mainly because of the partial opening of a political 

system which provides previously excluded groups the ability to mobilize in an attempt to 

change the “political and distributive order” (Fein, 1995:173). Since semi-democratic states open 

the public space to allow for public expression of dissent but not enough to alleviate the sources 

of dissatisfaction, citizens of these regimes are likely to make large number of demands which 

could lead to the occurrence of violent conflict if the regime is unable to satisfy them. 

The postulation of the „More Murder in the Middle theory‟ can be used to explain the 

situation in the Niger Delta. The decision of political regimes (military and democratic) to 

embark on the violation of physical integrity rights in the Niger Delta is based on their 

perception of the effects of resistance and rebellion by the Niger Delta people on the strength of 

the regime i.e. the ability of the regime to command obedience. Repression or human rights 

violation is one means to reduce the internal threat to the regime‟s rule. Remarking on the effects 

of repression on violent conflicts in the Niger Delta, Obi (2009) opined that what started as local 

protest in the Niger Delta escalated to resistance that has attracted international attention.  

The earliest attempt to protest against the activities of the Nigerian state with regards to 

oil exploitation took place in February 1966, when an ethnic minority Ijaw radical, Adaka Boro 

led a group of youths named the Niger Delta Volunteer Force (NDVF) in an abortive attempt to 

secede from Nigeria and establish a Niger Delta republic. This attempt was quashed by the 

federal government.  The bravery and exploits of Adaka Boro in furthering the cause of Ijaw 

freedom was rekindled in the 1990‟s following the formation of the Movement for the Survival 

of Ogoni People (MOSOP). This moved the struggle to its next phase in the 1990s when it 

presented the Ogoni Bill of Rights (OBR) to the government, demanding local autonomy and 

control of its oil, and waging an effective international campaign against Shell on account of its 

exploitative and polluting activities in Ogoniland, which threatened the survival of the people 

(Saro-Wiwa 1995; Obi, 2009).  

Instead of responding to these demands, MOSOP resistance and „revolution‟ was literally 

crushed largely through the use of state military force, and the hanging after a controversial trial 

and verdict, of nine of its leading members, including the writer and minority rights campaigner, 

Ken Saro-Wiwa, in November 1995 (Obi, 2009). Like MOSOP, the Ijaw Youth Council (IYC) 

mobilized the youth and ordinary people, by drawing upon local Ijaw idioms and a culture of 

resistance. Part of this included the use of Egbesu: literally the Ijaw god of war, but whose real 

significance lay deep in Ijaw cosmology as a symbol of spiritual protection (invincibility) for the 

Ijaw, when fighting a „just war‟ for liberation.  

As in previous resistance efforts, the federal military government sent in troops that 

forcefully put down the uprising against transnational oil production. Many protesters were 

injured in the repression that followed. It was in this state of the repression of the IYC protest, 

and the non-resolution of the Niger Delta question, that Nigeria returned to civilian rule in May 

1999. Expectations were initially high in the Niger Delta that Nigeria‟s return to democracy 

would lead to the de-militarization of the region, reduce tensions, and bring „democracy 

dividends‟ to the people. After the 1999 elections, the security forces remained in the Niger 

Delta and engaged in gross human rights violations in communities such as Odi, Odioma and 

Gbaramatu Kingdom.  



The theoretical explanations above indicate that repression occurs both in military and 

civilian regimes. The objective is to suppress resistance from the governed. The following 

section of this paper examines how the violation of human rights during both military and 

civilian regimes in Nigeria contributed to violent conflicts in the Niger Delta. 

Data Presentation and Analysis 

Research Question 1: What is the incidence of human rights violation under the military 

compared to the civilian regime in Nigeria? 

This question is answered using data from the political terror scale (PTS) and comments 

of respondents during focus group discussions and key informant interviews in the Niger Delta.   

In order to understand PTS it is important to note the following political terror scale levels: 

 

 Table 0.1:  Political Terror Scale Levels and Interpretation 

PTS 

LEVELS 

INTERPRETATION 

5 Terror has extended to the entire population.  

4 Political and civil rights violations have extended to large numbers of 

the population. Murders, torture and disappearances are a common 

part of life.  

3 There is widespread political imprisonment. Execution or other forms 

of political murders and brutality may be common.  

2 Imprisonment for nonviolent political activity is not common. Human 

rights are respected to a large extent.  

1 There is adherence to the rule of law.  There is no arbitrary 

imprisonment, and torture is rare or exceptional.. 

                    Source: Source: www.politicalterrorscale.org 

 

 

Table 0.2: Political Terror Scale Rating of Nigeria, 1993-1998 (Period of Military Rule) 

 

          Source: www.politicalterrorscale.org 

 

Table 0.2 shows that between 1993 and 1998 the political terror score for Nigeria was four on the 

average. This means that political and civil rights violations extended to large numbers of the 

populace. There were widespread cases of torture, murder, and kidnappings in various areas of 

Nigeria. During the periods highlighted above, several notable Nigerians were victims of human 

Years   Political Terror Score  

1993 4 

1994 5 

 1995 4 

1996 4 

1997 4 

1998 4 



rights abuse. The regime of General Sani Abacha was typified by political murders. Examples 

include the murder of Elegbede Babatunde in 1994, Rewane Alfred in 1995, Awosanya Kayode 

in 1996, Abiola Kudirat in 1996, Adedeji Suliat in 1996, Onagoruwa Toyin in 1996, and Obodo 

Irene in 1996 (Igbafe, and Offiong, 2007).  

 

Table 0.3: Political Terror Scale Rating of Nigeria, 1999-2009 (Period of Civilian Rule) 

Years   Political Terror Score  

1999 4 

2000 3 

 2001 4 

2002 4 

2003 4 

2004 4 

2005 4 

2006 4 

2007 3 

2008 4 

2009 4 

Source: Source: www.politicalterrorscale.org 

 

Table 0.3 shows that between 1999 and 2009, the political terror score for Nigeria four on the 

average. This means that political and civil rights violations extended to large numbers of the 

populace. There were also widespread cases of murders and torture in various areas of Nigeria. 

Political imprisonment and different forms of brutality were also common. This is similar to the 

situation during military regime. It is important to note that during military regime, precisely 

1994, the political terror score increased to 5. This means that terror extended to the entire 

population. There were no limits on the methods used for human rights violations. Generally, the 

political terror level during both military and civilian regimes share similar characteristics.  

 

The political terror scale level for Nigeria as depicted in table 0.2 and 0.3 indicate that human 

rights violation in Nigeria from 1993-2009 remained almost at the same level.  

At the commencement of the fourth republic on May 29th, 1999, it was expected that political 

assassinations will end. On the contrary, the fourth republic alone accounts for the highest cases 

of political assassinations in Nigeria (Igbafe, and Offiong, 2007). Notable cases include the 

assassination of the then Minister of Justice and Attorney General of the Federation, Chief Bola 

Ige. He was a member of the Alliance for Democracy (AD), one of the political parties that 

presented a candidate for the 1999 polls. Chief Bola Ige was murdered in his home in Ibadan, on 

December, 23 2001 during Obasanjo‟s administration. The murder of Marshal Harry is another 

case of assassination during obasanjo‟s administration. He was the national vice chairman for the 

South-South Zone of the All Nigeria Peoples‟ Party (ANPP).  It was alleged that he was 

murdered because of his opposition to the government in power (Igbafe and Offiong, 2007).  

The assessment of the situation of human rights in Nigeria during military and civilian 

regimes can be corroborated with the comments of participants in focused group discussions and 

key informant interviews in Bayelsa, Delta and Rivers States. The respondents indicate that the 

human rights situation in the Niger Delta has not improved since the inauguration of civilian rule 



in 1999. The assessment of the human rights situation in Nigeria during military and civilian 

regimes can be corroborated with the comments of participants in focused group discussions and 

key informant interviews in Bayelsa, Delta and Rivers States. The respondents indicate that the 

human rights situation in the Niger Delta has not improved since the inauguration of civilian rule 

in 1999. Commenting on the situation in his community (Gbaramatu), a participant in a focus 

group discussion said: 

Human rights violation did not stop with the introduction of civilian regime. In my 

community, the soldiers often beat people, kill people and disgrace them. For 

example some soldiers have told girls to strip themselves naked and engage in frog 

jump before them.  

The following table presents a comparison of the violators and victims of human rights 

abuse during military and civilian regimes using comments of respondents in focused group 

discussions and key informant interviews.  

Table 0.4: Human Rights Violation under Military and Civilian Regimes 

Categories Military Regime Civilian Regime 

Violators Government security 

forces 

Government security 

forces 

Victims Human rights activists 

Groups/ Communities 

Individuals 

 

Human rights activists 

Groups/ Communities 

Individuals 

 

Forms of Physical 

Integrity Rights Violated 

Rape, torture, extra-

judicial killing 

Rape, torture, extra-

judicial killing 

Source: Field Work, 2014 

 

Table 0.4 indicates violators, victims and forms of physical integrity rights violated during 

military and civilian regimes. While the situation was similar in both regimes, the responses of 

key informants and participants in focus group discussions indicate that the problem was more 

serious during civilian regime. They also highlighted the role of security forces in the human 

rights abuse under both regime types.  

 

For example, security forces sent to the Niger Delta by the Federal Government to maintain law 

and order and protect oil infrastructure have used torture and rape as a counter-insurgency tactic 

and to terrify the population especially during civilian regime. The security agents have also used 

torture and rape to dehumanize women and coerce them into revealing information about the 

certain individuals. There were cases in which women were held for several weeks in sexual 

slavery in military barracks and repeatedly raped (Odoemene, 2012).  

 

Research Question 2: Why did human rights violations and violent conflicts persist during 

civilian rule in the Niger Delta? 

Several reasons for the persistence of gross human rights violation and violent conflicts 

during civilian regime were identified by key informants and participants in focused group 

discussions: These reasons are discussed below:  



a. The perception of the people that the civilian government is not responsive to the needs of the 

people. They feel that the quality of democracy in Nigeria is poor and the only way to have their 

needs met is to resist security forces and destroy oil infrastructure in the Niger Delta. The 

struggle for development and emancipation attracted the wrath of security forces who engaged in 

wanton destruction of lives and properties. These comments indicate that the resistance in the 

Niger Delta as a result of the perceived failure of the civilian government contributed to the 

persistence of violent conflicts and gross human rights violation. The inequity in the distribution 

of resources in this case oil revenue, and pervasive poverty with no perceived or actual solution 

in view are key drivers of the violent conflicts in the Niger Delta. The change from military to 

civilian government in 1999 raised the hopes of the Niger Delta people on the possibility of a 

sustainable solution.   

b. Proliferation of small arms and light weapons especially during periods of elections increased 

the level of criminal activities in the Niger Delta. Attempts by security forces to quell such 

criminal activities often culminate in gross human rights violation. For example, the killing of 

some police men in Odi community in 2002 led to the destruction of the entire community 

and gross human rights violation. Odomovo (2014:47) asserted that the military often respond 

to insurgent activities primarily with a brutal show of force that often results in high civilian 

casualties. As Human Rights Watch (1999:14) noted, barely six months (November, 1999) 

after the transition to democracy, hundreds of civilians were killed when a detachment of the 

Army bombarded Odi community in the Niger Delta, in an apparent retaliation for the death 

of about six policemen who were killed in a clash with local insurgents.  Although the gross 

human rights violation in Odi by security forces cannot be justified, the activities of criminals 

served as a trigger. Other studies support the view that elections during the period of civilian 

rule encouraged the proliferation of small arms and criminal activities.  

c. The failure of the 2004 amnesty initiative by President Olusegun Obasanjo to address the root 

causes of agitations in the Niger Delta. In 2004, the Nigerian President Olusegun Obasanjo 

invited Asari Dokubo and Ateke Tom to Abuja to broker an agreement to end the fighting in 

the Niger Delta. On October 1, 2004, Asari and Tom agreed to an immediate ceasefire, the 

“disbandment of all militias and militant groups,” and total disarmament (Odomovo, 2014). 

 Participants in focus group discussions and key informant interviews stated that the use 

of military personnel by the civilian government to protect oil infrastructure and suppress the 

crisis in the region makes human rights abuses to remain a daily occurrence in the Niger Delta.  

 

Human Rights Violation and Violent Conflicts in the Niger Delta during Civilian and 

Military Regimes: Discussion Major Findings 

The first major finding of this study is that the incidence of human rights violation during 

military and civilian regimes in Nigeria share similar characteristics. Human Rights Watch 

(2002) asserted that “the restoration of civilian rule in Nigeria has not seen a reduction of human 

rights violations in the country's oil-producing regions”. An unbroken span of almost fifteen 

years of military rule, from December 1984 to May 1999, ended with the inauguration of 

Nigeria's Fourth Republic and an elected civilian administration under President Olusegun 

Obasanjo. Even after this long overdue transition, the pervasive effects of prolonged military rule 

remained evident in virtually every part of the Nigerian society The restoration of civilian rule in 

Nigeria has not produced a reduction of human rights violations in the oil producing regions of 



the Niger Delta, even though the location and types of abuse have changed to some extent  

(Ekine, 2009).  

 If the civilian regime in Nigeria had abided by the ethos of democratic governance, it 

would not have engaged in gross human rights violations. This is because a regime is described 

as democratic if it respects the human rights of the citizens. According to Eze  (2001)  “it is 

difficult to make a distinction, conceptually or in practical terms, between human rights and 

democracy, for the democratic right to choose, direct and control those who govern, as well as 

participate in government is part and parcel of the political liberties guaranteed as human rights. 

By the same token, the degree to which democratic rights are enjoyed by the citizenry will, by 

and large, determine the measure of human rights protection, whether in the economic, social, 

civil or cultural field because they are all interdependent and mutually self-reinforcing”.  In the 

view of the International Crisis Group (2006) the persistence of human rights violations and 

violent conflicts in the Niger Delta is because of bad leadership during military regime and weak 

democratic institutions during civilian rule.  

Another explanation for the persistence of human rights violations during civilian rule in 

the Niger Delta is that violent crime breeds repression or human rights violation. For example, 

the killing of twelve policemen in Odi resulted in the used of repressive measures by the 

government in 1999.  Some empirical studies show that violent crime has not only a significant, 

but also a substantive effect on physical integrity rights violations under democracies. 

Understanding the exercise of power in democratic regimes requires a focus on citizens, elected 

leaders, and public bureaucracy. In a democracy, it is supposed that citizens choose candidates 

that will execute policies the electorate prefers and then elected leaders delegate policy 

implementation to the public bureaucracy (see Przeworski 1999; McCubbins and Schwartz 1984; 

Munck 2004). Theories of human rights focus on the factors that influence leaders‟ decision to 

repress, and have long assumed that citizens reject the use of government repression in any 

context. In particular, scholars stress that elections empower ordinary citizens to oust repressive 

governments from office (e.g., Poe and Tate 1994; Bueno de Mesquita et al. 2005). It has been 

observed that undisciplined and non-controlled state actors are likely to increase human rights 

violations in countries where criminal violence is severe.  

 

 

 

 

 

Conclusion  

The evidence presented in this study shows that abuse of physical integrity rights 

promotes violent conflicts in both military and civilian regimes. The extent of conflict escalation 

seems to be more in civilian regime. This is because civilian rule is perceived by some persons in 

the Niger Delta as a form of government that respects human rights. The failure of civilian rule 

to improve respect for human rights after many years of neglect and subjugation made most 

communities in the Niger Delta to have the perception that the Nigerian government is in 

connivance with the oil companies to deny them their rights and that the government is not being 

sincere with them in terms of the various pledges it has made to solve development related 

problems in the Niger Delta. As a result some individuals, groups and communities decided to 



take their destinies into their own hands by employing strategies and tactics ranging from 

„reactive pacifism‟ to „reactive militancy.‟ Reactive pacifism entails demands by groups for 

political empowerment, increased fiscal allocation to compensate for resource exploitation and 

environmental degradation, resource control and accelerated development. The situation in the 

Niger Delta became reactive militancy when the struggle which was first seen as a mere 

verbalization of the demands of the region‟s elites, developed into a mass protest by different 

groups (Onosode 2003: 111- 115; Ogaji, 2013).  

In order to ward off opposition civilian administrations used the military to engage in 

repressive acts and gross human rights violation. Much of this work has drawn attention to the 

links between regime type and violent conflict. The study shows how the actual behavior of 

government whether military or civilian with regards to respect for human rights influences the 

incidence of violent conflicts the state exposes itself to. It appears, then, that how governments 

exercise their power, rather than how they are structured, is the decisive political factor 

determining a society‟s vulnerability to conflict escalation. The fact that the empirical 

relationships between physical integrity rights and conflict escalation are quite robust suggests 

that human rights should be taken more seriously by those interested in understanding the causes 

of conflict escalation. This agrees with the assertion of Albert Einstein (1930) as quoted by 

Ashbaugh and Shintarou (2013) that “peace cannot be kept by force; it can only be achieved by 

understanding”.  

The political, economic and social empowerment of the people of the Niger Delta 

especially the youths can help to reduce conflict accelerating factors in the area and ensure 

sustainable peace (Watts, 2004). The energy that would have been used for various social vices 

militancy, cultism and drug abuse will be used to ensure nation building. Empowering the youths 

requires identifying the reasons for youth restiveness in the area and how they can be controlled. 

In a study conducted by Ofem and Ajayi (2008:6) several factors were identified as causes of 

youths‟ restiveness in the Niger Delta. They include lack of humanitarian and social welfare 

program, problems of good governance in the Niger-Delta, corrupt practices of government 

officials, inadequate training program for youths, the urge to satisfy basic needs, the high cost of 

living, lack of self-esteem among the youths, lack of participation in community services and 

decision making. These factors can be controlled if corruption is eradicated and youths 

adequately empowered. Empowerment of youths in order to curb militant activities in the Niger 

Delta requires addressing the root causes of violent conflicts in the area. These include; rising 

poverty, unemployment and environmental cum human insecurity. Additionally, the blame for 

underdevelopment in the Niger Delta should not only be heaped on the Federal Government. 

Corrupt practices should be checked at the state government level so as to ensure that the 13 per 

percent derivation revenue given to states from the Federation Account are judiciously utilized to 

develop the area and empower the youths. True democracy and the rule of law are also very 

important for ensuring empowerment. The importance of true democracy to empowerment can 

be inferred from the following views expressed by the Institute of Human Rights and 

Humanitarian Law (2010:1): 

A true democracy therefore, cannot be restricted to its institutional framework 

alone. It also needs to be embodied in a culture, a state of mind that fosters 

tolerance and respect for other people, as well as pluralism, equilibrium and 

dialogue between the forces that make up a society. This concept requires all 

social, financial, governmental and non-governmental actors, as well as the 

relationship which links or separates them, to be taken into account. These 



basic democratic principles constitute a fundamental source of common values 

that can be described as the common heritage of humankind. Without those 

values there can be neither democracy nor sustainable development. 

Effective institutional reform is the key to improving the condition of people in the Niger 

Delta because poor governance and corruption, which are related, distort socioeconomic and 

political activities in societies. Institutional reforms and sincere fight against corruption are the 

keys to ensuring sustainable peace in Nigeria. Since human rights violation under military and 

civilian regimes share similar characteristics, it is pertinent that the Nigerian government takes 

decisive action towards improving respect for human rights. This is because the hallmark of a 

civilian government that is democratic is respect for human rights. It is therefore important that 

civilian regime should be guided by democratic norms such as respect for human rights and the 

rule of law. Furthermore, transitional justice mechanisms should be put in place to punish 

perpetrators of human rights violations and provide redress for victims. 
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