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Abstract 
Underdevelopment, a reflection of gross inadequacies, poverty, 
backwardness, insecurity, unemployment, and general impoverishment 
has been associated with the Niger Delta region of Nigeria. This region  
has remained socio-economically underdeveloped and pauperized 
amidst the immense oil wealth, owing to systematic disequilibrium in 
the production exchange relationship between the state, the trans-
national companies and the people ..This paper looked at the concept of 
underdevelopment in the context of the Niger Delta region, thereafter, 
the positive impact of oil/gas exploitation is traced and later dwelled 
detailly on the adverse implication of oil and gas exploitation. The 
paper anchored on the conclusion that the Niger Delta region is termed  
underdeveloped as a result of the intervening activities like degradation, 
deforestation, oil spillage, gas flaring and lots more, that have 
consequently impacted negatively on the region, thereby making 
development difficult. It was recommended that the existing oil 
companies should strengthen their partnership philosophy with the oil 
bearing communities; and that the government should take a holistic 
and well planned strategy towards infrastructural and manpower 
development in the area. 

 
The Niger Delta region of Nigeria is plagued with a situation that requires more 

technical and rational approach in order to give it a permanent solution. 
 The issue of underdevelopment is indeed the most critical issue facing not just 
the developing world, but also the international community in general. This is more 
critical when one realizes that underdevelopment is a reflection of backwardness, 
poverty, inadequate power supply, poor infrastructure, and general inadequacies in the 
provision of basic needs to the citizens.  
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 The Niger-Delta region of Nigeria is richly blessed with oil and gas. It is 
expected that at least, with this natural endowment, the region should be able to reap the 
fruits and dividends of its endowment but, practically, the reverse is the case. Oil, 
accounting for over 90% of the country’s foreign exchange earnings, is exploited and 
explored in the Niger-Delta region.  
 
 The terrible situation is that the scourge of poverty in the Niger Delta region is 
grim, with the people lacking basic human needs and their environment willfully and 
constantly degraded by foreign oil companies and the Nigeria federation. With the aging 
of most on-shore oil fields and the extinction of Oloibiri field, the oil producing 
communities have at various times suffered frequent oil spillages caused largely by lack 
of careful maintenance of the flow lines, persistent flaring of the gas for over 5 decades 
and dumping of untreated toxic waste generated through oil exploration and production 
into the creeks, rivers and land. As oil exploration and production moves off-shore, the 
Niger Delta is increasingly being polluted from land to sea. (Usang, Omori and Ofem 
2010). 
 
 It is pertinent to state that the Niger-Delta region is plagued with high loss of 
biodiversity. Massive pollution of surface and underground waters with increasing 
presence of lead and mercury. This has worsened the attendant health hazards, resulted 
in a dramatic increase of derived savannah in the world’s third largest wetland created 
rural land crisis, the specter of landlessness, food insecurity and constant extinction of 
aquatic life. This, combined with other issues arising from poor governance and policies 
have partly shaped the structure of the underdevelopment of the Niger-Delta region. 
 This paper therefore anchors on the idea that the exploitation and exploration of 
oil in the Niger-Delta region of Nigeria has gone a long way to underdevelop and 
impoverish it more, instead of engineering development. In conveying this, a historical 
development of oil/gas exploitation/exploration in the Niger Delta area is given; the 
concept of underdevelopment as it relates to the Niger Delta region is examined, the 
implication of oil and gas activities is x-rayed and recommendations have been made.  
 
Historical Foundation of Oil/Gas Exploration and Exploitation in the Niger Delta 
Region. 

Before getting into the foundation of oil and gas exploration/exploitation, it is 
vital to understand what the Niger Delta region is made up of. In the context of this 
paper, the Niger delta region has been aptly captured by Oviasuyi and Uwadiae (2010) 
to include the following oil producing states: Abia, Akwa Ibom, Bayelsa, Cross River, 
Delta, Edo, Imo, Ondo and Rivers State. 
 The historical foundation of oil and gas exploitations and exploration in the 
Niger Delta region is very critical in our understanding of this paper. According to 
Okorobia (2008), oil and gas are like Siamese twins, the production of which cannot be 
discussed separately. Whereas the primary interest of the Federal Government and the 
multi-national oil companies was to produce crude oil, because Nigeria’s oil is for the 
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most part associated with natural gas, it has become inevitable that the two be produced 
together. 
 
 According to him, though search for oil started as far back as 1937, it was only 
in 1956 that the first successful discovery of oil in commercially viable quantity was 
made at Itokopiri near Oloibiri in the Ogbia Local Government Area of Bayelsa state. 
This however was followed immediately by the discovery of other oil wells at Afam 
Eleme in 1957, and at Bomu and Ebubu in 1958 in the Ogoni Area of Rivers state. 
 
 It is fascinating to note that the Shell British Petroleum, (now Shell Petroleum 
Development Company, SPDC), was the only oil and gas producing company in Nigeria 
up to 1964. From March 1965, the Nigeria Gulf Oil Company was given a license to 
exploit its offshore Okan Field, infact the era of the “black gold rush” began, opening 
the gateway for several oil and gas companies. Some of these include: ELF, Texaco, 
Agip, Ashland, Pan Ocean, Tenneco, Philips, Safrap, Sunray, Mobil etc.   
 
Underdevelopment  and the Niger Delta Region 
 Underdevelopment as a concept has been differently examined by various 
scholars. 
 Gunder (1966) posited that underdevelopment results from the periphery’s 
contact with the metropolis. It is equated with backwardness, stagnation and 
permittivity. It reflects a state in which an economy shows little sign of progress in terms 
of catering for the needs of the citizenry. It is a situation where the original cause 
produces some destructive effects, which eventually leads to the original cause. For 
instance, due to poverty there is low productivity, low productivity leads to low 
employment, low employment reduces purchasing power, low purchasing power leads 
to low standard of living, low standard of living of course leads to poverty, which  in 
fact is a state of underdevelopment .To Gunder (1966) ,underdevelopment is a unique 
type of socio-economic structure brought about by the integration of the society 
concerned into the sphere of the advanced capitalist countries. 
 Ake (1981), argued that the integration of the African economy into the 
capitalist system resulted in disarticulation by which he means an economy whose parts 
or sectors are not complementary. In a coherent economy there is regional and/or sectors 
complementarity or reciprocity. The disarticulation occurred because colonial capitalism 
was naturally interested only in the most   profitable primary commodities. To sustain an 
adequate supply of preferred commodities it was sometimes necessary to discourage the 
production of other commodities. The problem with this situation according to Ake, is 
that “when the necessity arose it was accepted without too much thought being wasted 
on the implications of encountering or discouraging the production of particular 
commodities it was assumed that what was good for international capital was good for 
the colony’. The implication of the above position is that the imperialist is responsible 
for the present state of underdevelopment of Africa. Underdevelopment is therefore a 
product of the lopsided relationship between the developed states and the developing 
countries .It is caused by capitalism. 
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Rodney (1972) pointed out that a second and even more indispensable 

component of modern underdevelopment is that it expresses a particular relationship of 
exploitation. Namely exploitation of one country or region by another. All of the 
countries and regions named “underdeveloped” are exploited by others and 
underdevelopment with which the world is now pre-occupied is a product of capitalism. 
 According to Jaja (2008), in reality, all the countries tagged underdeveloped 
were at one time victims of imperialism, plunder and exploitation. Following from this, 
it would have been a blessing never to be colonized. 
 
 Underdevelopment takes place when resources are not used to their full socio-
economic potential, with the result that local or regional development is slower in most 
cases than it should be. Furthermore, it results from the complex interplay or internal 
and external factors that allow less developed countries or regions only a lop-sided 
development progression. Underdeveloped nations and regions are characterized by a 
wide disparity between their rich and poor, populations, and an unhealthy balance of 
trade. 
 
 The most asked question is, whether or not the Niger Delta is a victim of 
imperialism, exploitation and plunder? What is the result of this exploitation activities? 
This and more will be answered on the next section. 
 
Implications of Oil/Gas Exploitation in the Niger Delta Region-the Reasons for 
Underdevelopment. 

The World Bank, 1995 in Jaja (2008) described the Niger Delta region as 
“blessed with an abundance of physical and human resources including the majority of 
Nigeria’s oil and gas deposits, good agricultural land, extensive forest excellent 
fisheries, as well as  a developed industrial base, a strong banking system, a large labour 
force and a vibrant private sector. 

 
However, the region’s tremendous potentials for economic growth and 

sustainable development remains unfulfilled as its failure is threatened by deteriorating 
economic conditions that are not being addressed by deteriorating economic conditions 
that are not being addressed by present policies and actions. 

 
We shall briefly explore the positive implications of oil exploitation /exploration 

and then settle detailly on the negative impact, which is indeed the clog of development 
and the harbinger of underdevelopment. 

 
Oil has transformed nations. It is a catalyst for development in the hands of the 

Professor.Yergin 1996, in Jaja (2008), captured the pre-eminent position of oil in 
international politics, when he stated that in the twentieth century, oil supplemented by 
natural gas, toppled king coal from his throne as the power source for the industrial 
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world. Oil has become the basis of the great post war sub-urbanization movement that 
transformed both the contemporary landscape and our modern way of life.  
         Azaiki, 2003 quoting late Chief M. O. Feyide, one time secretary of the 
Organization of Petroleum Exporting Countries (OPEC) in Jaja (2008) stated that “all 
over the world, the times of people are effected and the destiny of nations are properly 
determined by the result of oil industry operations .Oil keeps the factories of the 
industrialized countries working and provides the revenue which enables oil exports to 
execute ambitious national and economic development plans. The march of progress 
would be retarded and life itself could become unbearable if the world was deprived of 
oil. 

 
Jaja (2008) indicated that oil is a veritable tool for change. The economy of 

Saudi Arabia is dominated by petroleum of which within the OPEC it is the largest 
producer. It has utilized the vast revenue from oil to finance ambitious programmes of 
infrastructural development and modernization, in the educational, health and social 
sectors. Being an arid country, Saudi Arabia has miraculously provided water and 
electricity to everybody in the kingdom through the use of appropriate technology. In the 
same direction, Libya, though located in a tortuous environment has its economy 
transformed by the charismatic, yet controversial leader Muhammed Ghadafi.  To an 
extent, the presence and activities of multinational companies like Exon Mobil, Texaco, 
etc have helped in the recruitment of many Nigerians in general and Niger – Delta 
people in particular, but this is not without exceptions. Oil and gas greatly become the 
dominant sector in the nation’s political economy, contributing over 95% of the foreign 
exchange and 80% of government revenues. Similarly, the leading role Nigeria plays in 
the world today, especially in this United Nations, the Common Wealth, the 
Organization of African Unity (OAU), The African Union (AU) the Economic 
Community of West African States (ECOWAS), the Non-Aligned Movement and the 
Organization of Petroleum Exporting Countries (OPEC) is related to her status as a 
major oil producing nation. 
            

On the contrary, the oil and gas exploitation and exploration have very critical 
adverse effects in the Niger Delta region of Nigeria. This covers the social, political, 
economic, environmental and cultural lives of people in the area.  
 Deforestation activity in the area has led to the substantial loss of the rich deltaic 
vegetation – mangrove/rain forests. The enabling of pipelines ROW, Platforms, 
wellheads, flow stations and other facilities can only be possible after deforestation, and 
this is a major economic cost borne by the people. This also results in the loss of 
agricultural land and the loss of income generating capacity, particularly for farmers, 
hunters, fisher-folks, lumbermen and gatherers of forest resources. There is also the 
improper disposal of dredge spoils, with attendant consequences. Dredge spoils disposed 
around waterways and channels cause blockades to bush paths and waterways used by 
the coastal communities for access to their farmlands, fishing sites and timber logging 
areas, (Okorobia 2008). 
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Okorobia (2008) added that oil and gas production has turned the Niger Delta, 
particularly communities where the activities are concentrated such as Bonny/Finima, 
Twon-Brass/Okpoma, Nembe (Bassambiry /Ogbolounabiri), Port Harcourt, Warri and 
many others to fall into the category of the most expensive towns in Nigeria. While this 
oil/gas induced inflation may not be a serious concern to the workers and contractors, in 
those sectors, it has certainly become a nightmare for the peasant and subsistent fisher-
folks, farmers, craftsmen and the unemployed. 

 
According to Usang, Omori and Ofem (2010), Petroleum hydrocarbon and other 

substances discharged into the environment during hydrocarbon exploration and 
production have a range of impact on biota from mechanical and toxic to metagenic 
effects. Almost all the stages of hydrocarbon exploitation end up with discharges into 
the environment of  hydrocarbon substances in various quantities. In any case, the fate of 
oil in environment when spilled depends on the amount spilled, spilled location, the rate 
of spill and the nature of the oil, e.g. fluid contained in oil are a mixture of a number of 
organic and inorganic compounds, including hydrocarbon. These fluids vary 
considerably in their appearance from gases to vicious black liquids. 

 
Again, water based drilling muds may be released directly into the marine 

environment and discharges of drill cuttings. Release of such, have very significant 
impact to marine environment in different ways. Henderson, Grison, Johnson and 
Roddle 1999, in Usang Omori and Ofem, (2010) Provided comprehensive review of the 
toxicity and drilling muds of various constituents. 

 
Neff (1987) noted that test for over 40 years on chronic and or sub lethal effects 

of drilling muds, and field observation on rate of dilution of drilling muds in water 
column organism will never be exposed to drilling fluids long enough and at sufficiently 
high concentrations to elicit any acute or sub-lethal response. 

 
The adverse effects of oil spillage cannot be overemphasized. Olumide 2000, in 

Usang, Omori and Ofem (2010) reported that volume of oil spilled in 1980 in Nigeria 
was on the high side especially during the Funiwa-5 disaster. Its effects on the 
environment include noise pollution  associated with drilling, refining operations and 
gas flaring. 

 
It was clearly pointed out by Adeyemi (1991) Ekewe (1981), and Nwankro 

(1981) that oil spillage is responsible for the bulk of crude oil pollution in the world, it is 
the most invidious form of environmental depression. Drilling fluids and wind cuttings 
are hazardous. They contain contaminants such as salts, and soluble trace elements like 
Zinc, lead, copper, cadmium, nickel arsenic, hydrosulphide and toxic metals which are 
harmful to benthic community, man and the environment in general. Oil spillage – 
leading to oil pollution is perhaps the best-known outcomes of the hydrocarbon business 
in the Niger Delta. The problem is so ubiquitous and devastating to the indigenous 
people that many of them know nothing about the economic implication, of the oil/gas 
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industry outside oil spillage and disputes over unfair and inadequate compensations. 
Through spillages, drinking water sources have been lost, and many fishers and farmers 
have been driven out of their only sure means of eking a living.  

 
The health conditions of people have been negatively effected by oil/gas 

exploitation. This is carefully captured in Ifiedu (2001). To him, various hydrocarbon 
chemicals are capable of causing different infections in man-prominent among the oil 
pollution induced ailments are skin diseases like dermatitis,  tetanus, gastro-enteritis, 
diarrhea, and skin cancer. Other oil induced social habits with health implications are 
`sexually transmitted diseases like gonorrhea, syphilis and HIV/AIDS, alcoholism, drug 
abuse and respiratory infections. Gas flaring, which had compounded the problem of 
global warning is now adding to the creation of intense heat and high temperature. These 
have the potential for causing physiological disorder in humans. Also, the perennial 
exposure to deafening noise from gas flares may impair hearing in the long-run. 

 
Owugah 2006, in Otoabasi (2007), stated that the disastrous consequences of 

gas flaring in the Niger Delta are legion. Aside from health problems created by 
excessive heating of the soil and vegetation in the region, gas flaring and seismic 
activities have also driven wild life away from the region thus threatening traditional 
means of livelihood like hunting and farming. In addition the unethical handling of gas 
flaring by the oil companies has made Nigeria to contribute immensely to global 
warming and depletion of the ozone layer. This is because much of the gas released in 
Nigeria come in form of methane which has a high warming potential. 

 
Social vices in the Niger Delta has increased, this is as a result of rapid decline 

in traditional morality, fallen standard of social and cultural values/norms. Prostitution 
and promiscuity are heightened. A good population of the sex driven immigrants with 
high financial wherewithal in the rural Niger Delta Communities are interfaced with 
ladies that are so poor and impoverished and with desire to partake in the petro-naira, 
they use this opportunity to abuse this ladies sexually, leading to the spread of diseases, 
broken home and abuse of our cherished values. This has ruined the moral foundation of 
the area. 

 
The outcry and prevalence of youth unrest, insecurity and vandalization of oil 

facilities, kidnapping, etc are only reflections of the reactions of the Niger Delta people 
to the damages and marginalization meted on the region and its dwellers. However, this 
phenomenon of hostage taking and vandalization of oil facilities is not without attendant 
consequences.  

 
To crown it all, the adverse impacts of oil and gas exploration and exploitation 

in the Niger Delta region have rather helped in creating a state of underdevelopment in 
the region, this becomes more critical when one realizes that the sum total of these 
socio-economic, political, environmental and cultural challenges have conspired to 
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produce poverty, insecurity, conflict, and all-round impoverishment which infact, are 
indicators of underdevelopment.   
 
Conclusion 

The hazards of oil exploitation in the Niger delta region have changed the 
structure of the region from stagnation to decay. The region produces some ugly 
paradoxes whereby it is an area that produces the bulk of oil for Nigeria’s wealth and 
account for its international leverage, yet, it is the least developed in the country. The 
scourge of poverty in the Niger Delta region is grim with the people lacking basic 
human needs and their environment willingfully and constantly degraded by foreign oil 
companies and the Nigerian State. 

 
 With the presence of oil in this region, the wellbeing and standard of living of 
the people are expected to be high, job creation and infrastructural development are 
supposed to be in place, but presently the  reverse is the case as the people face untold 
hardship. This state of affairs evidently occurs because of the insensitivity of the oil 
companies and total neglect by the Nigerian government. The present and future 
generation of the Niger Delta people are being sacrificed because of short term 
economic goals. Taking cognizance of the prolonged underdevelopment and unrest of 
the Niger Delta region, and concerned about the need to promote growth and 
development of the region, this paper would therefore remain instrumental. 
 
Recommendations 

In order to change the present state of the Niger Delta region for sustainable 
development, the following Policy options are worthwhile.  
1. The government should institute a more durable and well-planned infrastructural 

development strategy. Since underdevelopment is characterized by inadequacies 
in the provision of infrastructure, government should settle the problem of 
communication and transportation, through a network of roads, dredging canals 
and reclamation. In the same vein, strategies for job creation, education and health 
services etc. should be given a priority attention. 

2. The oil/gas companies should strengthen their current philosophy of partnering 
with the oil/gas bearing communities, and possibly set aside an agreed percentage 
of shares in the companies for the communities. The essence of this is to 
automatically change the unhealthy perception which the communities presently 
have of the companies, as external instruments of exploitation and destruction of 
their environments that have nothing good for the 
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