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Abstract 

In Nigeria, the Niger Delta, popularly referred to as the Treasure Base of 
Nigeria experiences daunting conflicts mainly arising from the scramble for 
and exploration of oil mineral resources by both national and multinational 
organizations. Although the operations of these organizations are on the 
increase and to their own advantage, the people of the Niger Delta suffer 
untold hardship such as ecological destruction of the region and loss of lives 
and poverty. Consequently, the people are left in a state of fear, tension and 
confusion. There are resurging conflicts among themselves as a result of 
poor representation during the planning and implementation of the social and 
economic activities for the region on one hand. On the other hand, there are 
conflicts between the people of the region and the different groups of 
operators arising from the selfish interest of the latter and their consequent 
intimidation. Some of the elites among the people of the Niger Delta who 
occupy strategic job positions in society do not seem to care, once they get 
themselves 'sorted' or 'settled1 as popularly claimed. In recent time, this 
chaotic state of affairs made some of the concerned elites to refer to the Niger 
Delta as a 'colony' in Nigeria. For a developing country that is blessed with 
rich reserves of mineral resources, the population should be coordinated, 
guided for all hands to be on deck for them to achieve the virtue of justice in 
order to arrive at a well-ordered and peaceful society where development 
plans and programmes are given a fair chance to direct objectively the 
conduct and activities of the people. This will, no doubt, contribute 
immensely, towards the achievement of the country's set goals for progress. 
In the effort to address this issue, the philosophical concepts of conflict and 
justice will be critically considered in the attempt to provide a common ground 
for constructive dialogue through which peace and lasting solution to the 
surging conflicts in the Niger Delta could be achieved. 

Introduction 
It is not an exaggeration to state that many developing countries of the world, with particular 

reference to Africa, are endowed with both potential natural and human resources. Such resources 
include gold, silver, iron, cement, oil minerals, forest reserves and varied human population. 
However, the success of the planning, exploration and management of these resources dwells more on 
the knowledge, quality and capabilities of available human resources in harnessing these resources and 
channeling the proceeds towards effective development of different sectors of social, economic and 
political development of the country. In the main, the prevailing standard of education and the nature of 
social relations that occur between and among societal members go a long way to determine the 
possibility and the extent to which these resources are tapped and utilized. Among other things, the 
extent to which these are accommodated in society therefore determine considerably the 
achievement of coherence, peace and order, all of which constitute favourable ingredients for the 
progress and development of society. Otherwise, societal rivalries both within and between groups in the 
social system could constitute lasting conflict or disintegration, in the absence of positive 
interference to arrest such an adverse condition. 

In parts of Africa, perverse refusal to abide by the governing rules and regulations has been and 
is still one of the major sources of conflict in different parts of the continent. Records of rivalries in 
Ivory Coast, Sierra Leone, Republic of Zaire, Congo and Nigeria in recent times, to mention a few, have 
left untold hardship, misery, delay on the implementation of government policies and plans, in addition to 
other negative consequences. Hence William (2004:7), notes, "...the most enduring, even if not the 
most accurate image of Africa in the seventies, eighties and nineties has been that of a continent of 
conflict and violence perennially on the edge of survival". Similar to William's observation is a 
recount of conflicts in Africa between 1960 and 2001 in which Vogt and Amiwu record (in Wordu, 
2004:165-166), 

 

42 out of 50 African countries have experienced social unrests culminating in civil wars ... In 1999 
(alone) a fifth of all Africans lived in war-torn countries . . .  In 2001, there were roughly 50 active 
wars and armed conflicts in the continent ... with 25,000 people killed and 2 million displaced alone 
in Sierra Leone, and the continent loses approximately 15 billion dollars annually as a result of 
conflicts. 

Given the reported scenario in different parts of Africa, it becomes urgent that something positive must be initiated 
and implemented for the affected countries to be carried along in the current process of globalization. Otherwise, Africa is 
likely to remain a 'dark' continent. 



Nigeria, a multicultural and the most populous country in Africa, has been experiencing severe ethnic and 
religious conflicts (Mustapha, 2004). The slogan 'abandoned property', since the end of the civil war in 1970s, in the 
southern parts of the country including the Niger Delta and daunting Kano, Kaduna, Zaria and Jos riots are well known 
instances in the country. Presently, in addition to religious and ethnic problem, the scramble for and exploration of 
mineral resources by both national and multi-national organizations in parts of the Niger Delta now constitutes a major 
threat to the environment, lives and property of the entire population including oil workers and their families in the region. 
Cases of water piracy, kidnapping, pipeline sabotage, killing as well as dangerous attacks of workers are being reported. 
On the other hand, residential youths' disturbances are equally reported. For such an important developing area of the 
country, popularly referred to as the Treasure Base of Nigeria, with vast natural and human resources to achieve her 
developmental objectives, resolute peaceful environment must be achieved and maintained. A universal ground must be 
sought for different conflicting groups to strive for peace through dialogue. This scenario assures the teaming population of 
their safety and peaceful environment for effective participation in their development strides. This paper proposes that 
violent conflict must be resolved and the virtue of justice and peace achieved and maintained in the Niger Delta. Justice 
has the ability to provide a conscious binding force for harmonious living in society. Focusing on the Niger Delta, the 
philosophical concepts of conflict and justice are critically considered in the attempt to provide a common ground for 
resolving the surging conflicts. This will provide enabling environment for achieving lasting peace and progress in the 
region. Among other things, constructive dialogue is proposed as a way forward. 

The Concepts of Conflict and Justice 
There is the recognition of different philosophical digressions by different scholars on the two concepts. However, 

what is obtained is not a deviation but a demonstration, to an extent, of their relevance in the search for 
achieving--sustainable peace in the Niger Delta. As Tse-Tung (in Rummel, n.d:l) puts it, "contradiction is universal, 
absolute, existing in all processes of the development of things and running through all processes from beginning to end." 
Tse-Tung's view as presented by Rummel reminds one of divergent human thoughts and actions, all of which lead one to 
think of individual differences that exist in society. These divergent thoughts and actions, if not carefully 
organ4z-ed-and-eontrolled, co«4d-4ead-to-violent conflict-Generally, conflict, as Rummel puts it, is "a philosophical 
category denoting the class of power in the striving of all things to become manifest" (Rummel, n.d:I). Competition and 
deprivation appear to occupy the starting point for the manifestation of conflict. Competition and, consequently, 
deprivation could arise from security of human needs and fear of depletion of resources or the need for equity and justice. 
Onduku (2001:2), in a similar contribution notes, 

... conflict is driven by unfulfilled needs of the people be it in terms of autonomy, sense of justice, identity, 
basic needs, rights of individuals, or whatever... (some of which) are provoked by official neglect, 
persecution, and denial of human rights, insecurity of egoism as well as arrogance of power on the side of 
some leaders. 

From different conceptions of conflict as presented so far, one notes that conflict could lead to crisis, tension, fear 
and insecurity. These manifestations are indications that conflict is a disposition in a social behaviour which, if not 
controlled, does not encourage positive binding force between individuals or groups in societal development. 

Pondy (1972), notes that Conflict thrives where there are similarities or differences in individual/group objectives. In 
some cases, scarcity of demand by two or more parties leads to competition. Sometimes, it could be autonomy needs where an 
organization claims full ownership as a result of the sole power to control, On the other hand, conflict occurs due to divergent 
goal pursuits between two parties that are supposed to be involved in joint venture but fail to arrive at certain consensus in their 
decision taking. 

Historically, class distinction and conflict have been in existence. As individual/group differences exist, conflict is 
bound to occur where there is competition. In one's daily line of thought, conflicting ideas about life, events, priorities of things 
to do and the like are usually the case. In the effort to resolve these issues in mind, priorities are given according to one's choice. 
As a result, some responsibilities to be handled are ranked. Although there are some advantages of conflict, especially in the 
area of meeting with new positive demands, where consensus must be reached, conflict resolution should not be allowed to 
linger since the disadvantages appear to be more. Hence, a high level of co-operation and harmony is required to cushion the 
effect of conflict in order to achieve a positive result. 

In sociological terms, the basic assumption of conflict theory is that power is not evenly distributed. Power is said to 
rest on the group in authority and members seize the opportunity to impose their wills on others without considering the 
adverse effects of their actions on the latter. In the event, the latter experiences frustration, aggression and deprivation, among 
similar experiences. In a bid to challenge the authority, tension and crisis situations result because the objectives of the latter 
group have not been taken into consideration. It is therefore, only in situations where different levels of varying interests and 
objectives become unresolved that conflict and violent situation could become a major concern that leaves people to be 
engulfed with fear, tension frustration as well as other negative consequences arising from other conditions. Otherwise, 
conflict resolution could lead to the achievement of peaceful, stable and progressive society. 

In agreement with William (2004:14), the idea of identity stands crucial to the understanding of conflict and violence 
in Africa. Africans, themselves, believe in self-struggle in the effort to achieve power, prestige and recognition. Many 
governments do not adequately carter for the welfare of their respective population. Consequently, individuals, groups and 
different organizations engage in selfless effort to achieve their varying objectives. In the effort to succeed, conflict is bound 
to occur. However, a common ground must be sought for peaceful co-existence and societal progress to be a reality. 

On the other hand, the concept of justice is central for peaceful co-existence in society. As far back as the time of Plato, 
Aristole and Socrates, this subject has been a major concern, it is held in high esteem for achieving stability in society. Hence, 
to Esikot (2002:1), justice is "... a fundamental principle of a well-ordered society ..." Similar view has been expressed by 
Otakpor (1994:17), who refers to justice as "... the web which holds society together". In other words, justice upholds the right 



conduct or doing what is right. Although the radical view sees justice as obeying the rule of those in power, this paper adopts the 
earlier view. 

Justice is essential for conflict resolution. In Nigeria, mineral resources are not evenly distributed. However, a higher 
concentration of deposits have been found in the Niger Delta which happens to be the home of over 50% of the illiterate 
population of the indigenes that reside in the region. In the Niger Delta, power is not evenly distributed. There is a claim for full 
ownership of the oil mineral resources operation by those in power. This claim is to the disadvantage of the Niger Delta people. 
Consequently, the latter group is deprived of the profits accruing from the major resources found in the region. Justice is 
central for successful co-existence and interdependence of different social and economic activities going on in the region. More 
importantly, there must be harmony, cooperation, and understanding between and among different groups. Rules and regulations 
guiding the conduct of people have to be clearly spelt, respected and obeyed. Both the national and multinational corporations in 
the Niger Delta region should plan for adequate protection and upgrading of the people and the environment of their 
operations. As they intensify their activities and maximize profits, these events should not be to the detriment of others. Instead, 
there should be equity and a realization to incorporate the people of the Niger Delta in all plans and actions related to the area. By 
this effort, conflict, if any, should be brought to its barest minimum. 

An Overview of the Land and People of the Niger Delta 
The Niger Delta is made up of nine (9) out of thirty-four (34) slates in Nigeria. Although politically, the Niger Delta 

comprises 9 states, World Bank Report (2006), notes that 80% of the actual Niger Delta is made up of Rivers, Bayelsa and 
Delta States. The issue of identifying the true Niger Delta region has given rise to burning political debate, since the colonial 
era, probably because of rich deposits of mineral resources. However, it is not within the scope of this contribution to attempt 
such a debate. 

The area extent of the Niger Delta is estimated to be 112,000 square kilometers. As the name implies, the Niger Delta is 
one of the known wetland regions of the world. The dominant vegetation is made up of permanent and seasonal swamp. It is 
equally known that forest vegetation is found but has been overtaken by subsistence farming and incessant clearing for mineral 
resources exploration, industrial and residential establishments. 

With regard to 1991 population census, over 60% of the entire Niger Delta population occupies the rural 
environment (Nigeria Population Commission, 1998). However, with increasing socio-economic, political, industrial as well as 
regular in-flux of people for self-employment and educational opportunities and related needs, the population has been on the 
increase in different parts of the region. Report by the Niger Delta Development Commission (NDDC) has an estimated 
population of 27 million (Shell Report, 2005). With regard to age structure, the young population sector (below 30 years of 
age) comprises a significant group. Specifically, this group comprises about 62.1% of the total population for the region. The 
adults between the ages of 30 and 69 years constitute 35.8% (Niger Delta Human Development Report, 2006). 

The rural population that made up the illiterate majority mainly engages in subsistence farming, fishing, local boat 
construction, water transportation business and other socio-economic activities that are related to the nature of the local 
environment. The rural female population is worth mentioning. As observed in the 1991 population census report, "the long 
historical neglect of women's educational needs has left a legacy of very high illiteracy rates, especially among older, poor and 
rural women". (Nigeria Population Commission, 1998:144). Although there are efforts, presently, to effect a change, the effect is 
yet to be felt. As Caldwell and Caldwell (1987), rightly observe, the cultural beliefs and social habits strongly affect gender 
inequality, leaving an indelible mark. 

On the other hand, a greater percentage of non-indigene population is made up of oil industry and related workers and 
their families. Some engage in oil exploration, processing and service sectors. Others engage in businesses related to oil 
activities. Both national and multinational companies are regularly attracted due to mineral oil business activities present in the 
region. Examples include Shell, Exon-Mobile, Elf, Agip, Schlumberger, Chevron, Wilbros and Haliburton, to mention a few. 

Social Relations and the Nature of Conflict in the Niger Delta 
Historically, class distinctions, ethnicity and internal/external cultural variations appear to constitute some sources of 

conflict. The Niger Delta is not free from such experiences. As a capitalist developing economy, poverty, class distinctions, 
ethnicity and local disputes between families, clans and villages are different sources of conflict. In his explanation 
Nwanegbo-Ben (2002:8), refers to the conflict in the Niger Delta area as ...a  product of class struggle.,, incompatible ideology of 
opposing individuals, ruling class or power brokers within a milieu. This is akin to earlier conceptual claims of William (2004) and 
Rummel (2006), that the struggle for power and different ideological pursuits by different individuals/groups often result to 
conflicts. 

About forty (40) different ethnic groups and over two hundred and fifty (250) different dialects exist in the Niger Delta. 
Though people are mindful of the universal culture as well as existing rules and regulations guarding the conduct of 
members, sometimes, goal divergence both within and between these groups occur. In an interview schedule with some 
indigenes of Bayelsa and Rivers States, for example, the struggle for ownership of different waterfronts, water pollution and 
indiscriminate destruction of aquatic lives, scarcity of available land for agriculture and related activities, improper 
boundary demarcation, land and water boundary disputes, illiteracy among the greater percentage of the population, abject 
poverty among the indigenes and the like appear to be sources of conflict. In some cases, inadequate representation by the local 
chiefs, elders, youth leaders, family heads and embezzlement of public funds by those in authority are equally some identified 
sources of misunderstanding/conflict between and among the people of the Niger Delta. Sources of these identified problems 
are mainly related to exploration of mineral resources and related activities. Delays in identifying and resolving the differences 
often lead to violent conflicts. 

Generally the struggle for identity by the people of Niger Delta started right from the colonial days. In 1958, for 
example, Willinks Commission reports refer to the region as "poor, backward and neglected region". (Onduku, 2001:3). 
However, as noted earlier, more serious conflicts due to both intensive and extensive oil mineral exploration and processing 
are present. Strained social relations and surging conflicts occur from time to time within and between different groups of 



indigenes and nationals on one hand and multinational workers on the other hand. In some cases the national securities 
posted to the region are in conflict with the local indigenes in different quarters causing a lot of damage including loss of lives 
and property. The following table is a catalogue of some incidences of conflict between 2001 and 2005. 

The History of Unrest in the Niger Delta 
Date Incidents 

July, 2000 Two Shell drilling sites operated by US subcontractors seized in Bayelsa State; 165 
employees are detained. 

September 
2001 

Shell station in Olomoro closed after seizure by 200 people. 

April 2002 Chevron-Texaco drilling station in Ondo seized; 88 subcontractors taken hostage. 
July 2002 Women take several hundred employ eeyhostage for 1 1 days at Escravos terminal. 
March 2002 Oil production drops to 40% when drilling stations evacuated as groups fight over 

control of oilfields. 
April 2003 Around 270 taken hostage on four oil platforms in the Niger Delta. 
August 2003 Clashes between rival Ijaw and Itshekiri groups over control of oilfields leave at 

least 30 dead 
November 
2003 

18 Chevron-Texaco employees held hostage in Bayelsa State 

April 2004 5 Nigerians and 2 Americans working for Chevron-Texaco killed by pirates in the 
Niger Delta. 

July-August 
2004 

Amnesty international reports more than 500 people killed in Port Harcourt area in 
clash between rival groups. 

April 2005 . Nigerian Militants claimed responsibility for exploding a car bomb at an army 
barracks in the southern oil city of Port Harcourt 

Source: Daily Sun Newspaper, Vol. 2 (701:3), Wednesday, April 26, 2006. 

Some sources of the reported regrettable situations include water and land pollution caused by oil spillage and gas 
flaring, destruction of lives and property, flooding due to deep excavation, unemployment, inadequate compensation for 
damages, non involvement of indigenes in socio-economic activities conducted in their local environment. In the case of oil 
spills, although this could be caused by pipeline corrosion due to poor maintenance and irregular inspection, planned 
man-made spills through pipeline leakage by sabotage or tanker spills also occur and these are becoming one of the major 
areas of concern. Shell Report (2005:1), 

notes, "...a total of 223 criminal incidents were recorded in 2005 against 314 in 2004. Of the incidents in 2005, 15 
were involved in the use of firearms". Earlier, the report noted that "... organized theft of crude oil remains a major 
concern" in the Niger Delta. Equally, among other reports, records show that in the first quarter of 2006, "... a loss of 102 
billion naira or 6% of projected revenue of the annual budget...attributed to attacks on the installations by protesting youths 
in the Niger Delta region..." has been identified. The report continues, ". .. if  things continue this way in the next three quarters 
we will have lost 408 billion naira". 

On the part of oil workers themselves, the indigenes of the Niger Delta have equally left some indelible marks of vengeance. 
These include incidents of firearm attacks, kidnapping, destruction of lives and property worth millions of Naira, water piracy, 
bunkering, fire destructions, abduction of international and national staff, office closure, looting, threats to lives and properties 
as well as incidences of armed militia. In sum, Nwanegbo-Ben (2002:8) declares, 'The rise of these militant groups ... is a 
struggle derived from accumulated grievances against alienation from labour, product, exploitation and perceived slavery". 

Nwanegbo-Ben's observation indicates that the’ exploited are regrouping to struggle for their rights. Such groups as 
Ijaw National Congress (INC), Niger Delta Volunteer Force (NDVF), and similar groups are quite familiar in the region. In the 
main, the cause of the surging conflict is that despite being a mineral oil-rich region where over 70% of the country's export 
earning comes from the Niger Delta, it remains the least developed by the Nigerian government in both physical and 
socio-economic spheres. Reports also show that about 75% of the Niger Delta youths are unemployed (Daily Sun, 2006:3). 
Consequently, among some educated indigenes, the region is the 'colony' of Nigeria because they consider it to be the most 
marginalized and exploited part of Nigeria. To them, both the government and multinational companies remain less perturbed 
over their complaints about the degradation of their environment and increasing unemployment. This led the youths to conclude 
that "... the region of the country that produces 80% (export earnings) is left in object squalor". 

The observed situation cannot be left unattended to since crisis, fear, tension, unemployment and low productivity level 
and related conditions appear to be the outcome. If the identified adverse conditions are not met, the result could lead to misery 
and inability to achieve the developmental objectives proposed for it. Consequently, equity, justice and lasting peace must be 
sought, achieved and maintained. In addition, lives and property have to be saved for both the indigenes and non-indigenes 
who reside in the area as well as prospective settlers in the region and beyond. These groups must be happy, attain their 
developmental goals and become partners in the process of globalization. 

The Way Forward 
...while Hiroshima has left behind records, legacies, and photographs, surprisingly I have yet to 
discover a history of Hiroshima... post war Japanese have elevated Hiroshima to the status of an 
international city... a city that belongs to the world as an undying symbol of peace, rather than to 
Japan exclusively (Doak, 1995:1) 

Doak's observation should ginger Nigerians and their government to action. The present Hiroshima, 'a symbol of 



peace', should be a model and a reference point to be achieved for Niger Delta as a region’ in Nigeria. All hands must be on deck 
."The people of the Niger Delta, national and international dwellers, Nigerians in the Diaspora and all governments concerned 
should construct bridges across ridges, defend and maintain them in search of peace in the Niger Delta. The Shattered Trusts, a 
poem composed and sent by the people of Niger Delta in Diaspora to the President of the Federal Republic of Nigerian recently, 
"calls for a culture of peace by all parties in the Niger Delta conflict and a change for equitable resource distribution, allocation 
and control; fairness and justice; and environmental sustainability" (Onduku, 2001:1). 

The objective of the poem is in the right direction and a good start. A common ground must be sought for dialectic 
democracy to prevail for all. On the part of the Nigerian government, there should be a realization of the spill-over effect of 
conflicts. In other words, the spread-effect of the consequences of conflict has the possibility of marring successful 
implementation of well-programmed development policies and plans of a country. Since there is a common notion that 
successive governments have failed the people of the Niger delta, effort should be made to delete this impression from the minds 
of people. Indications of government efforts at different periods such as the establishment of Oil Mineral Producing Area 
Development Commission (OMPADEC) in the 1990's and the recent Niger Delta Development Commission (NDDC) as efforts 
to develop the region should be intensified, and managed properly. 

However, the government should realize the importance of educating the people of the Niger Delta. Functional 
education should be provided to enable the illiterate adults among them develop the skills on the jobs in which they have already 
engaged themselves. The proposed educational programme equally provides a lot of opportunities to acquire new skills. 

For the youths, scholarships and loans should be awarded in the area for them to pursue formal education or skill acquisition 
programmes. Existing schools should be assisted and equipped to meet, the modern standards required for successful 
educational achievement. Private and nongovernmental organizations should be encouraged to assist in the education sector. 
It is worth mentioning that the newly implemented Universal Basic Education (UBE) programme aims at providing free 
and compulsory education for nine years is in the right direction. However, the programme should be closely monitored 
and evaluated regularly in order to justify its effective implementation. 

Workshops, seminars and public lectures should be organized at the grass root level for both the youths and adults 
in order to create awareness in the development plans and programmes meant for the people. In addition, government 
intensions of the activities to be carried out in the region should also be discussed with the representatives of the Niger 
Delta communities for them to participate in decision making, especially in the formulation of policies and development 
programmes intended. 

Other recommendations include the following: 

(i) More employment opportunities should be provided for those who are qualified; 

(ii)         Regular environmental assessment of the impact of proposed activities before implementation; 

(iii) Adequate monitoring and control of environmental impacts of the oil industries and related activities that 
are already being carried out. This will contribute immensely towards the reduction of adverse 
environmental impact being experienced in the region. 

•"* 
(iv) Where damages occur, adequate compensation should be organized for the affected persons or areas. 

(v) Delayed compensation should be avoided in order not to aggravate further tension that may lead to violent 
conflict in the region. 

(vi) Youth's representation in policies that concern them is equally important since it is known that they 
constitute a significant percentage of the Niger Delta population. In addition, records show that they 
constitute one of the conflicting groups in the Niger Delta. 

(vii) Open confrontation between the youths or any of the conflicting groups and the national securities in the region 
should be avoided. 

(viii) Community leaders or their representatives should be knowledgeable with the problems in the area and be 
able to represent their communities adequately. They should desist from accepting private compensation. 

Conclusion 
Considering both the natural and man-made resources found in the Niger Delta, one will not hesitate to conclude that 

the Niger Delta is potentially the Treasure Base of Nigeria. For this to be a reality, both the social and cultural differences 
that give rise to ideological differences must seek a common ground in order to allow successful exchange of ideas and the 
pursuit of a common goal. Although conflicts could lead to positive change, its adverse effects give rise to tension, fear, 
crisis, deprivation and frustration. Successful constructive dialogue has the ability to bring divergent opinions to focus 
for justice and peace to prevail. The present Niger Delta in Nigeria urgently needs this plan of action. With the 
recommendations made in this paper, the rise of group consciousness in the Niger Delta will, no doubt, lead to the 
movement in the right direction for the surging conflicts to become mere legacies and not history. The Niger Delta should 
aim at becoming 'a symbol of peace' for Nigeria and other countries of the world as seen in the case of Hiroshima in Japan 
today. 
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