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Abstract  
The Niger Delta question is a vexed one that has defied all attempts of the 
Nigerian government to resolve. For a monoculture (oil driven) economy, 
like Nigeria’s, this has serious international ramifications. Thus, the 
continued orchestration of militant activities in the said area had, as a 
consequence, created a frontal relationship between the militants on the one 
hand, the Nigerian government and its multinational partners on the other. 
The fallout of this is a state of industrial insecurity in the nation’s economy 
with serious ramifications for the realization of its foreign policy objectives. 
This paper examines the problems associated with the above scenario and 
proffers solutions on the way forward. 

 
Introduction  

Idea and deeds only exist in dialectical relationship. So does violence, which 
is a habitus - - -, at once structured and structuring: structured because the 
idea of violence results from historical events, stored as the memory of past 
frustrations; and structuring because the idea of violence informs human 
actions, determines the acceptability, even the banality of violence, if not the 
ability to erase the scandal of its occurrence. (Jean-Paul Dumont, 1995, p. 
277.) 

 
Nigeria is Africa’s most populous nation, with about 150 million people. She is the world’s 

seventh largest oil-producing nation. Nearly all of Nigeria’s oil comes from the Niger Delta. The 
abundance of oil has left a legacy of poverty, ecological devastation, and violence in the country. 
Despite the hundreds of billions of dollars in oil revenue that have flowed into the country, the vast 
majority of Nigerians live in extreme poverty. The environment, too, has suffered as oil spills have 
destroyed valuable ecosystems. 
 For more than 50 years, the Nigerian government has colluded with multinational companies 
such as the Royal Dutch Shell, Exxon-Mobil, Chevron-Texaco, Agip, etc. to allow unregulated oil 
production in the Niger Delta. These oil companies, in turn, provided financing, weapons, and 
transportation to the Nigerian military to keep local resistance in check. Such measures have resulted 
in unrestrained violence and egregious human rights violations. Why then is petroleum extraction 
such a violent endeavour? Why does it generate such explosive consequences among the oil 
producing communities? What has been the role of the Nigerian State in this delicate nexus? What has 
been the response of the international community to Nigeria’s internal contradictions?  

Also the face-off between the Movement for the Emancipation of the Niger Delta (MEND), 
which emerged in 2006, and the Nigerian security force, has seriously impacted the price of oil in the 
international market. The Western power, arrow-headed by the United States and other international 
buyers of the commodity hold a stake in this crisis as their dependence on the Nigerian oil is expected 
to grow substantially over the next few years. 

This paper is an attempt to answer the above questions against the backdrop of the foregoing. 
It starts with an introduction, followed by historical antecedent and a theoretical framework of 
analysis. It however continues with an analysis of the subject- matter and concludes by proffering the 
necessary solutions on the way forward. 
 
Historical Antecedents 

Oil was discovered in the early part of the 20th century in the Niger Delta (cited in Watts, 
1999) but it was only in the 1950s that commercial deposits were opened up. The vast majority of the 
Nigerian onshore reserves are located in the Delta, a region of tropical rainforest and deltaic agro-
fishing communities comprising some of the highest population densities in Africa. It is a region of 
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unimaginable culture and ethnic complexity – in which ethnic minorities are quite literally sitting on 
some of the largest and highest – quality petroleum reserves in the world. 

Since the Nigerian state nationalized the oil industry in the early 1970s, it has operated 
historically through complex joint ventures (between the Nigerian National Petroleum Company and 
Oil Companies, Shell, Elf, Gulf and Agip in particular) and concessional arrangements in which the 
companies have a substantial autonomy (in Nigeria most oil and largest concessions are owned by 
Shell, 40,000 square kilometers). The plight of Deltaic oil producing communities has, of course, been 
radically shaped by the activities of the oil companies and the (military) state. 

Nigeria, a member of the Organization of Petroleum Exporting Countries (OPEC) has vast 
reserves of oil and a substantial OPEC quota. As a consequence, the impact of the 1970s boom was a 
massive expansion of petroleum infrastructure (pipelines, gas flaring), the highest spillage and flaring 
rates in the world, and the massive dislocation of the forms of livelihoods of the Delta people (Watts, 
1999). The oil boom of the 1970s converted Nigeria into a mono-economy: oil accounts for 90 
percent of export revenues and over 80 percent of the fiscal budget. The proliferation of petrol-dollars 
channeled into the country’s treasury unleashed a period of state-led development in which oil rents 
simultaneously served both political ends (the maintenance of some sort of militarized stability in a 
competitive and volatile multi-ethnic society) and a fabulously corrupt and undisciplined form of 
capitalist accumulation. Nigerian state capitalism was as Chinua Achebe called it, “one big crummy 
family” (cited in Watts, 1999). By the 1980s Nigeria was enamored in debt, in economic recession, in 
neo-liberal reforms (structural adjustment), and surrounded by tumbling oil prices. In the context of 
massive waste and corruption, of ecological devastation in oil-producing communities matched by 
none of the rewards of vitriolic development, the oil bust produced a right and proper resentment in 
oil producing communities across the Delta. 

In Nigeria, oil became the basis for important forms of political engagement and mobilization 
which were brimming with violence. This new strategic phase began in 1989 with a programme of 
mass action and passive resistance and a renewed effort to focus on the environmental consequences 
of oil (and Shell’s role in particular) and on group rights within the federal structure. A watershed 
moment in this struggle was the drafting in 1990 of an Ogoni Bill of Rights by the Movement for the 
Survival of the Ogoni People (MOSOP). However, the hanging of Ken Saro-Wiwa and the Ogoni 
Nine in November 1995-accused of murdering four prominent Ogoni leaders who professed 
opposition to MOSOP tactics – and the subsequent arrest of nineteen others on treason charges, 
represented the summit of a process of mass mobilization and radical military in that era.  

Also during the 1990s, the activities of the Nigerian security forces within the delta region 
were heightened, principally, at the invitations of the multinational companies. According to Nnimmo 
Bassey (cited in Mistiles, 2009), executive director of Environmental Rights Action, cited plaintiff 
depositions in his testimony before a US subcommittee hearing on human rights and the law in 2008, 
“Chevron regularly houses and feeds the security forces, including Army, Navy, and Police, and pays 
them above their government salaries”. He continued that “Chevron personnel have reported ‘leading’ 
or ‘supervising’ Nigerian security forces in the course of their duties. Chevron provides transportation 
to military and police in Chevron-leased helicopters and boats”. 

In 50 years, peaceful resistance of minority ethnic groups across the Niger Delta has met with 
brutal military repression and broken promises of oil companies, with no opportunity for dialogue or 
genuine negotiation. In this environment, the armed resistance group, the Movement for the 
Emancipation of Niger Delta Peoples (MEND) emerged in 2006. 

MEND claims it has the capacity to shut down oil production in four days. The 92 attacks on 
the oil industry in 2008 were about one third above those of 2007 (Crisis Group Africa Reports, 
2008). This has negatively impacted Nigeria’s crude oil exports, causing a declining in fortune from 
2.6 million (bpd) in 2006 to 1.6 million (bpd) in March 2009 (Crisis Group Africa Reports, 2009). 

This crisis in the Niger Delta comes at a point in history when issues of peak oil and world 
energy crisis are global issues. The US, EU, China, etc are closely aligned with guaranteeing oil 
supply from the Gulf of Guinea and the current situation has direct implications for their collective 
interests in the region. This, in effect, is dire for Nigeria’s foreign relations with these powers. 
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Theoretical Framework of Analysis  
Decision-making is the veritable tool of analysis in this paper. According to Easton (cited in 

Dougherty and Pfaltzgraff, 1990:468), decisions are the “outputs of the political system, by which 
values are authoritatively allocated within a society”. Thus decision-making “is simply the act of 
choosing among available alternatives about which uncertainty exists” and at the lowest level of 
decision-making is a “mere abstract choice among possible maximum utility alternatives” (Dougherty 
and Pfaltzgraff, 1990:469). 

In foreign policy, decision-making involves the setting of short-term goals and choice of 
means of attaining such goals. In essence, foreign policy implementation involves a set of ad hoc and 
uncoordinated responses to external stimuli so that, “the nature of foreign policy determines the 
characteristics of the foreign policy itself (Aforka, 1988:46). Often, decisions are difficult to make in 
the face of competing option of choices jostling for endorsement. The consequence has been that 
when decisions are made, particularly foreign policy decisions (due to the usual unfamiliar nature of 
the terrain), policy alternatives are seldom given, the result is that such policies are often “gropingly 
formulated” with much controversy surrounding them (Dougherty and Pfalzgraff, 1990:469). 

In the light of the foregoing, the decision by the Abacha Regime in 1995 to execute Ken Saro-
Wiwa and 8 other Ogoni environmental rights activities incurred the wrath of the international 
community. This had a colossal impact on the regime’s image abroad. 

The execution did not only internationalize the Niger Delta Crisis but also ushered in an era in 
Nigeria’s political history when she became a pariah state in the comity of states. Similarly, unclear 
decision-making patterns provide impetus for the controversy over the primacy or relative 
significance of the domestic over the external factors in foreign policy decision-making. 

It was precisely because of the absence of state commitment and the deterioration of the 
environment that local Ogoni communities, perhaps understandably, had great expectations of Shell 
(the largest producer in the region) and directed their activities against the oil companies after three 
decades of betrayal. 

In the same vein, Kowert and Hermann (1977:612) note that “decision making under 
uncertainty has so often been emphasized by those writing on foreign policy, international conflict 
and political bargaining”. Their study validates leadership idiosyncrasies as influencers of foreign 
policy decision-making since it was possible for the behaviour of a single leader to have “dramatic 
policy consequences” (Kowert and Hermann, 1997:613). Indeed, contrary to the prospect theory 
which assumes “that the situation, and not the character of the people involved, shapes behaviour, 
they propose that a more direct focus on leaders themselves would be fruitful” (Kowert and Hermann, 
1997:613). The frequent arrest of leaders of militant groups at one time or the other on the charges of 
treason that characterized the Obasanjo administration buttressed this fact. 

To resolve the issue of difficulty in foreign policy decision-making, Stupak et al (1997:135) 
suggest the “in-depth analysis of the bureaucratic framework of foreign policy making” which “Will 
increase understanding of how modern states interact”. In the face of difficulty in foreign policy 
decision-making, they talked of studying the “Various elements of national decision-making”, among 
the elements to look out for are “the components of the situation” that is, “whether crisis or normal 
interstate activity is involved”. The foregoing presupposes that upon identifying “the components of 
the situation”, the next thing was to find the most effective way to resolve the identified problem. In 
this regard, Spanner and Uslaner (1987) suggest that the method of foreign policy decision-making is 
a product of the nature of the foreign policy itself. This led them to provide us with two models of 
decision-making-the rational actor and the bureaucratic/governmental politics models. The former, 
which best fits crisis decisions-making is a situation where the government is a unitary actor and in 
the light of “some of agreed-on goal to be attained; the problem, then, is to find the most effective 
way to reach the goal” (Spanner and Uslamer, 1989:262). This realist attitude demonstrates why the 
United States’ policy is closely aligned with guaranteeing oil supply from Nigeria while other powers 
closely follow. 
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Foreign Policy Implications of the Niger Delta Crisis  
Much of the recent history of Nigeria has been a tale of petroleum which festered horrific 

violence and a slide into chaos and anarchy because what is at stake in the contradictions is the very 
existence of a fragile nation. This relatively high quotient of violence is anchored on the crisis in the 
Niger Delta that has over the years attracted much attention in both national and international 
discourses. The conflicts in the region are an expression of a long and deeper geography of exclusion 
and alienation by which it came to suffer all of the social and environmental harms of the oil industry 
and yet receives in return, very little of the oil revenues. The inability of successive governments to 
redress these anomalies and the failure of the multinational oil companies to apply good corporate 
ethics in their operations resulted in a situation of disruptive restiveness in the region. Also, it is from 
the geo-political contradiction of oil without wealth, therefore, that the violence has drawn 
sustenance. 

Since foreign policy is, by extension, a continuation of domestic policy outside the national 
boundaries of a nation, understanding the contradictions within the Nigerian domestic politics is the 
launching pad of this analysis; explaining how the delta crisis impacts the country’s foreign policy. 
This will further strengthen an understanding of the nexus between Nigeria’s domestic and foreign 
policies and the impact of the international environment in a rapidly globalizing world. 

The current violent agitation for equitable distribution of resources of Nigeria is not novel. 
Since the revolt of King William Dappa Pepple of Bonny in 1854, till 1927, various leaders in the 
region have confronted the national government with the plight of the people in terms of the pitiable 
living conditions despite the burden of hosting the linchpin of the nation’s economy. From Isaac 
Adaka Boro through Ken Saro-Wiwa, the story remained the same. According to Ahmad (2008), the 
root cause of the restiveness in the Niger Delta could be traced to the glaring awkwardness in the 
administration of fiscal federal system in Nigeria. He further stressed that the sense of deprivation felt 
by the people arose from the fact that the Niger Delta people have earned very little from the oil 
produced on their land since commercial crude oil production began in the country. 

Also, compensation by oil companies for land appropriation and for spillage has been 
minimal and is constant sources of tension between company and community. Shell, which was 
deemed the world’s most profitable corporation in 1996 by Business Week (cited in Watts, 1999) and 
which nets roughly $200 million profit from Nigeria each year, by its own admission has provided, 
(for example) only $2 million to Ogoni land in 40 years of pumping (Watts, 1999). Besides, the often 
cited community development schemes of the oil companies only began in earnest in the 1980s and 
have met with minimal success (Ikporukpo, 1993). Like Shell, the activities of other multinational 
companies’ operation in the region are driven, primarily, by the interests of the countries they 
represent and not those of their host communities. 

Since the middle of the last decade of the 20th century amidst the deepening crisis in the 
Middle East and tightening petroleum markets, the world’s major oil consumers have gradually 
institutionalized a supply base in the Gulf of Guinea.  

Within this region, Nigeria is not only a major supplier of petroleum to European and 
American markets but also to China, India and other emerging Asian economies. According to 
Lubeck, et. al (2007), during the next two decades, it is expected to become even more critical, ---. 
This implies that given the right atmosphere on the domestic front, Nigeria would be at the jugular of 
world energy supply, which in turn, could transform the nation’s economy. However, political 
instability and violent conflict in the Niger Delta (the major source of the nation’s oil and gas) have 
deepened to the point that some of the oil and oil-service companies working there including 
Chevron, Royal Dutch Shell, Exxon-Mobil and Julius Berger, feel that their “social license to operate” 
is rapidly eroding (Lubeck et al, 2007). Thus the crisis in the delta threatens Nigeria’s major 
international customers/partners. This poses a serious challenge to the nation’s foreign policy to the 
extent that it could drastically affect the flow of Foreign Direct Investment (FDI) into the country. 

Giving the strategic significance of Nigeria for the sub-region and for the entire continent, the 
endemic violence and insurgency in the delta region creates both national security concerns for the 
country and energy security concerns for her trading partners. Statistics compiled by the International 
Maritime Bureau (IMB) for 2008 show 40 reported incidents of piracy in the Delta, including 27 
vessels boarded, five hijackings and 39 crew members kidnapped (IMB Report, 2009). This places 
Nigeria’s waters second only to Somalia as the world’s most dangerous. The grim security situation in 
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the region also poses the risk that instability may spread to the land or maritime territories of Nigeria’s 
neigbours across the Gulf of Guinea. Late 2008 saw some of the Delta’s bloodiest fighting between 
government forces and Delta militants, and there have already been a number of attacks in Cameroon 
and Equatorial Guinea by groups probably linked to the militants (Crisis Group, 2009. this could 
undermine the principle of good neighbourliness that has been pivotal to Nigeria’s foreign policy 
since independence. 

The ecological disaster in the Niger Delta is what the European parliament called ‘an 
environmental nightmare’ (cited in Watts, 1999). The heart of the ecological harms stems from oil 
spills (either from the pipelines which crisscross the region or from blowouts at the wellheads) and 
gas flaring. As regards the latter, a staggering 76 percent of natural gas in the oil producing area is 
flared (compared to 0.6 percent in the U.S). As a visiting environmentalist noted in 1993 in the delta, 
“some children have never known a dark night even though they have no electricity” (Village Voice, 
1995 cited in Watts, 1999). Burning 24 hours per day at temperatures of 13,000 – 14,000 degrees 
Celsius, Nigerian natural gas produces 35 million tons of C02 and 12 million tons of methane, more 
than the rest of the world (and rendering Nigeria probably the biggest single cause of global warming) 
(Watts, 1999). 

On human rights, the hanging of the Ogoni nine in November 1995 was the watershed of the 
Niger Delta crisis. A “hard line” security approach by successive Nigerian governments has failed 
abysmally with grotesque human rights abuses only igniting more insurgencies and deepening 
criminality. Since the upsurge of insurgencies in the area in 2008, the Joint Task Fore (JTF) personnel 
are increasingly accused of human rights violations and involvement in criminal oil bunkering. In 
August of the same year, soldiers guarding an oil servicing company house boat shot and killed 
without provocation three unarmed youth who were traveling to Lobia in the Southern Ijaw council 
area. The incident aroused an outcry, and the state chapter of the Maritime Workers Union of Nigeria 
(MWU) called an indefinite strike to protest JTF’s excesses on the waterways (Crisis Group, 2007). 

Oil has brought neither prosperity nor tranquility to the Niger Delta or the country as a whole. 
Perennial violence, militant insurgencies and endemic corruption in Nigeria underscore exactly how 
Nigeria’s numerous internal security problems threaten international energy security. Nigerian 
democracy remains fragile, dominated by an oligarchy of “godfathers”, compromised by staggering 
poverty, and divided by religious, ethnic, and regional conflicts. 
 
Policy Options  

The Niger Delta crisis has been aggravated by the heterogeneous nature and the weak 
capacity of the Nigerian State. As a result, the politicization and ethnicization of the resource 
allocation process by the country and its elites have heightened the series of contestations and crisis in 
recent years. Thus, the people of the region who constitute a minority group in the polity have seen 
themselves as victims of the politics of resource control by the dominant majority ethnic groups in 
control of state power. The failure of government over the years to redress the defects in the system 
has heightened the crisis level while the government was quick to brand the activity as mere 
criminality to be dealt with by military force. The application of force increases the intensity of the 
crisis. Rather, the government should engage with the underlying issues of resource control, equitable 
distribution of resources, equal rights, power sharing and accountability. Again, a review of all 
legislations that vest ownership and control of resources in the hand of the central government is 
necessary to accommodate the concept of equitable federal system. 

Another issue to be addressed is the unbridled appetite of the leaders in the area, for 
corruption. The Niger Delta states have money much more than the other states of the federation but 
the governors and other regional political leaders often embezzle this money instead of investing it in 
development. For instance, most of the former governors from the Niger Delta area were accused of 
series of alleged corrupt practices (This Day 16/11/2007; Sampson, 2007; Akindolire, 2007; Orji, 
2007). It should be noted however, that this is a symptom of larger problems, the excessive 
centralization of power and a lack of true democracy, which stifle accountability at the federal, state 
and local levels (Gambari, 1989:10). This effectively invalidates the argument that giving the Delta a 
higher percentage or granting them control over their resources will only increase the regional 
corruption and compound the problem. Rather, serious constitutional changes would prevent the kind 
of corruption the national regional and local leaders engage in with impunity. 
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The international community has an important stake in the resolution of the Delta crisis. 
Nigeria’s oil is vital for global energy security; the security of the Gulf of Guinea is likewise a 
requirement of international maritime trade. Militarization of the Niger Delta crisis cannot guarantee 
stability of oil supply to the international market. Naked force, even with the best foreign technical 
advisers and electronic gadgets (especially through multinational companies operating in the area), is 
doomed to fail and risks sliding more deeply into a low grade civil war. Also it risks the prospects of a 
massive escalation of violence and attacks on oil installations that could result in a severe threat to the 
country’s overseas partners. 

Nonetheless, delay in resolving the Delta crisis is undermining Nigeria’s image as a stable 
democracy and a reliable oil producer, exacting a high cost in terms of human security and socio-
economic development in the country. 
The current amnesty extended to the militants lacks the much needed confidence to effectively 
resolve the crisis. As experience of other states confirms, a unilateral ‘magnanimity’ of this sort, runs 
the risk of distrust on the part of the rebelling group(s). Instead, the country should accept external 
third party support for mediating and coordinating the peace process, as this appears to be the only 
basis on which negotiations with the militants can be effectively conducted. External support of the 
United Nations is particularly needed here, as this will guarantee a holistic approach to the problem. 
In sum, the Niger Delta crisis has over the years had serious ramifications for the Nigerian foreign 
image. This paper examined the impact of the aforementioned on the nation’s foreign policy against 
the back drop of its threat to national security. As such, a quick resolution of the face-off between the 
Nigerian state on the one hand, and the militant youths fighting in the creeks on the other will go a 
long way in repositioning the image of the country internationally. 
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