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On the day that that I started this lecture, September 29 2001, the Niger-Delta was in the news. The Saturday Punch had a front-page story headlined, SHELL EXPLOSION: NIGERIA TO LOSE 2M BARRELS OF OIL: REPAIRS TO COST $25m. The Weekend Vanguard had a page 3 story titled, FG TO LOSE $360m. EXPLOSION IN SHELL FLOW STATION. The Comet on page 3 headlined its own story: SHELL NEEDS $25m TO REBUILD OLOMORO FLOW STATION. The This Day, had a page 3 story titled, SHELL CUTS PRODUCTION AS FIRE GUTS FACILITY.  The outline of the story was the same. A group of youth numbering about 200 from Olomoro and Oleh communities invaded the Shell  facility to protest the allegation that Shell was executing a contract that a local contractor should have been executing. To this I should add this interesting piece of statistics: Between January and September 2001, this year, Niger-Delta featured 380times in six major dailies namely: The Vanguard, The News Day, The Punch, The Tribune, The Guardian and The Comet.

The initial preliminary points from above are the following: Firstly, the Niger-Delta generates a lot of news, roughly, once every three days, which is indicative of the importance this region is nationally. Secondly, its importance is economic, thus the emphasis on what Nigeria stands to lose financially. Thirdly, there is reference to the economic cost to the oil company, in other words the rise in economic costs of oil exploration. Fourthly, there is the clash between the community and the oil company on purely economic grounds, that is the need for local empowerment. In other words, from one single news item, four fundamental issues, fundamental to the Niger-Delta, and fundamental to Nigeria, are evident. In one word, Niger-Delta is fundamental to Nigeria. When I start detailed analysis of the issues, we should add the four issues of economic degradation, degradation of local customs, the gigantic confrontation between the federal government and the Niger-Delta and the intra Niger-Delta conflict.

What exactly is the phenomenon called the Niger-Delta? Is the phenomenon a new one? These are the twin questions which should mark a point of departure for significant, strategic and utilitarian reasons.  Firstly, lack of clarity of fundamental issues can becloud not only presentation of the issues but also the resolution of the issues. 

A phenomenon of coastal riverine areas all over the world is the atomistic nature of the communities which inhabit these areas. Rivers, riverlets and tributes carve out these areas into autonomous communities. Even though scholars such as Professors Allagoa and Ikime have indicated a classification along wetlands and highlands divides, that is probably, more indicative of scholars’ penchant of attempting to create order out of  diversity. A recent interview by Dr. Kimse Okoko, the President of the Ijaw National Council is more indicative of the realities on the ground. Dr. Okoko identified 52 different communities with different names as belonging to the Ijaw nation. To the extent that it was impossible to deal with each community administratively, the concept of a Niger-Delta as a collective unit was a colonial administrative one, imposed for administrative convenience. Hence the first British political and administrative act was the appointment of John Beecroft in 1849 as the first British Consul over the Bights of Benin and Biafra. Like everything created for administrative convenience, it was bound to contain internal contradictions, internal contradictions which are still very much evident in tensions and conflicts within the Niger-Delta area itself. For the avoidance of doubt, let me state very clearly that I am not implying that there was an absence of a national identity within each autonomous community before the advent of colonialism. I am sure that the Urhobo, the Ogoni, the Itshekiri and probably, the Ijaw were each conscious of a national identity before colonialism. It is the grouping of all these nationalities into a collective Niger-Delta that I am tracing to the colonial authority. 

By an irony of ironies, the commodity that set the Niger-Delta apart on the eve of the imposition of British Colonial rule was oil. Hence the popular name at that time was Oil Rivers. Of course, the oil of that time was palm oil and palm kernel oil, while the oil of today is petroleum oil. Just as the old palm oil was critical to economic prosperity of Great Britain, the present petroleum oil is very much critical to the economic prosperity of Nigeria. Therefore for good or other wise, the fate of the Niger-Delta is intertwined with oil.

When we talk about the Niger-Delta, we are referring to the present states of Delta, Edo, Akwa Ibom, Rivers, Bayelsea and Cross-Rivers. Of course some if not all of you may feel that I have just stated the obvious. However, if the definition of Niger-Delta is that obvious, then why are members from Ondo and Abia states included among the membership of the Nigerian Delta Development Commission?  Is it that Niger-Delta is now synonymous with oil producer? Or as Dr. Okoko, the Ijaw National Council President, asked sarcastically, “now that oil has been found in Bauchi, does it make Bauchi a member of the Niger-Delta?” The view expressed can be extended to include Lagos State as it seems most likely that oil will soon be found in that state. The complexity in terminology is further compounded by the use of the term, South-South, to cover the same states which we refer to as the Niger-Delta states.      

While it is true that the Niger-Delta states are overwhelmingly oil producers, and most if not all the calamities there are oil-related, the fact is that the Niger-Delta is more than an economic phenomenon. It is a political phenomenon and to use the words of the 1958 Willink Commission, it is a “special area which requires special attention”. From a political point of view, the Niger-Delta is better defined by what it is not: the Niger-Delta is Southern Nigeria minus Yoruba and minus Igbo. To that extent, it is anomalous to have set up a Niger Delta Development Council and include other states outside the South-South Zone, whether they produce oil or not.

I have already pointed out that the Niger-Delta phenomenon is not a recent one. Following upon the recommendations of the 1958 Henry Willink Commission, a Niger Delta Development Board was set up by the Federal Government. In 1976, the Federal Government created 10 River Basin Development Authorities. In 1992, the Federal Government by Decree 23 set up the Oil Mineral Producing Areas Development Commission (OMPADEC), and now we have the Niger-Delta Development Commission. It seems to me to be pretty obvious that running through all of these is a recurrent theme, which is that the Niger-Delta is deserving of special attention. What has been lacking has been the good will of implementation. The policies and institutions are there, but everything trips up on the plateau of implementation. This has been the bane of development projects in Nigeria. It is not unique to the Niger-Delta and to that extent is not indicative of the mindset  of the Federal Government to that region. I have often wondered why a Government would set up an agency and then proceed to starve it of funds. According to Chief Albert Horsfall, the first Chairman of OMPADEC , OMPADEC was entitled to N72billion, which would have been three percent of total oil revenue between 1992 and 1995. Yet, it received only N11billion. It is this type of discrepancy in government behaviour that gives government a bad name, and calls into question, the good faith of governance. The Government, any government, that does not realize that trust is the cement between the governed and the government is doomed. Governments should not dribble the governed.

However I must also confess that the Niger-Delta has good reasons to doubt the sincerity of government. As pointed out earlier the total funds given to OMPADEC over a period of four years, 1992-1996, was N13billion, while over three years, 1994-97, the Petroleum Trust Fund, which Professor Itse Sagay, called the “Northern OMPADEC” received N346billion.

Before leaving this issue, I must also confess my bewilderment at the inability of successive governments in this country to sustain institutions which they inherit. Franklin Delano Roosevelt, the World War II President of the United States, set up the Tennessee Valley Authority (TVA) in the 1930s to do for the Tennessee River Valley what the NNDC is supposed to do for the Niger-Delta. While the TVA has existed for seventy years and has been a resounding success, the Niger-Delta has been inflicted with four institutions over a period of forty years, and none has achieved its purpose. 

The purpose of government seems to have become management of personnel and setting up of institutions, rather than focusing on sustained policy objectives. While most administrations in the world make do with the same cabinet with minor changes over the life span of the administrations, Presidents in Nigeria make cabinet changes almost every six months. Rotation in personnel postings have become an alternative to policy achievements. It is more a sign of personal insecurity and inadequacy on the part of Chief Executives that lead to incessant setting up of institutions to replace what is already on the ground, to incessant cabinet changes and incessant personnel postings.

I had earlier referred to the atomistic nature of communities bifurcated by rivers, tributes and rivulets. There is no negative connation implied. But it has often led to classifications being made with political, cultural and economic consequences. I have also made reference to distinction being made between wetlands and highlands. One of the distinctions that has now cropped up is between oil-producing communities and non-oil producing communities. The distinction is a matter of fact. But the conflict it has led to has developed political and economic overtones. Some oil producing communities have demanded that the 13% oil funds remitted to oil producing states should be remitted instead to oil producing communities for their own development rather than the development of the whole state. I can even imagine the argument being pushed as to demand that the distribution of the 13% among the oil producing communities should be distributed in proportion to the oil wells or in proportion to the barrels of crude oil produced. Of course it could be argued that since it is oil-producing communities that suffer material, economic and psychological degradation; they are the ones who need the resources to repair the damage. However, development is more than repairing damages. Development does mean the bringing about of positive changes in the totality of the environment. 

To a large extent, this is one of the consequences of the atomization of the Nigerian nation itself. State creation which was supposed to address the issue of minorities has become an exercise without rhyme and reason. States have now being created without linguistic or geographical or cultural rationale. The same criticism of the non-criteria for state creation can also be applied to creation of local governments. To that extent, people are looking for any classification to distinguish themselves from others within the same environment: wetland versus highland; oil-producing versus non oil-producing. It reminds me of George Orwell’s Animal Farm, where some of the animals made a distinction between animals with four legs and animals with two legs and promptly declared that four legs are better than two legs. 

This is also one of the consequences of the wrongful interpretation of the history of derivation. Unfortunately, two errors have grown up in an attempt to deflate and in an attempt to justify the principle of derivation. Those who have attempted to deflate the principle have argued erroneously that during the period ending with 1967 when the civil war revenue allocation formula was brought in, the resources of Nigeria were used to develop the whole of Nigeria. On the other hand, those who want to justify the principle had argued that the regions kept their revenue to themselves and starved the others of funds for development. Neither version is strictly true. Even though each region was allowed to keep the bulk of its revenue, there was a distributable pool for the development of the whole country. In 1956, for example, the Phillipson Commission gave 50% to the region of origin, 15% to the Centre, and 35% to the distributable pool. In 1958, the regions still retained 50%, while the Centre went up to 20%, and the distributable pool went down to 30%. From this statistics, it is obvious that at no time did the regions monopolise their revenues. One could argue about percentages; but the sharing formula was entrenched. It may also be true that within each region, the minorities were marginalized and starved of development, but it is not true to say no development took place at all.

In summary, there is no justification for the extreme claim that oil proceeds should only be spent on oil-producing communities. It may be only a bargaining chip, but it is a poor one. There is enough injustice in the Niger-Delta which speaks for itself, that there is no need for indefensible arguments.

It is perhaps appropriate to deal with the issue of resource control here. This term was first used on April 30, 2000 in Asaba, Delta State, when a meeting of the Governors and National Assembly representatives of the Niger-Delta decided to adopt the term which best describes the ultimate goal of reversing Petroleum Decree 51 of 1969, and Off-shore Oil Reserves Decree No. 9 of 1971. Resource control has now enriched our political vocabulary by joining such words as restructuring, true federalism, fiscal federalism. Such is the dividends of democracy. Freedom to think and freedom to speak often leads to freedom to coin new vocabulary. In practical terms, the Niger-Delta wants a reversion to the pre-1967 revenue allocation formula. Some have interpreted resource control to mean 100% revenue retention by the oil-producing states. I don’t share this view. I believe that like Lagos State fighting for retention of Value Added Tax, the Niger-Delta is fighting for the pre-1967 principle in revenue allocation. The highest that a region ever had in the pre-1967 period was 50%. But the principle was that it was the regions that empowered the Centre financially, and not the other way around. As Professor Tekena Tamuno put it “it is imperative that the rights of ownership and control of resources be restored to the people of the area in which these resources are located. Then the applicable taxes may be paid to the government at the center.” The Niger-Delta deserves support of its position and will get that support if it articulates its position in a more focused and less ambiguous way.

That the struggle by the Niger-Delta for a more just revenue allocation has not been achieved does not mean that it is not resonating with fellow Nigerians. From the 1969 Petroleum Decree which vested 100% in the Federal Government, the figure has fluctuated from 30% derivation in 1971, to 25% in 1977, to 1.5% under Shagari, to 3% under Babangida, and now to not less than 13% under Obasanjo.

Why is the Niger-Delta important to Nigeria and the world? The answer is simple. From the time that Shell discovered oil in Oloibiri in Ogbe-Ijaw, Bayelsea state, the contribution of the Niger-Delta to the Nigerian economy has been tremendous. In 1969, oil accounted for less than three percent of the Gross Domestic Product (GDP), which translated into $370 million in exports, and which was 42% of total exports. By 1980, the oil sector had become nearly 30% of the GDP, 96% of total exports and $25billion in value. By 1990, it had become 97% of total exports; by 1995, it had become 96.5% of exports and by 2000, it had risen to 99.5%. It is true that if there had been no oil in Nigeria, successive governments would not have ignored rubber, oil palm, groundnut, cocoa, cotton, and the solid minerals of the Middle Belt. However even if all of these commodities had been developed to the full potential, which I doubt, given our proverbial ineptitude, nothing could have matched the financial contribution of the Niger-Delta to the national economy. Yet, the grievance of the Niger-Delta has been that the level of development of the area has fallen below that of the rest of the country. This is a different argument from the grievance about physical and cultural degradation which will be dealt with later. The point being made here is that even without being an oil-producing area, the Centre was under an obligation to ensure that development standards did not fall below an acceptable level. Given the fact that the Niger-Delta has generated the bulk of revenue for Nigeria from about 1967, it amounted to double injustice for the area to have been denied of such funds as to amount to criminal neglect. That this grievance has not gone unnoticed accounts for the different development agencies that the Federal Government continues to set up for the area, the latest one being the NNDC.

The next grievance of the Niger-Delta has been the appalling procedures of oil production which have led to a state of degradation that is shocking. That the Federal Government will allow oil companies to operate oil-producing procedures which would not be tolerated in the United States and in Europe for a day is inexcusable. That the oil companies indulged in such procedures is short-sighted and criminal. 

That an oil company will build its own community with state of the art facilities while down the road would be a village lacking in every amenity was insane. How much would it have cost the oil company to extend electricity and medical facilities and drinking water to such a village which probably has less than 1,500 people? Of course, the oil companies have their excuses about having paid the Federal Government, their taxes, or having paid the village chiefs, development funds. I have three words for such excuses – insane and stupid. That the oil companies are starting to learn their lessons and become more community friendly is evident from recent measures they have embarked upon. Recently, Chevron announced that it is going to embark on a N2billion zero-gas flaring project for its operations in the Escravos area in Delta State. It has also announced a multi-million naira mobile clinic for riverine communities. Shell has also embarked on community development projects which cost it $52m in 1999 and rose to $60m in 2000. According to Van den Berg, Shell’s Managing Director, “we are working on a masterplan for the development of Delta and Bayelsea states. We have concluded that of Rivers State.” An indigenous oil exploration company, the Petroleum and Gas Company, donated materials worth over N25million to victims of the Ilaje intra-communal disturbances. What is very instructive is not the amount distributed but the logic behind it. According to the company, even though it is only producing 20,000 barrels of crude per day, “this much is being done because unlike some other oil companies operating in the area, we enjoy a robust relationship with our host communities. We have always believed that we are partners in progress, thus we cannot take care of everybody, we are contributing our widow’s mite so that even when we leave this place, the people can say “Express was here”. This is capitalist nobility at this best. I hope that all the oil companies operating in this country would burrow a leave from that. It is in their enlightened self-interest to do so. I started this paper by making a reference to an incident that is going to cost Shell and Nigeria a loss of 2million barrels, leading to a loss of $360million in revenue to Nigeria, and a repair cost of $25m to Shell. Of course, I also must point out that it will also have a negative impact on the calculation of the 13% revenue derivation due to Delta State.

What oil companies and oil-producing states need are early warning systems of community dissatisfaction, confidence building measures and a panel of eminent mediators who can mediate between communities and oil companies, and between communities and governments.

Another grievance of the Niger-Delta has had to do with the failure of the oil companies to generate prosperity and economic empowerment through the spill over effects of their operations. I cannot articulate this demand more eloquently than to use the words of Dr. Okoko “we are going to insist that the oil companies set aside a quota for employment of youths, both skilled and unskilled…they should expand skills acquisition programmes…a vocation designed in such a way that when they finish, they don’t run away…of course, they should also expand the scholarship schemes in the area and most importantly establish agro-based industries, using locally available raw materials, using the concept of total cycle of production, that is four stages of economic activities of production, processing, preservation and storage and marketing…other stakeholders can join, but the oil companies should be the prime movers.”      

Finally, I want to stress that there is a fundamental symbiotic relationship between the Niger-Delta and Nigeria. I have already made reference to the dependence of Nigeria on the Niger-Delta. But is it conceivable that the Niger-Delta is dependent on Nigeria? Perception of an external adversary usually serves as a high-pressure cooker in providing temporary unifying tendency among fractious communities. We have already noted the atomistic and autonomous communities that are a predominant feature of the Niger-Delta. Without Nigeria to serve as the high-pressure unifying cooker, performing the role of an impartial mediator, no matter how imperfect, the existence of the Niger-Delta, whether as a concept or as reality may become contentious. I must enter a caveat here.  I am not implying that antagonistic relationships in the Niger-Delta as exemplified by the relationship between the Urhobo and the Itshekiri, the Ijaw and other coastal communities, between Andoni and Ogoni are peculiar to the Niger-Delta alone. On the contrary, anyone who is familiar with current happenings in Nigeria can equally cite Ife-Modakeke among homogeneous Yoruba, Birom-Fulani in Jos, Kataf-Hausa in Kaduna, Tiv-Fulani in the Middle-Belt, to cite a few examples. 

