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The Niger Delta and Nigerian Econgmy
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THE NIGER DELTA AND NIGERIAN ECONOMY: :
FROM AGRARIAN TO OIL ECONOMY: sowf{qyé I&ANSH ION
ARISING TTERS

Aboyeji Oyeniyi Solomon, PhD,

[ntroduction :
No doubt, prior foreign contact and discovery of crude o Niger Delta regi
) region

had been a peaceful place with fishing and farmin e

orts and rivers provided access for the Brinshg ?os l;:f,:;;i ht;ehh?OdA S
hinterland; the gateway for trade in slaves and later export commod't? 5o

alm produce, timber, rubber and even groundnut and cotton t’ron": lj.s ss,ch as
northern part of Nigeria. Hence, the relationship which started as g *if’ldmfm
hetween the Europeans and the Africans in the 15th century began a Lr:, ; a);
change in the history of the Nigerian region. The Niger Delta was a coil)lecifss Of
regions controlled by different tribes and kings, i.e. the Urhobo, Delta I;b?)
Jsoko, Itsekiri, Oron and [jaw. These communities traded with one z;nother’beforé
the  amval  of  the  FEuropean in  the late 15t
century(https://www,stakcholdcrdemocracy.org/the-niger-delta-history/). The
Portuguese navigators in 1471 with the quest for glory and profit, ventured to the
Niger Delta and established contact with the local people. The social and political
organization of the Delta city states was based on the ‘House System’ which
developed during the era of the slave trade, especially those between the Niger
Delta and the estuary of the Cross River.

The Niger Delta is a very populated region sometimes referred Lo as the
0il Rivers because it was once a major product of palm oil. Prior the British rule
in the region, the people within the Niger Delta region [predominantly the Isoko
and Urhobo) had established an economic system which to a large extent
revolved around the oil palm. Aside the planting, cultivating and fermentation
processes, the oil palm made immense contribution towards meeting the socio-
economic needs of the pre-colonial Isoko-Urhobo people of Western Delta. At
the domestic level, the palm oil was ultimately used for cooking; the trunk of the
palm oil could be used for building purposes and its kernel to cement marshy
areas in the environment; its fiber woven into fish traps; the frond as a source of
food to livestock and the veins for broom making. The oil palm industry, being
the principal source of income was under the protection of a goddess called
Edjokpa(see Aghalino, 2000:4)

After the successful penetration of t
palm oil exploitation became paramount.

185

he British into the Niger Delta region,
Industrial Revolution and the
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development of the railway required palm oil as a lubricant. Pall:p 01]\ w’as used
for ‘the manufacturing of soap, candles, margarine and as coo Ing fat (Dike,
1956]; and ‘used for the manufacturing of pharmaceutical products’ ( Helleiner,
1966]. Of all the principal export cqmmgd:tneg during the colonial €ra, oil palm
and palm kernel have the longest histories being some of the earliest €Xported
commodities from the present day Nigeria. Hence, the area was known as he
British Oil Rivers Protectorate from 1885 1o 1893. An online source (A History
of the Niger DeltaSDN https:/wwwslakeholdert:emocracy.or‘g) attests thus:

The economic and social inflows into the region saw an

emergence of new cities, and states, built as internal and externa]

markets developed. Interestingly, even before the Slavery

Abolition Act of 1833, the region’s reliance on the slave trade

dwindled due to an even more lucrative opportunity in the palm

oil trade. Demand for the native pam oil ran in paralle| to the

Industrial Revolution in Europe as the demand for factory

machine lubricant increased exponentially. In addition, as the

European population and wealth grew, secondary demands for

palm oil based products e.g. soaps and margarine grew

increasing the demand for natural oil.

Nigerian Economy Prior the Crude Oil Economy in the Niger Delta
Region(Era of Steady and Heady Performance of Agriculture)

By the 19th century, the export of palm produce doubled in West Africa as Niger
Delta ip Nigeria took the lead. Notably, the Niger Delta ever since became an



The Niger Delta and Nigerian Economy.

groundnut production in the Northern Regiop
fvhile palm Oil and palm kernel productiorgl in tt}?ep%:dstOverlgng
percent of the total exports. The land, as i were, was th::::a- e%‘
agriculture-based economy(Igiebor.1987:21), o
"~ The heady performance ot agriculture
sixties was attributable to several factors of w
concentration of control in the regional governme
constitutions had made agriculture a regional respEZibhﬂ}ilte)' I;S‘S?t ‘t‘d lt;)]63
s then

regarded as a ‘residual” item. This control meant that the bulk of the inv S
in the sector were founded by the regional governm e

* ! ents which g
percentage of the revenues from agncultural exports. The federal Sgoo%‘;:mg‘;? e
the other hand, had all the mineral rights, both on-shore and off-sho:):

Consequently, since agricultural exports, mainly of cash
revenue earners for the country, the econornicsy of the re;zl:;’ V\VN:ri T;a?i’lj](])r
buoyant as money constantly flowed into their tills. This they used in executieny
their social and economic programmes, thus becoming the generative force ogf
orowth and overall development of the country.
~ Overtime, things began to dwindle. By 1966, agriculture contributed only
about 60% of the country’s total exports, which compared badly with its former
contribution of 80%. The military intervention in 1966 put paid to regional
autonomy, and more so when the country was broken up into 12 states on 27th
" May, 1967. The military government, being essentially more of a unified
command, the residual powers and responsibilities of the states were mostly
taken over by the federal government. Hence, there was drastic reduction in the
revenue accruing to the states. The 1979 constitution formalized the major shift
of power from the states to the federal government when it placed agriculture on
the concurrent list, making it a joint responsibility of both the state and federal
governments. A federal ministry of agriculture was not created until 1973.

At this juncture, it is necessary to emphasize that one auspicious
development that would have profound effect on the government’s attitude to
agriculture occurred in 1958, the year, Shell Oil Company began production and
exported the first Nigerian crude oil of 5, 134 barrels per day from Oloibiri,
Rivers State(Igiebor, 1987:21).

million tonnes,
on exceeded 20
ocomotive of the

ir} the fifties ang up t0 the mid-
hich the most important was the

Crude Oil Economy and the Inexorable Decline of Agriculture [Nigeria
ploughs money into food importation, neglecting local agricultural res.our'ces]

The process of crude oil production is very technical and complex. Significant
and extensive efforts have been made by different authors on the nature and
processes of oil exploration and exploitation which needs not be 'dgpllcgted. Fo(;
example, Gbadegesin (1998:38-39) describes that “th'e enu!'e aptwmes mvolyc

in oil production which includes: geophysical investigation, exp‘loranorzi
processing, onshore and offshore, tanker loading, storage, reﬁn;lng fan

transportation —all take place within the Niger Delta.” Attention shall t erefore,
be focused on issues and matters arising from the whole process of transition

187
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is

from agriculture-based i s ok GO 1 eoonCly i by the hog

ities and the national gconomy . W e
communitics ccount, Aghalino (2007:222) clarifies thus “ |t i Necessary ‘

In his ac ’of the oil industry dated back to 1908. However, HC'IUal
e 5,000 barrels per day”. The discovery oy
procjluctnonbwa:lsdtoilz‘);:“c‘lessful export in 1958 attracted more oil com anies ?0
oil in 195 ase by 1966, Shell-BP of the Anglo-Dutch, Agip from ltaly, Philipg
Nigeria becau o, great Basins, Gulf, American Oversegs, all from the Uniteg
Yobil, Tensnetcra, from France were jostling for oil in Nigeria. From 1958-1960
o andu::k art))out 60 explorations wells across the Niger Delta. About 2 0%
Shell-Blf’ Shad oil in commercially profitable quantity(Ogbogbo: 2016 citeq by
the \;ye E be)which perhaps partly explains contemporary dominance of Shell,
Fide 1[5]0ngm the Delta area (located in Oloibiri, Ogoni and Warri). A Year after
OP:E,ction and export began, the figures had doubled. Consequently, “cryg, ol
prntinued its determined assault on the previously Emassallable Position of
:Zriculture in the country’s export ladder. By. 1966, agriculture contributed only
about 60% of the country’s total exports, }avhxch compared bad!y with its former
contribution of over 80%. Byl971, thg importance of the oil to the nationaj
economy was no longer contestable as it accounted for 74.4% of total exports,
valued at £476.5 million, while agriculture contributed 22% (Igiebor, 1987:21),
Oil production brought about the discovery of associated gas during thg crude o]
processing. The natural gas resources I?gcame an alternative source of Income to
the government, the incentive that positively led to the growth of both cryde oil
reserves and gas.

The inexorable decline of agriculture seemed to have bee

n finally sealeq
in 1973 by an event that occurred beyond the country’s borders,

billions of naira(Igiebor, 1987:21).

In the long run, it sounds magically incredible that in 1958, the

contribution of oi] to Nigeria’s export was 19, (Olaifa, 2003: 22-23). By 1970, it
accounted for about 70% of a]]

government earnings, Ogbogbo (2017) attests that
“in the last three decades, income from crude oil has become the pivot of Nigeria
eeonomy and by implication, jts development.” By the early 1970s, oil boom had

got cheaply from oil, there was little need to
rms. Consequently, the oil boom encqu}'ag?d
development, As they flocked to the cities in

188
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of jobs, they depleted the labour availab

lefi behind could not engage in seﬁOusl;rfgél::[?oﬁim&,S: The old and the
developed and Nigeria became a dumping grc;u c;thf the 0il boom,
western products (food and material importation). Success i: , or all sorts of
increasing set-back for aericulture and the rural economy generano s e

Regrettably, the era of oil boom was too good { g. 1
induslrialized nations began to stock-pile oil, they created glut in thaSt‘l As the
gimultaneously, they begai. 1o develop synthetic alternatives to oil 1§ o1l market.
heir dependence on oil. This resulted in a sharp decline in export (;f OLiLlS re;iucmg

qmary products from Nigeria. By 1978, export values had fallenag o”th:r{r
leading to a trade deficit of 2.1 billion naira. In the same year, the import g “_;) %
reached 1.2 billion naira and the external reserve which stooci at 5.6 gillim; ‘ad
in 1980 had dropped to 4.5 billion naira. Nigeria became an imborter of r}aog
even when her land was s0 naturally endowed.

In spite of the concerted efforts made by different administrations to
remedy the ugly trends to revitalize agriculture i.e. the National Accelerated Food
Production Programme (NAFPP) in the mid-70s; Agricultural Development
programme  (ADP); Babangida’s Directorate for Food, Road and Rural
Infrastructure (DFRRI); Obasanjo’s Operation Feed the Nation (OFN) in 1977:
Shagan’s Green Revolution (GR) in 1980; etc; much is yet to be achieved u‘li
date 1o significantly reverse the continuing slide in agricultural production and
revive people’s interest in farming. No doubt, according to World Bank report,
crude oil has in the 20th century attained a level of global importance as a major
source of energy (see ‘Oil in Nigeria’, African Mail).

search
infirm
Commerce

Crude Oil Economy —A Blessing or Curse?
There are always two sides of a coin as it is to any argument. On the one hand at
the national perspective, even though oil economy gave a dead blow on the
agricultural sector as earlier noted; the value of Nigerian oil potentials both in the
domestic and international levels became an important resource in the national
revenue and annual budget over the years. According to IMEG [international and
Engineering Group],

The demand for Nigerian crude in

occurred as a result of its excellent and quality low surp

content and Nigeria’s closeness to the western market of North
and South America. The country has also been rated as the 6"
largest oil producing country in the world, which explains how
much crude oil has replaced the exportation of food and cash
crops. Evidence shows that that Nigeria has earned about S}SO
billion from crude oil between 1960s and 2019 (Abgjide.

2017:139).

the international market
lus

‘That Nigeria is rich through revenue is incontrovertible’ (Madujibeya

1976:288)is in consonance with Aghalino(2007:3) that:
189
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istor

, ' to play a significant role

e r}:iisecczt;:[;:izdgrosfthyand development.

leading oil producer and sixth largest

1l ration in the world... The sector has become ‘the

Cm.de . g)fq:(l:c economy, pivoting other sectors and'accoummg
?;l:;?u); 90% of the country’s foreign exchange eamings.

The Nigenan oil ‘in
in the nation’s drive Fona
Nigeria remains Africa’s

: ntries that discovered oil, that was never a
On the othf)l;i ha.r‘xlde,nlnwr‘r;:)lﬁ1 cglliich ot fo be-hamessedd. Ty, the s
problem. Itisa G_ t;g:he roblems of its people. The paradox in the Niger Delt,
leadershl‘Pv i gjlel\lna rm%us benefit of the ‘black gold” to the nations coffers
region v1s-a;:n t ae ;T;;’t concern to interested researchers in the region. In the
has al\ga{ts of Nigeria, it is known that poverty amidst plenty is one of the major
ngerl fe 1ars il c,onﬂiCt economy that has characterized the region over the
s 1:1‘:,'50 accounts for the number of youths involved in the conflict economy
ersr;m itude as well as the dimensions of such conflicts. Much energy needs
201 be g:sipated on the nature and adverse effect of the crude oil exploitation,
exploration and the consequent anti-il protests and reforms that many author
have extensively documented. Rather, matters arising from' the d{ﬁefcﬁt
submissions shall influence the author’s position in the tripartite relationship
among the Oil bearing states, Oil companies and the Federal Go.ver.nmt?nt of
Nigeria. On the whole development however, inequalities ‘(uneven dlstnbut'lon of
resources), conflict economy and/or paradoxes are evidently central in the
itemized facts in the cases.

i. Foremost, the prime place of the Niger Delta region in the Nigerian politics
brings inequalities of states, natural resources and power politics to play.
Generally, one of the great paradoxes of international politics is the fact of
inequality of states in the midst of their professed equality in as enshrined in
countries’ constitutions or organisations’ charters. All states within a country or
in the world cannot be treated as equal in respect of their geographical, economic,
social, political and power compositions. If some become great, even super, few
remain of a medium range, while many live in the position of ‘small’ powers.
This aptly describes the situation in the Niger Delta region among the other
Nigerian states. According to CPED, “the majority of oil and gas extraction in
Nigeria occurs in the region which hosts most of the country’s notable
multinational corporations (CPED: Building Peace in the Niger Delta).It is on
this premise, Nigeria is Africa’s leading producer of oil and gas and the 13th
largest producer of oil in the world, The country depends on crude exports for
nearly 80% of government revenue and more than 90% of exports earnings. It is
on this note one reasons that to whom much is given, much is expected. The

Qliver Twist stance of the o] bearing states/communities can therefore not be out
rightly condemned.

190




The Niger Delta and Nigerian Economy

. icultural sector and t S

) e— the agricu . oward food secunt oduct

i, The p-he 1 the grthh of the population) was however halted by ?hgprrtcgl >

1231 scctor by successive governments following the discovéry of o;rc;;j
¢

; .at economic policies which tumed out to be co -product
(S;rrzr:}n Aghalino, 2010:224). _—

land question and tripartite relationship involving legal iss
:; The the oil bc.:aring communities, the oil com;)gan?ida::lucusxecat:d‘eqlz
government. ansutuuonallx, a community may own a land, all mineral
© ources inclusive of crude oil are owned by the Federal Govemment of Nigeria
Saction 44 (3)0 of tt}c Constitution of the Federal Republic of Nigeria (1999;
qates thus: “The entire property in apd control of all mineral oil and gas, m
_nder or upon any lang in Nigena or in, under or upon the territorial waters and
it exclusive economic zone qf Nigeria shall be managed in such manners, as
may be prescribed by the National Assembly.” Hence, all production activities
which include: the management and control of oil spills in the process of
productiO"» the disposal of salty wgter known as ‘produced water', and flaring of
produced gas’ generated alongside the crude, etc within the geographical
houndaries of Nigeria must conform with the laws of the land as found
inscattered  sources under the Ministry of Petroleum Resources, Federal
Environmental Protection Agency (FEPA), and National Oil Spill Detection and
Response Agency (NOSDRA).  Several companies are involved in cil
exploration, exploitation, production and exports in Nigeria today because the
Federal Government grants exploration license, oil prospecting license and oil
mining license to both indigenous and foreign companies(Petroleum Act of 1990
chapter 350, Law of the Federal Republic of Nigeria).By doing this, the FG had
laid a strong foundation for the development of petro-business in the country and
for maximum profits(NNPC Act CAP 320- Laws of the Federal Republic of
Nigeria, 1990, Part I1, Section 10 [1], [2a=c)).

iv. What the people of the region get by the way of compensation does not
correlate with the stupendous revenue that is garnered from it. Revenue from this
region has fueled socio-economic and political transformation of the geo-political
zones in Nigeria (Aghalino, 2004:12).

v. Since exploitation and exploration of oil in the region; it has suffered from
environmental degradation and deprivations. The traditional means of livelihood
have been destroyed and truncated, while the area and its people have not been
able to enjoy adequate means of livelihood”(Oboreh & Aghalino, 2010:223) 0l
exploration activities in the Niger Delta have impacted adversely on the;liyes of
the people. As more oil is exploited and taken away, more devastation is Lef
behind. The petrodollars earned do not benefit the people where lives have been
shattered by oil (Oyebade, 2000).
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_ ion. Protests and agntations (via
108 mac"°",;2,;'f§’5‘e;°£a§ MEND)are inevitable if
. Nc;i:d massive environmental pollution in the oil

' Specifically. there have been pipeline lsakagfs :Vc(;gul:'::(;:o;:z
praleit arms; ich have had severe effects on the land, water f .
and soillages whic he residents” (Peel, 2009). Tn other word, most of the
micrq-chmalc 8_nd lf:; i complex environmental problems and a long history of
con‘ﬂicts ha\.,-e anz@ocia] development of peoples who have seemedAhelplgss
basic ,"“g'w. a[; ; and water resources continually devastated by intensive
wallchltn;gotnh?; p:lroleum and gases without deriving any appreciable benefits by
exploitati L

way of mvestments 1n their own development(Toyo, 2002).

Historv and The Nig

vi. Following every actio

militant groups i.e. MOS .
“jpetroleum operators have engen

P ¥ -reaction, prodded into action by the
vii. As Cvef}’f“’!‘;]c“(:)?]';for;):;,:; acggumn:;ex:itrizs, the I())il firms like Shell have
restiveness (; f?fons such as the CNA-Clean Nigeria Association, SED- Safety
goigii ki et Department, NDES- Niger Delta Environmental Survey,
aiid gneromC? mm"gs etc (See Aghalino, 2001:105-111). Likewise the federal
rcmcdnanor: 1}31:;5:1 dcntl;’ put some measures and reforms in place such as the
B s of the FEPA1988 NOSDRA-2006, Ministry of Niger Delta Affairs.
gg)agtoxgcr Delta Development Commission-2008, Amnesty Programme 2009,

FEPA. etcin order to redress the grievances of the people.

viii. Perhaps the inability of the Nigerian government to compel MOCs operating
in the Niger Delta to comply with the regulations and provisions can be adduced
to seeming incurable level of corruption in the country and probable

collaborations (Ayemga & Fidelis, 2020:27-28).

ix. Beyond the Niger Delta region, “in spite of the huge revenues from crude 01:1
over the years, the high rate of corruption, and mismanagement of such oil
proceeds had truncated the process of social and economic development of the
country. Thus, Nigena's abundant oil resource potentials have not been
effectively utilized by the central government to generate employment, quality
education and reduce the poverty trend (Abejide, 2017:137). That the federal
government benefits so much from oil and the economy of the country still
remains in shambles has been traced to corruption, mismanagement, poor
leadership and other vices. Akintokunbo (2009:32)j ustifiably posits thus:

In Nigeria, it became a curse simply because we had poor

leadership all our history. These leaders. mulitary or democratic

were selfish, greedy, corrupt, murderous and parasitic, devoid of

ideas, unfocused, visionless and lacking in foresight, But it is no

surprise that they were all these. Most of them either forced their

way into power through the barrel of a gun or rigged elections to

get to power all because they want control of these natural

resources.
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n a similar vein, Aghalino (2007:4) collaborates thus:
The Nigerian economy blossomed in the 1970s... Then of course
came the years of the locust! The successive military regimes in
Nigeria had a different agenda as they sey out to plunder and Jooy
the commonwealth. Corruption was institutionalized. O1l blocks
licenses to lift oil, appointment of directors and employment i,;
the oil companies generally were allotted to cronies; merit was
thrown to the wind.

Suggestions

of unemployed is not swelled further through massive retrenchments, pagy a:nn:
depression, famine, increased crime rate and other possible vices that are bound
to rear their ugly heads. Economists, political analysts and laymen alike
worldwide are agreed that the world is suffering from aq unprecedented
economic crunch. Economic predictions a

midst covid-19 lockdowns and its
unprecedented crashing oil prices do not see

m to favour Nigeria, as the
is expected to slow down much more than ever before.

i. On the one hand, much political goodwill is needed to effectively tackle the
problems of the region as poverty is not a blessing but a curse. ‘Poverty is very
good in poems’ says Henry Ward Beecher, but ‘it 18 very bad in a house. It is
very good in maxim and sermons, but it is very bad in practical life’. As the
companies pay royalties and taxes to the FG, it is government’s responsibility to
develop the oil producing communities significantly while the oil companies
should be principally made responsible for maintaining a pollution-free

environment. Oil firms should ensure prompt and adequate payment of

compensations should there be eventual oil spillage and government should

ensure all operational rules and regulations are strictly adhered to without fear or
favour.

ii. As a matter of ur
diversification of it

economy

gency and priority, Nigerian government must encourage the
s mono-cultural dependence on the oil sector as it is the only
Way to survive the current environment of global uncertainty with the vola?ility of
oll price worsened by the ongoing covid-19 pandemic lockdowns. Agriculture
sector 1s suggested as possible options for diversification. To this end, Ohunyeye,
Agbacze, Solomon & Obamen (2019:98) suggests that “some strategies
entified for economic diversification include: regional mix, proper strong
Supportive structure (political dependability, inner security, .sohd c?ducanon
framework),  attitudinal change, openness, macroeconomic policy and
Stitutional matter, changing and boosting of the agricultural - sector,
sirengthening the manufacturing sector and anti-corruption campaign.
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ove, a re-onientation is needed on the e
mentality of consumption rather than production whereas ‘work o lo;!m
manual labour, agriculture in particular, was looked down upon ag men.o Vin
infra dig. because it was not done by the white man in Africa: it wag "ega:-(ajl a
work meant for the educated, only for the lower. illiterate classes, “the ed a5
of the earth™ (Nwabueze, 2002:260). Tetcheg
iii. Nigeria’s descent from riches to rags was swift and sudden as e
result of the country’s faillure to husband its wealth wisely and o me as?
multiply many times over. Accountability, sincere anti-corruption fj ghts mi;ke it
will, good governance with clear visions, proper monitoring and sup‘epl‘\(:il!lcal
would go a long way to checkmate the cankerworms that have eaten deep intsol(:]l:s
e

country s economy and polity.

jii. In furtherance to the ab

Conclusion
It is ofien said that the chmb to the top of the tree is usually fraughy
with

difficullies and dangers; but (o stay at the top and not be toppled b
gale of competation is even tougher than to get there. This paper | y the strong
that Nigeria has known both good and bad times, times when it wa . Cxamned
wealth and times when it was/is pinning away in poverty. It is ons Wallo“:mg in
fatled to convert its reaches into good account and once it lost itse SR
;‘tm:l;ie}?amna peel of economic dcprfession. it went down thgrcl!‘:;sto i
T b it r;mgeg; :a;l:onomxc observers in Nigeria have not been unngnl:f? 1
wheeniionn o?a f e. state of affair and the need to accord greater pri fu
. cconomic growth and development in the nationa calctﬁgggxtxy
: S

total collapse.
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