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ABSTRACT 
The Niger Delta region of Nigeria has been a theatre of internal imperialism and neocolonialism since the 

discovery of crude oil in commercial quantity in 1957 in Oloibiri, the present day Bayelsa State. The Niger 

Delta region is regarded as a geopolitical territory of juicy providence as a result of the huge deposit of the 
black gold. Deadly uprisings by different mititia groups in the Niger Delta region over the years have been 

a resultant effect of economic deprivation and ecological devastation by several multinational companies 

who are cronies of imperial powers as well as the federal government of Nigeria. The agitation of these 
militant groups from different oil-bearing communities centres on the campaign for economic restitution 

and ecological rehabilitation of all the communities that harbor crude oil and natural gas. This paper 
therefore is exploratory and theoretical in a manner that it sets out to unravel the reason Nigeria’s crude 

oil wealth has paradoxically become an impediment to economic advancement of the oil-bearing 

communities of the Niger Delta. This paper adopts the historical research method and content analysis for 
the dual purposes of data gathering and data analysis while the Conflict theory is employed as the theoretical 

framework to give direction to the entire research process. The paper therefore recommends among other 

things that the federal government of Nigeria should increase the percentage of the revenue allocation that 
accrues to the oil-producing states of the Niger Delta. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Oil production in Nigeria has been a mixed bag of fortune and misfortune, of blessings and curse, depending 

on who is feeling what effect. For the country, it has been a huge fortune. It is the source of her wealth, 

accounting for about 90 per cent of her foreign exchange earnings. It is the source from which governments 
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at the federal, state and local levels fund all developmental programmes and projects. (TELL, February 18, 

2008). 

Oil is one sector in which the much desired transfer of technology had, to some extent, been achieved, 

especially in the areas of exploration and production. Nigeria’s membership of such important bodies as the 

World Petroleum Congress (WPC), Organization of Petroleum Exporting Countries (OPEC), and African 

Petroleum Producers Association (APPA) has raised the country’s profile internationally. In other words, 

that Nigeria is a force to reckon with in the comity of nations is, arguably, attributable to her being an oil 

producing country, (Udeme Ekpo, 2004: 39). 

For the oil-bearing communities in the Niger Delta, however, oil has been more of a curse than a blessing. 

In communities where oil exploration and production are carried out onshore, deforestation, erosion and 

destroyed farmlands are the main signposts for this gift of nature. Oil production activities in these 

communities have polluted creeks and destroyed aquatic life. And where there are spillages, losses would 

be unquantifiable in monetary terms. There is also the problem of acid rain, which destroys houses, which 

people living within the vicinity of oil exploration and production activities have to contend with everyday 

of their lives (Ray Ekpu, March 10, 2008; Dan Agbese, January 25, 1993). 

Obviously, over 50 years of oil exploration and exploitation had occasioned environmental degradation and 

pollution, resulting in excruciating and brutalizing poverty, unemployment, disease, health hazards and even 

death among people living in this region (TELL, February 18, 2008). According to Azigbo (2008:18), the 

major culprits in these ugly situations are the oil multinationals and the insensitivity of successive 

governments at the centre 

 

Consequently, there has been for some time, which intensified since the late 1990s, the emergence of 

resistant organizations from various ethnic nationalities in the Niger Delta to confront the oil multinationals 

and the Nigerian government. The restiveness which stated on a mild note has since degenerated into a state 

of militancy, hostage-taking, destruction of oil installations, disruption of socio-economic activities and 

unparalleled violence, so that by 1998, the Niger Delta region had become a lawless zone (NDDC at a Glance, 

February, 2004). 

At the root of the crisis in the Niger Delta have been the attempts by the indigenes of the region to control 

the oil resources located within their land. The struggle for the control of oil wealth by the indigenous 

population has a long history dating back to 1966 when the late Isaac Adaka Boro, attempted secession of 

the Kaiama Declaration. It has been sustained since then with the agitation taking different forms and 

dimensions. 

Thus, examining the dimensions of resource control in the Niger Delta is the central focus of this study. The 

paper argues that the politics of oil in the Niger Delta highlights more profound national challenges with 

which the Nigerian state will need to contend, most notably, issues of fiscal federalism, minority rights, 

resources allocation and poverty alleviation. 

 

DEFINING THE NIGER DELTA REGION 

For practical purposes, the Niger Delta region is defined as comprising the area covered by the natural delta 

of the Niger River and the areas to the East and West, which also produce oil. The natural limits of the Niger 

River Delta can be defined by its geology and hydrology. Its approximate northern boundaries are located 

close to the bifurcation of the Niger River of Aboh, while the Western and Eastern boundaries are around 

the Benin River and Imo River, respectively. The area covers approximately 25,000 square kilometers 

(www.nddconline.org). 

The broader Niger Delta region, which includes all oil-producing areas and others considered relevant for 

reasons of administrative convenience, political expedience and development objectives, extends the land 

area to 75,000 square kilometers (UNDP 2006:19). It is this definition that is used by this study. Defined in 

this way, the Niger Delta consists of nine states (Abia, Akwa Ibom, Bayelsa, Cross River, Delta, Edo, Imo, 

Rivers and Ondo) and 185 local governments areas. 

The region has some unique characteristics. For instance, it is one of the largest wetlands in the world and it 

is noted for its sandy coastal ridge barriers, brackish or shine mangroves, fresh waters, permanent and 

seasonal swamp forests as well as low land rain forests. The whole area is traversed and cress-crossed by a 
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large number of rivers, streams, canals and creeks, while the mainland is subjected to regions of flood by the 

various rivers (ERML, 2005) 

The Niger Delta region is extremely heterogeneous with respect to culture and ethnicity. The five major 

linguistic and cultural groups – the Ijaw, Edo, delta Cross, Yoruba and Igbo – are each composed of 

numerous sub-groups. The Ijaw, who are said to have the longest settlement history in Niger Delta, are the 

most complex linguistically. Each of the numerous clans of this group has some linguistic and cultural 

distinctiveness. In certain cases, villages in the same clan have linguistic differences. This group, which 

occupies virtually the whole of Bayelsa State, is also found in Rivers, Akwa Ibom, Delta, Edo and Ondo 

States. 

The Edo group is made up of mainly of the Isoko and Urhobo of Delta State, the Edo of Edo State, the 

Engenni and Apie-Atissa of Bayelsa State. Even within these groups, several sub-groups exist; many claim 

to have their own individual identity. 

The Delta Cross comprises mainly the Ogoni, Ogbia, Abua and Obolo-Andoni in Rivers State. The most 

well known, especially internationally, is the Ogoni because of its agitation for resource control and 

autonomy. The ethno cultural complexity of the Niger Delta region is vividly illustrated by the fact that even 

a small ethnic group like the Ogoni (about 500,000 people) is made up of at least four cultural groups: the 

Khana, Gokana, Tai and Eleme (UNDP, 2006:22). 

 

In spite of the fact that the Yoruba and Igbo are two of the largest ethnic groups in Nigeria, the related groups 

in the Niger Delta are some of the smallest there. The main Yoruba groups are the Itshekiri of Delta State, 

and the Ilaje and Ikale in the borderlands of Ondo State. The main Igbo groups are the Ikwerre, Ndoni, 

Egbema, Ogbia and Ekpeye in Rivers State and the Ukwuani in Delta State (ANEEJ, 2004). 

In 1991, the total population of all the nine states of the Niger Delta was 20.5 million. This was made up of 

10.133 million males and 10.329 million females. The projected total population for 2005 was 28.9 million, 

rising to 39.2 million by 2015 and 45.7 million by 2020. The states with the highest population size are 

Rivers, Delta, Akwa Ibom and Imo. With the possible exception of Bayelsa and Cross River States, there 

are probably no significant differences in population sizes among the states (CPED, 2003: 33) 

Available information on the age structure of the population of states in the Niger Delta region depicts a 

large segment of young people below 30 years of age. This group comprises 62.1 per cent of the population 

of the region, compared with 35.8 per cent of adults in the 30 to 69 years age bracket. Based on the 1991 

census, there is almost an even distribution of population between men and women in the Niger Delta Region 

(see NDDC at a Glance, 2004). Though the 1991 census reports that in some state (Abia, Akwa Ibom, Delta, 

Edo and Imo), there are more females than males, the NDDC Regional Master Plan, reports that there are 

more males (54 per cent) than females (46 per cent). 

Fishing and agriculture are the two major traditional occupation of the Niger Delta peoples. During the 

colonial era, forestry was introduced as a third major economic activity in the region. Today, though 

agriculture, fishing and forestry still account for about 44 per cent of employment, all three economic 

activities have declined since the ascendancy of the oil industry (UNDP, 2006:25). 

 

THE POLITICS OF OIL IN THE NIGER DELTA 
According to Ekpo (2004: 133), for more than four decades, the people of the Niger Delta had lived with the 

anomaly of having to feed on the crumbs of the national cake which is baked in their territory, but which is 

shared in the nation’s capital – hundreds of kilometers away – with other Nigerians who know nothing about 

the negative effects of oil exploration and production as the highest beneficiaries. They had been content to 

accept the little handouts, which came their way, in forms of a few development projects, from the federal 

government. 

If they were not satisfied with the situation, such dissatisfaction was expressed in subdued tones at public 

fora, whenever the opportunity presented itself. In extreme cases, especially when if concerned the youths 

of the area, dissatisfaction was often expressed through the use of violence – like disruption of the activities 

of oil companies operating in the area; kidnapping of oil workers with demands for ransom and vandalization 

of petroleum facilities to cause spillage for which communities would demand compensation. 
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These violent agitations in the Niger Delta have been informed by the desire of the people of this region to 

control the oil wealth and resources located within their land. This desire on the other hand has been 

occasioned by the pervasive feelings of decades of abandonment among the people by the oil multinationals 

and successive governments at the centre. 

The argument by the indigenes of the Niger Delta region over the years is that a people whose land produces 

the wealth that sustains the nation cannot be made to dwell in abject and excruciating poverty consequent 

upon environmental degradation and pollution resulting from oil production activities (See Newswatch, 

March 10, 2008; TELL, February 18, 2008). They have, therefore, in different ways been demanding for a 

fair share of the oil wealth to ensure poverty reduction, enhanced well-being, socio-economic infrastructural 

development of the area, or alternatively, be allowed to wholly control these oil resources (Newswatch, 

January 25, 199:10). 

On the part of the oil multinationals and the Nigerian governments, there have been accusations and counter 

accusations, of neglect and abandonment of the people whose lives have been frustrated and endangered by 

oil production activities. Though the government and oil companies have been offering tokenism, through 

the establishment of development intervention agencies (whose activities have largely been frustrated by 

poor funding), the people contend that such is not enough. The government and the oil companies are being 

accused of indirectly but purposely ensuring the poverty of the people and the underdevelopment of the area 

to enhance their (government’s and oil companies’) economic interests. These have over the years resulted 

in violent agitations of varying magnitude which date back to pre-colonial era. 

 

According to Emmanuel Duru (1999: 100-103), the politics of oil merchandise produced the first nationalists 

in the Niger Delta. These were African merchants and rulers who insisted that the trade must bring a fair 

deal to the area. The commodities then were largely palm oil and slaves; the Europeans marked them as 

threat to legitimate trade and proceeded to terrorize and eliminate them. King William Deppa Pepple of 

Bouny was an early casualty in 1854. He was exiled by Consul Beecroff to Fernado Po (Equatorial Guinea) 

and then to Clearance, though he was restored in 1861, he died five years later. 

Another Niger Delta indigene who was immersed in the politics of oil and merchandise was King Jaja of 

Opobo, and ex-slave, shrewd but generous business man who paid off the European slave owners in order 

to buy freedom for the slaves. He was originally from Bonny, but an orchestrated squabble from a rival house 

saw him exiled to Opobo in Andoniland. Others who opposed the exploitative trade of the European 

merchants and paid for it were King Nana Olomu of Itshekiri in 1883 and Oba Oviraniyem Nogbaisi of 

Benin Empire in 1897. 

The agitation continued uptil the post-colonial era. Precisely in 1966, according to Duru (1999), there was a 

12 day revolution by a Niger Delta indigene named Isaac Adaka Boro. He led a small guerrilla army of Ijaw 

nationals to declare the “Niger Delta Republic”. After 12 days, federal troops overcame Boro and his 

determined compatriots. He, Samuel Owonanu and Nothingham Dick were tried for treason and condemned 

to death on June 21, 1966. 

After what seemed a period of quietness and silence, the Ogoni uprising erupted and lasted between 1990 

and 1995. This period marked a new phase in the interesting interface of oil and minority politics between 

the Nigerian state and government and the peoples of the Niger Delta. According to Duru (1999), not since 

the rebellion of Boro and Co. declared a short-lived independence over oil related grievances, has any oil 

producing community sought redress in ways which involved mobilized mass action and direct confrontation 

with the state as the Ogonis did. Ken Saro Wiwa, former playwright, social critic and one time federal 

administration of the region who led the insurrection against Shell Petroleum Development Corporation 

(SPDC), along with eight others paid with their lives on November 10, 1995. 

Shell in particular is alleged to have influenced its joint partner (the Nigerian state) in the oil trade in the 

execution of the “Ogoni nine” as they were popularly known. In an editorial commentary on November 13, 

1995, the Guardian Newspapers states thus: 

In the final tragic document on the Ogoni crisis, national and international global attention became focused 

on Shell Petroleum Development Corporation and other oil companies doing business in Niger Delta. 

Allegations and suspicious of complicity were raised against Shell in particular. Matters were not helped by 

statements emanating from Shell before and after the hanging. In desperate attempt to exonerate itself of 
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guilt, Shell came off with the unfortunate impression that if cared more about being in good business than 

about the fate of the communities in which it exploits oil and allied products. 

The experiences of Adaka Boro and Ken Saro Wiwa and Co. according to Ekpo (2004:133) showed that the 

political atmosphere, for the greater part of the period during which the country was under military rule, did 

not present opportunity for a more forceful approach to demands for equity, justice and fair play in the Niger 

Delta. But even in the current democratic dispensation, the story of Odi, Bayelsa state is not different. 

 

Since the emergence of the Fourth Republic in 1999, agitations in the Niger Delta moved from demands for 

a fair share of the national cake to the right to have control over natural resources that are found in the area. 

The demand for “resource control” as it is popularly called, was championed by the governors of the Niger 

Delta States and the entire Conference of the Southern Governors. In one of its meetings in Yenagoa, the 

Bayelsa State capital on September 20, 2001, the governors issued a communiqué in which they called for 

the adoption of what they referred to as true federalism. The communiqué read in part. 

The conference noted with dissatisfaction that Nigeria is not practising true federalism and urges the country 

to abide by the tenets of true federalism and fiscal autonomy for the federating states as well as proper 

devolution of power to the states (Ekpo, 2004: 135). 

The agitation for resources control was naturally tied to the demand for the control of land and was hinged 

on the precedent during the First Republic, when the regions, which were then the federating units had 

control over agricultural produce. 

No issue, has in Nigeria’s recent history been contentious and controversial as the issue of resource control. 

People in Southern part of Nigeria saw it as the only answer to the nagging question of how to guarantee 

justice and fair play in the handling of resources of nature, especially when exploration of such resources 

carry with it negative consequences on the environment. But many in the Northern part of Nigeria considered 

the agitation as an invitation of anarchy. They expressed the fear that behind the agitation for resource control 

is the suspicion of a grand design by states in the south with enormous wealth to seek independence from 

Nigeria. They, therefore, expressed preference for a stronger federal government that would be more 

responsible for all other parts of the country. 

Caught in the clash of counter claims and charges the Federal Government under Obasanjo took the case for 

resource control to the Supreme Court. On April 5, 2002, the Supreme Court ruled in favour of the federal 

Government which was asking for the determination of the rights of the federating state to control their 

natural resources. 

Though a political settlement to the case between the federal and State governments was sort afterwards, the 

politics of oil in the Niger Delta has ever since assumed a more worrisome and violent dimensions, turning 

the region into a den of militants and lawlessness. The problem of militancy and violence in the Niger Delta 

manifests in two ways namely, disruption of oil and gas installations and facilities, and hostage-taking and 

kidnapping of oil workers. The militant groups in the region have carried out deadly and paralyzing attacks 

on oil and gas stations and facilities. 

Statistics released by a non-governmental organization, the Niger Delta Development Monitoring and 

Corporate Watch (NIDDEMCOW) shows that between 1999 and June, 2007, a total of 308 hostage incidents 

occurred in the region (the Tide, Tuesday, July 10, 2007). A breakdown of this record shows that Bayelsa 

state was on the lead with 131 incidents; Rivers State had 113: Delta State 45, while Akwa Ibom had the 

least record of 15. Unfortunately, the situation appears to be deteriorating by the day as the spate of hostage-

taking and kidnapping incidents are one the increase (see Sunday Vanguard, February 10, 2008: 9; Saturday 

Sun, March 29, 2008: 10 and Vanguard, April 6, 2008) 

Even at the face of threat to national security and the unity of the state, the Nigerian government is yet to 

fashion out a strategy to ensure a lasting solution to the problem of oil and minority politics in the Niger 

Delta (Newswatch, August, 2008: 14 -26). 

 

ETHNIC MINORITIES IN THE NIGERIAN FEDERATION.  

Ethnicity has been defined as: "the social group a person belongs to, and either identifies with or is identified 

with by others, as a result of a mix of cultural and other factors including language, diet, religion, ancestry 

and physical features traditionally associated with race" (Bhopal, 2004, p. 442). 
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It is important to make a distinction between the concepts of ‘race’ and ‘ethnicity’. Race is a socially 

meaningful category of people who share biologically transmitted traits that are obvious and considered 

important. In contrast to the idea of race, ethnicity simply means a shared cultural heritage (Goodfriend, 

2010, p. 19). 

Ethnic minorities are people with ethnic origins different from the majority of the public. People of first, 

second or later generations, who can be distinguished from the majority of people living in a specific country 

or region, through their color of skin, family names, specific habits or behavior and who can be identified as 

a minority in regard to most inhabitants of a specific country. Ethnic minority covers a wide range of people 

in certain situations: historical national minorities, migrants, immigrant workers, refugees and asylum 

seekers or people from former colonies and people with trans-national identities. 

Another way that these concepts could be considered is the division of people up into the categories of 

'majority' versus 'minority' status. (Horcajo, Petty, Briñol, 2010, p. 512) When we are talking about race, 

ethnicity, gender, religion, or any other socially meaningful group of people, the majority refers to the social 

group considered to have the most power in a particular place (and sometimes the most members). The 

definition of a social minority is any category of people distinguished by either a physical or cultural 

difference that a society has subordinated, or attributed a subaltern status. The concept of ethnicity is a major 

aspect of social inequality in modern societies. 

Nigeria is a rental state that depends for over eighty per cent of its foreign exchange revenue on the 

petrodollar collected from the multinational corporations for the exploitation of the petroleum resources 

domiciled in the Niger Delta region (Chimee, 2010, p.71). Since the collapse of the regional governments’ 

structure in the First Republic and the restructuring of the country into the federal, states and local 

government areas which began under the military dispensation in 1967, the three tier system of government 

came to be characterised by a fiscal structure that ensured the central collection of state revenues by the 

Federal Government and a culture of revenue sharing (allocation) among the different tiers of the Nigerian 

government. According to Wantchkon &Asadurian (2002): 

In Nigeria, states and local governments are thus mainly dependent on statutory revenue transfers from the 

‘Federation Account’ presided over by the Federal Government, which also gets the largest share. The 

Federal Government itself is mainly dependent for government revenue, on the valorization of crude oil on 

the world market. 

 

Historically, although the 1963 constitution did not make provision for the ownership and control of mineral 

resources by the host states, their entitlement to 50 per cent of the proceed, and a share in another 30 per 

cent, with the Federal Government being entitled to only 20 per cent was perceived as a true reflection of 

the derivation principle. However, the application of the derivation principle was significantly whittled down 

from the mid-1970s with the ascendance of oil and gas as the major sources of state revenue (Roberts & 

Oladeji, 2005, p.281). Thus, in the 1980s, the revenue realized by the affected states of the Niger Delta 

became negligible (Mbanefoh and Egwakhide, 1998, p.213) to the extent that the Revenue Mobilisation and 

Fiscal Commission (RMFC) noted that it was only fair and proper that the special contributions from these 

states to the resources of the federation should be explicitly recognised (Danjuma, 1994, p.59). Yet, the 

commission continued to set aside only one per cent of the Federation Account to be shared by the mineral 

producing states on the basis of derivation (Roberts & Oladeji, 2005, p.282). This was the situation until 

Section 162 (2) was inserted into the 1999 constitution which provided that ‘the principle of derivation shall 

be constantly reflected in any approved formula as being not less than thirteen per cent of the revenue 

accruing to the Federation Account directly from any natural resources’ (Nigeria, 1999). Nonetheless, it took 

intense agitations by the states involved before the provision was implemented by the Federal Government. 

Even then, its implementation was limited to onshore oil because the percentage attributed to offshore oil 

was subtracted on the basis of extant laws which conferred ownership of offshore oil to the Federal 

Government of Nigeria. This fiscal structure of the Nigerian federal state gave rise to the feeling that 

Nigeria’s fiscal federalism is perverse and unfair to the peoples and states in the Niger Delta region (Roberts 

& Oladeji, 2005, p.283). 

 

http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/?term=Horcajo%20J%5BAuthor%5D&cauthor=true&cauthor_uid=20649371
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/?term=Petty%20RE%5BAuthor%5D&cauthor=true&cauthor_uid=20649371
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/?term=Bri%C3%B1ol%20P%5BAuthor%5D&cauthor=true&cauthor_uid=20649371
https://www.young-adulllt.eu/glossary/detail.php?we_objectID=198&pid=187
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This feeling against Nigeria’s fiscal federalism by the peoples of the Niger Delta was rationalised on several 

grounds. From the perspectives of the oil producing areas, there are many reasons for the struggle. Though 

shades of opinions tend to vary between the communities, the states and the various groups that claim a stake 

in the struggle, it includes the fact that 60 per cent of the dollar value realised from the petroleum sector goes 

to the Federal Government while the balance of 40 per cent goes to the multinational oil companies (Ifeka, 

2001, p.103) thus tilting the intergovernmental balance between the Federal Government and the states in 

the sharing of the proceeds from petroleum resources in favour of the Federal Government (Roberts & 

Oladeji, 2005, p.282). This is compounded by the perception of the Niger Delta elites that the relegation of 

the ‘derivation principle’ is a reflection of the politics of the elites of the majority ethnic groups, particularly 

of the north, to perpetually subordinate them in the intra-elite struggle for power that characterised Nigerian 

politics. Hence, they have argued that the intelligentsia of the ruling majority ethnic groups consider 

derivation as excessively favouring the minority oil producing states and therefore capable of enthroning a 

radical shift in revenue from the very influential and powerful majority groups to the minority groups, a 

situation which could upset the status quo (Mbanefoh &Egwakhide, 1998, p.218). The Niger Delta peoples 

have thus anchored their agitation for a fair fiscal federalism on the return to the ‘derivation principle’ that 

subsisted in inter-governmental fiscal relations prior to the ascendancy of petrol as the major revenue earner 

for Nigeria. By this they mean a situation whereby the state governments control the mineral resources found 

in their territories, retain fifty percent of earnings from the resources, while the federal government gets 

twenty percent and thirty percent goes to the ‘distributable pool’ as was the case before the civil war. 

Another source of discontent is the fact that the revenue realised by the affected states of the Niger Delta 

region from the derivation principle is negligible (Mbanefoh & Egwakhide, 1998, p.216) while the region is 

relatively underdeveloped and officially neglected (Nigeria, 2002, p.12 and p.42). Also, the practice of the 

full implementation of the derivation principle before petroleum became significant seems to kindle the 

feeling of marginalisation in the peoples and states in the Niger Delta region. This is not helped by their 

knowledge of the practice in other federations and other oil producing countries which decentralised the 

ownership and control of mineral rights. 

The need for environmental justice is an added source of discontent in the Niger Delta (Roberts, 2005, p.335). 

The brutal response and the violent suppression of the peoples’ agitations for social and environmental 

justice which the struggle against the regime of fiscal federalism in Nigeria represents equally intensified 

the peoples’ feeling of alienation from the Nigerian federal state. Finally, the insensibility of the Federal 

Government to the implementation of the thirteen per cent derivation principle enshrined in the 1999 

constitution further aggravated the angst of the states and peoples of the Niger Delta (Roberts & Oladeji, 

2005, p.283). These sources of dissatisfaction with Nigeria’s fiscal federalism combined to alienate the 

peoples and states of the Niger Delta region and thus complicated the resolution of the national question in 

the country. 

Depending on the politics, geographical and ethnic origin, various stakeholders have adopted contending 

positions in the fiscal federalism debate in Nigeria. Those who are prone to using violence, if necessary, to 

resolve the fiscal federalism debacle want ‘absolute control’ of the natural resources in their homelands with 

a willingness to pay appropriate taxes to the Federal Government. They claim to be acting on behalf of their 

communities and in defence of their peoples. Ifeka (2001) notes that an oil producing community: 

...usually believes that its position as ‘host’ to an oil company means that they are...the 

‘real’ owners of the resource. This emboldens them to claim that oil found under the waters 

or land belongs to them and that they are therefore entitled to claim the revenues accruing 

from it. The second group in the struggle for the institution of a just fiscal federalism in 

Nigeria is the political class. They are more conciliatory as they demand political autonomy 

within the Nigerian federation but insist on being allocated adequate share of the revenue 

derived from the resources in their states. However, what amounts to adequate share has 

been a matter of disagreement and ranges from 25 to 75 per cent. It has been noted that they 

often make this demand using the agitation for resource control as a bargaining chip 

(Roberts & Oladeji, 2005, p.283). 

The third group in the contestations over fiscal federalism is the Federal Government, the major beneficiary 

of the status quo. It is predictably opposed to the  agitations for resource control by the oil producing states 
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in the Niger Delta region. The position of the Federal Government is seen as approximating the position and 

interest of the states and peoples in the northern region who do not host the oil companies and therefore do 

not contribute to the oil revenue. On the other hand, the northern states and peoples, the fourth group in the 

fiscal federalism debacle, regards the agitations of their Niger Delta counterparts as ‘treacherous’ arguing 

that oil being ‘God-given’ should belong to the whole country. Moderate elements in the north would rather 

that the Niger Delta elites advocate for favourable modifications in the revenue allocation formula and 

improved welfare conditions for their peoples, while the northern hardliners insist that the agitation for 

resource control would not be actualised within the framework of the Nigerian federation (Nzemeke, 2001, 

p.4). The attitude of the peoples in the Niger Delta to the position of those opposed to fiscal federalism is 

articulated by a member of the Federal House of Representatives when he stated in 1993 that: 

……the oil in the Nigerian soil is regarded as national wealth only because it is 

found in the land of the southern minority ethnic groups.  If petroleum were found 

in the soils of the majority ethnic groups, the law decreeing petroleum products a 

national wealth would not have been enacted (Nwankwor, 1993, p.18). 

The impact of this longstanding bickering over fiscal federalism on nation- building is the increased 

polarisation of the country along ethnic and regional divides and the institution of the culture of violence 

promoted by radical ethnic and regional apologists. The manifestation of the popularity of the violence 

option in the resolution of the national question is the emergence and preponderance of militia groups of 

diverse sectarian persuasions across all the regions of the country. Some of these militia groups include the 

Arewa Peoples Concgress (APC), the Oodua Peoples Congrees 

(OPC), the Ohaneze Ndigbo, the Ijaw Youth Movement, the Movement for the Actualization of the 

Sovereign State of Biafra (MASSOB), the Movement for the survival of the Ogoni People (MOSOP), the 

Movement for the Emancipation of the Niger Delta (MEND), the Egbesu Boys, the Yandaba, and the Boko 

Haram. The activities of these militia groups would appear to have been the greatest threat to nation-building 

efforts in which the resolution of the national question is central in Nigeria’s Fourth Republic. For instance, 

while the insurgent activities of the Boko Haram group in the north-eastern part of Nigeria which started in 

2009 is still on-going and have complicated the national question and posed a daunting challenge to nation-

building efforts, the activities of the militia groups in the Niger Delta which grounded to a halt the economic 

foundations of the country in the struggle to actualize fiscal federalism rubbished the gains of national 

reconciliation ushered in by the concession of the presidency of Nigeria to a Yoruba under the democratic 

dispensation of Chief Olusegun Obasanjo. The activities of the militia groups in the different regions 

activities to the recent activities of the militia groups in the farmers – pastoralists’ conflicts that currently 

overwhelm the central Nigeria/middle-belt states, the complexity of the national question in Nigeria could 

only be imagined. The frequency and the quantum of sectarian violent conflicts in Nigeria makes one to 

ponder if there could be any hope of significantly resolving the national question and building a nation out 

of Nigeria now or in the near future. 

 

CONCLUSION 

Obviously, the politics of oil in the Niger Delta highlights more profound national challenges with which 

the Nigerian state will have to contend, most notably, issues of fiscal federalism, minority rights, resources 

allocation and poverty alleviation (Cesarz, 2003). 

A modest start in this direction is for the government and oil companies to make life more bearable in these 

oil bearing communities. This will require a massive infusion of funds into this region. And because this is 

expensive, the governments and the oil companies shy away from the challenge or simply offer tokenism. 

Neither shying away nor tokenism can solve the problem of setting up schools, hospitals and industries in 

these places so that life can be somewhat liveable, and those who take up arms against the state and us, for 

right or wrong reasons, may let us live in peace. 
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