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1. INTRODUCTION

Despite the opposition of thousands of rural
smallholder farmers, the Rivers State
Government is adamant about its plans to
appropriate over 2,000 hectares of ancestral
farmlands of Ogoni communities in Tai and
Khana Local Government Areas (LGAs) of
the state. The state government intends to
hand over the land to a private company
registered in Mexico, Union De Iniciativa S.A.
de C.V., for the development of a commercial
banana plantation. This is a prominent
example of property speculation via so
called
public-private
partnerships, which leads to
displacement of urban and
rural
populations.
The
government has resorted to
force in its bid to effect the
land-grab,
ignoring
the
concerns
of
affected
communities and the broader
civil
society.
Social
and
economic hardship, human
rights abuses, including killings
by state agents, and a general
condition of insecurity has
characterised
the
forced
evictions in Ogoni.

Our examination of this case
reveals that policies hinging on
an ill-defined notion of “public
good” are fraught with dubious
intentions. The unprecedented
land grabbing for industrial
agricultural projects in the
Ogoni area will certainly create
severe threats to livelihoods and food
security. The government's bid may be used
to justify seizure or transfer of private
property from poor people to politicallyconnected and wealthy individuals resulting
in erosion of the former’s socio-cultural

rights related to adequate housing, access to
land for subsistent agriculture and
employment.

This Briefing focuses on the struggles of
smallholder farmers and community
members in the Ogoni LGAs whose right to
livelihood and survival depend on the land
in question. It further calls attention to the
need to protect the rights of citizens in
Rivers State and recommends agricultural
development options that prioritize the
empowerment of smallholder famers.

Map of Nigeria showing location of Ogoni. i
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2. KILLING FOR BANANA:
LAND GRABBING IN
OGONI

The information that the government of
Rivers State, Nigeria planned to acquire
over 2,000 hectares of land in Ogoni area
of the state came to the landowning
communities as a rude shock. Without
any prior consultation with the broadspectrum of
community members,
including farmers and the families that
own ancestral land, the government
dispatched a letter dated 15 May, 2011 to
“The
paramount
Ruler,
Sogho
community” in which the ‘community’
was informed that government had
approved the establishment of a
commercial banana farm “in partnership
with a Mexican firm”, and that “a team of
land surveyors have been deployed to do
the surveying of the area…”. Community
members have no knowledge of the terms
of engagement between the Mexican
company and the Government of Rivers
State.

“Nobody was consulted; the government
did not consult anybody.”
- Chief Abel Torue Abalubu.
Those whose land the government
planned to confiscate did not have
information as to whether the land is
being leased for a specific term or bought
over by the Mexican company. However,
The Nigerian Tide, a newspaper owned by
the Rivers State Government, reported on
11 August 2011 that the government
signed a Memorandum of Understanding
(MoU) for the construction of a N10

billion (about $63 million) banana
plantation in Ogoniland. According to the
newspaper, the Mexican company, Union
De Iniciativa S.A. de C.V. would own 60%
of the farm while the Rivers State
Government is to own 40%. While the
government of Rivers State claims that
Union De Iniciativa S.A. de C.V. is a
Mexican company, the address of the
company is unknown. The company had
no known website as at the end of 2012.
The affected communities include
Korokoro Tai, Ueken Tai, in Tai LGA;
Luusue Sogho, Zor Sogho, Barakaani
Sogho, Akporo Sogho, Teka Sogho, Nuaga
sogho as well as Kaani 1 and Kaani 2.
Other affected communities include
Luebe and Okwale all in Khana LGA. The
land in question was being cultivated by
over 30,000 smallholder farmers in these
communities.

Members of affected communities fear
that the land grab will have adverse
impacts on local food production and
livelihoods – in both the short and long
term, which government has not
adequately considered. Best practice
requires that land expropriation for
public purposes be preceded by
careful and inclusive consultation,
compensation and resettlement of
affected communities. For those
losing lands, adequate alternatives
ought to be provided, to ensure
continued farming and other livelihood
activities.

Social Action
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The day government agents came to
Akporo, my own village, I met them at the
farm and told them “what are you doing
here?” They said they were sent by
government to survey our land for
banana plantation… The chiefs were not
informed, the land owners were not
informed and these farmlands are the
only inheritance my people got from their
forefathers. The widows, the orphans,
aged people in this Sogho community
depend entirely on farming and when
their farmlands are taken from them, it
means suicide to our people.

Mene Abel Torue Abalubu is the traditional head
of Akporo Sogho community in Khana LGA of Rivers
State

However, in less than 24 hours after
government’s letter was addressed to
some of the affected Ogoni communities,
twelve individuals from the area curiously
signed
a
letter
accepting
the
government’s proposals. Local people
insist that these twelve signatories were
hand-picked loyalists of politicians and
some local chiefs who neither consulted
with nor had the mandate of their
constituencies, most of whom are
smallholder farmers.
Most of the twelve signatories are family
associates of W.Z.P. Nziidee, the
Gbenemene of Nyokhana (clan chief) who
is on the payroll of the Rivers State
Government. For this reason various
people from the community hold the
view, as described by Chief Abel Abalubu,
the traditional head of Akporo-Sogho
community in Khana LGA of Rivers State,
that: “only few individuals who want to
become rich … went to inform
government that the people of Sogho have
given their land”.

Following the news of the action of the
“twelve individuals”, members of affected
communities met in various community
halls to deliberate on the matter. At a
meeting of Sogho communities at
Barakaani town square, community
members took a decision to oppose
government’s plans to take over their
farmlands for a private banana plantation.
But while affected community members
were still organizing their response, the
government sent surveyors accompanied
by soldiers and the Mobile Police to the
area. Community members who rushed to
harvest their crops from their farms were
prevented by state security agents. Many
were brutalised in the process. Some
were forced to lie down facing the sun, as
punishment for not staying away from
‘government land’. ii
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Zor-Sogho was among the communities
that refused to give up their land to the
government. A meeting of Zor-Sogho
community members held on 12 June,
2011 turned deadly when people of the
area rejected the attempt of a senior
government official, who is an indigene of
the area, to persuade them to accept land
expropriation. The government official,
angered by the opposition of some youth,
called the Mobile Police, which responded
by shooting two persons, who died
instantly. The murdered youths are John
Eenee Dambani and Goteh Keenam.

communal clashes that resulted in
thousands fleeing from their homes. Food
stocks and businesses were ruined and
economic activities paralysed for weeks
in the crisis that also resulted in some
deaths. iii In interviews with Social Action,
some community members alleged that
the dead were cannibalised. It is alleged
that the Luusue people who unleashed
the “war”, used the “…money from
government….to buy weapons (for) their
youths that waged serious war on the
Zor-Sogho people”, according to one
account.

Divide and Rule

There are accounts of guns and dynamites
which were freely used during attacks.
Some people were abducted from their
houses and murdered. Other victims of
the clashes, such as Gbarabe Nwakamma,
died of bullet wounds in the bushes while
trying to escape.

Photos of John Eenee Dambani (aged25) and
Goteh Keenam (aged 18), both shot dead by
the Police on 12 June, 2011

While many communities refused to give
up their land, a few others were cajoled to
succumb. These communities, such as the
Luusue Sogho, received meagre payments
as compensation for their crops. This
differing response between the people of
Luusue Sogho and their neighbors has
been exploited by government agents to
create conditions that resulted in intercommunal conflicts. For example, the
view within Zor-Sogho that members of
Luusue Sogho community led government
agents to survey Zor-Sogho lands resulted
in clashes in the wider Sogho
communities between 26 – 27 May 2012.
Over 50 houses were destroyed in inter-

It is alleged that most of the attacks took
place under military supervision. Till
date, a unit of the military command in
Rivers State, which earlier supervised the
land surveying, has been stationed in Zor
Sogho community as a ready force to
contain any form of resistance from
community people.

Social Action

3. JUSTICE DELAYED:
OGONI COMMUNITY
RESISTANCE TO LAND
GRAB

As the crises over government/corporate
land grabs in Ogoni continued, some of
the affected communities sought the
assistance of Nigerian civil society
organisations to challenge government
actions in a court of law. The members of
Ueken, Korokoro, Sogho, Luebe and Kaani
communities in both Tai and Khana LGAs
are accusing the Rivers State Government
of violating their Fundamental Human
Rights by forcefully acquiring their lands
to lease to the Mexican company; “Union
De Initiativa De C.V” for a banana
plantation project. The communities filed
a case in the Federal High Court 1, Port
Harcourt, through the help and support of
Social Action and the Social and Economic
Rights Action Centre (SERAC). The first
hearing was held on 10 November 2011
(suit N0. FHC/PH/CS/556/2011). The
proceedings lasted six months. However,
in his ruling on 3 July 2012, Hon. Justice
Mustapha Akanbi said his court does not
have jurisdiction over the matter. The
communities are making an effort to refile the case at the State High Court so as
to rekindle the communities’ hope for
justice and prevent government from
confiscating their only source of
livelihood.
Throughout the period of the litigation,
the government continued to push into
communal lands, clearing, nursing and
planting banana suckers and employing
local water in irrigation. Structures have
also been erected on the banana farm site
to house equipment and security
personnel. As of February 2012,

community members noted that a
formerly important source of water for
the community - used as drinking water
and for other household purposes - was
dry. Neither the government nor the
Mexican
company
adopted
any
remediation measures for such adverse
environmental impacts of the banana
plantation and associated infrastructure.
In fact, the Rivers State Government and
its private sector partners did not conduct
an Environmental Impact Assessment
(EIA) as stipulated by law. iv

Gbarabe Nwakama (aged 20) was killed over
government land grab in Ogoni
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Community Resistance
Most community members maintain
opposition to the commercial banana
plantation, as they prefer to retain
ownership of their farmlands and
livelihoods. Thus, they have expressed
their opposition to land grab plans
through letters, which the government
ignored. Community members have
organised peaceful protests including one
by women on 26 October 2011.

Since then several protests have been
organised by community members. On 13
January
2012,
hundreds
affected
community members of Luebe, Khana
LGA protested on the streets against the
move of the Rivers State Government to
acquire their land. The protesters
converged on the market square in Luebe
to express their outrage over violence on
community members by soldiers working
with government land surveyors. Other
protest marches were organised on 12

February
2012
(see
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=d9T
WE8hcMtI)

The Ogoni Solidarity Forum (OSF), the
Movement for the Survival of Ogoni
People (MOSOP) and the Ogoni Civil
Society Platform (OSCP) also organised
several protests in solidarity with affected
community members. In one of such
protests supported by Social Action on 10
November 2011, women, men and
children marched on the streets of Port
Harcourt, capital city of Rivers State, to
the Rivers State House of Assembly. The
Ogoni protesters submitted a letter to the
Speaker of the Assembly-Rt. Hon.
Otelemaba
Amachree
(who
was
represented
by
Hon.
Legborsi
Nwidaadah) in which they called for the
prosecution of the police officers that
killed Sogho youths.

Ogoni Women Protesting Seizure of their Farmlands

Social Action

Social Action’s Celestine AkpoBari,
Representatives of MOSOP, OCSP and Ogoni
protesters addressing officials of the Rivers
State House of Assembly

Leaders of the OSF and other civil society
groups
also
joined
community
representatives to sign a statement
against the move by the government of
Rivers State to forcefully take over
farmlands. Amidst increasing community
resistance to land grabbing, the OSF has

expressed fears of a possible return of the
scale
of
government-sponsored
repression experienced by the Ogoni in
the early 1990s, which eventually led to
the killing of nine Ogoni leaders including
renowned environmentalist, Ken SaroWiwa.

Prior to the recent land grabbing by the Rivers State Government for a commercial
banana plantation, Ogoni community land had been forcefully acquired by the state
for various agricultural and housing development projects, which have not provided
clear benefits for the local populations. These include:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

School to Land Farm, Bori/Wiyaakara in Khana Local Government Area
School to Land Farm, Kpaa/Daen in Khana Local Government Area
Agricultural Demonstration Farm, Taabaa in Khana Local Government Area
Risonpalm Oil Palm Plantation, Okwale in Khana Local Government Area
Niger Delta Basin Development Authority Farm, Kpong in Khana Local
Government Area
258,954 Hectares of land for new town at Beeri/Nyokuru in Khana Local
Government Area
Fish Pond in Nonwa in Tai Local Government Area
Songhai Farm Project, Bunu in Tai Local Government Area
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The Hard Lessons of RISONPALM

The Governor of Rivers State, Rotimi Amaechi is an indigene of Ubima in Ikwerre LGA. In pushing to
expropriate Ogoni land for a banana plantation, the governor did not take any lessons from the
negative impacts of similar projects in his home village of Ubima, which is one of many communties
in Ikwerre and Etche LGAs that lost land to a state sponsored oil palm plantation.
On 24th of November 1975, the Rivers State government incorporated RISONPALM as a company for
the development and production of palm oil and palm kernel through large scale palm plantations.
To further this goal, the state government obtained a loan of US$ 30 Million from the World Bank
(through the Federal Government) in 1978. Part of the loan was used to finance 10,000 hectares of
modern Oil Palm Estate and installation of a 40m/ton FFB/Hr Palm Oil Mill at Ubima in Ikwerre
Local government area of Rivers state.

Lawrence Amadi is a farmer and
former staff of RISONPALM.
Community lands were expropriated for the purpose. However, because of the company’s failure to
run a successful business following looting of revenues by government officials and constant
disagreement with host communities, it was closed down in 2001. The company was later re-opened
following its lease to “SIAT” (Société d’Investissement pour l’Agriculture Tropicale). SIAT was
incorporated in Belgium in 1991 under Belgian Law.
Member of communities in Ikwerre and Etche LGAs whose farmlands were expropriated for
RISONPALM argue that the project has impoverished them. According to Lawrence Amadi of Ihie
community, who worked briefly in the palm estate, “RISONPALM has taken all our land from us and
we have nowhere to farm and feed our children”.
As Samuel Onyeche Amadi of Ihie bemoaned, “when Risonpalm came, they destroyed our local palm
trees and planted their “agric type” and that made us not have local palm trees again to produce our
oil for consumption. We buy the oil we use and the oil produced from Risonpalm is not available to
us. They ship it abroad”.
Apart from the loss of farm land, the communities also lose access to forest produce, including ‘bush
meat’, which is essential for protein in rural Nigeria. As Chief Ngedu Theophilus, a 58 year old farmer
from Ubima explained, “most time, our young men going to trap bush meat are shot dead by the
heavily armed security taskforce attached to Risonpalm. We have lost count of the number of people
arrested or killed in this community for alleged trespass into Risonpalm plantation. So you can see
that the community is even regretting why they allowed the company to take their land”.

Social Action

4. OUR LAND, OUR LIFE:
BETWEEN CULTURE
AND SURVIVAL

The land question is at the heart of the
concerns of
rural populations who
depend on local natural resources for
their livelihood. Thus the struggle for land
and against land-grabbing is tied to the
interconnected issues of land tenure and
agricultural systems, sustainable local
economies, skills, livelihood security, and
cultural identity. In short, land grabbing
would undermine the ability of
smallholder farmers and their families to
sustain or improve livelihoods and wellbeing.

In authorizing the banana plantation and
other oil palm projects, the Rivers State
government has ignored communities’
and families’ cultural rights to the use of
land, as well as arrangements, based on
local norms, for leasing of land. Local
people are appalled that the government
did not bother to take these complexities
into consideration before moving to seize
their land. Indeed, they see this as
resulting from the failure to convene
wide-ranging and inclusive consultations.
Nor did the government prepare a rural
development plan beforehand to target
the affected populations with regard to
alternative housing and livelihoods.
Indeed, given the absence of such a plan,
the policy of land grab, if implemented as
presently intended, will create forced
migrations on an extraordinary scale.
With no clear consideration given to
identifying alternative farmlands, many of
the affected smallholder farmers will be
forced into migration and end up living in
precarious
conditions.
These
are
enclosure practices that will create

problems of homelessness and limited
access to social services. Thus, poorlyplanned state policy implemented
without adequate consultation will create
health, economic and cultural havoc in
densely-populated Ogoni.

Part of the larger phenomenon of dubious
'land grabs' in Ogoni is the growing
tension over expansion of Port Harcourt,
capital city of Rivers State. Much of
Ogoniland is already mapped out by the
government to be included in a Greater
Port Harcourt City Master Plan. Some
areas in Ogoni may ultimately witness
increased
gentrification,
residential
integration and socio-cultural problems.
They are likely to witness soaring
property values that may end up
favouring the rich at the expense of the
poor and push low-income rural families
into insecurity and homelessness.
The lack of recognition for customary
rights to land tenure and socio-cultural
issues,
including
livelihoods,
will
exacerbate insecurity, tension and poor
living conditions for thousands of Ogoni
people. Any responsible government
should be working to avoid or minimise
these perilous conditions.

Global Concerns on Land Grab
The land grabbing and forced evictions by
the Rivers State Government in Ogoni and
other parts of the state creates issues that
have been within the radar of
governments
and
development
institutions
globally.
International
concern over land grabs are informed by
several issues including the following:
•

Increase in landlessness: It is
estimated that up to one quarter of
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•

•

the world's population is landless,
including 200 million people living
in rural areas. v
Reduced access to land and
resources could increase poverty
and marginalization; this further
impedes
the
realization
of
community and governments’
goals for improvement in standard
of
living
and
a
healthy
environment.
Increase in the population of slum
dwellers worldwide which UN

Habitat reports will continue to
grow at around 10% every year
(with a likely worst-case scenario
where number of slum dwellers
may rise from 1 billion in 2005 to
1.6 billion by 2020).
Increasing adverse impacts on
rural
dwellers:
Globalization
policies, including trade and
investment agreements, have been
adversely impacting urban and
rural dwellers.

Global Developments Related to Land Grab and Food Security

On May 11, 2012 in Rome, a landmark decision of the Committee on World Food Security (CFS)
endorsed a set of far-reaching global guidelines that are aimed at helping governments safeguard
the rights of ordinary people to own and have unimpeded access to land, forests and fisheries. The
Voluntary Guidelines on the Responsible Governance of Tenure of Land, Fisheries and Forests in
the Context of National Food Security outline principles and practices for reference by
governments when making laws and administering policies related to land, fisheries and forests
rights. The target includes the protection of poor populations.
The guidelines are based on an inclusive consultation process started by the United Nations under
the auspices of the Food and Agricultural Organization (FAO) in 2009. It is now finalized through
CFS-led intergovernmental negotiations that included broad participation of government officials,
civil society organizations, private sector representatives, international organizations and
academics.
The guidelines represent a set of "meaningful series of principles and practices that everybody,
countries, the private sector, farmers, and civil society can stand behind and support, and that will
work out in the real world," said FAO Director-General José Graziano da Silva. vi Aiming to promote
food security and sustainable development by improving secure access to land, fisheries and
forests and protecting the rights of millions, the guidelines target the very poor across the world.
The guidelines acknowledge that responsible investments by the public and private sectors are
essential for improving food security; but they also recommend that safeguards be put in place to
protect tenure rights of local people from risks that could arise from large-scale land acquisitions,
and also to protect human rights, livelihoods, food security and the environment.
This second leg in the guidelines' goal places responsibility on states. Issues addressed by the
guidelines include the following:
• Recognition and protection of legitimate tenure rights, even under informal systems
• Best practices for registration and transfer of tenure rights
• Making sure that tenure administrative systems are accessible and affordable
• Managing expropriations and restitution of land to people forcibly evicted in the past
• Protecting, promoting and enforcing the rights of indigenous communities
• Ensuring that investment in agricultural lands occurs responsibly and transparently
• Establishing mechanisms for resolving disputes over tenure rights
• Handling (with measure of justice) the expansion of cities into rural areas.

Social Action

5. SMALLHOLDER FARMERS AND AGRICULTURAL
DEVELOPMENT
“Development strategy cannot be effective unless its
implications are worked through institutional settings,
including production units, labour institutions,
organized structures, and social and cultural settings.” –
Professor Claude Ake (1939-1996), vii

It is estimated that over 70% of the rural
population consists of smallholder
farmers who, through subsistence
agriculture, ensure food security of the
African continent. Women alone in SubSaharan Africa contribute 60-80% of the
labour used to produce food both for
household consumption and for sale. viii In
Nigeria, where agriculture - dominated by
rural-based smallholder farmers contributes over 40% of GDP (as against
the petroleum industry which contributes
less than 15% of GDP) ix, disturbance in
local land-based employment presents a
significant problem. The land grab
phenomenon is therefore a threat to GDP
growth, even as it puts rural-based
livelihoods
in
jeopardy.
Agrarian
communities such as the Sogho in
Ogoniland hold much potential for
promoting food security. Within the wider
social
security
context,
therefore,
threatening
the
economically-active
populations of subsistence farmers
through land grabbing would create social
and economic dislocations.

Importance
Farming

of

Smallholder

With the Ogoni area expressing the
national condition in which larger
numbers of Nigerians are employed in
farming, a government approach to

agricultural development that prioritises
large-scale commercial plantations over
and above the productive ventures of
smallholder farmers would exacerbate
unemployment. That is why development
experts have pointed out that rather than
mortgaging community, family and
individual land tenure systems in favour
of large scale commercial farming, lease
can be taken for land far away from areas
such as Ogoni where subsistence farmers
are in preponderance.

Indeed, many development experts
including one of Africa’s foremost
political-economist, Claude Ake, who was
an indigene of Rivers State, has suggested
that government policies on agriculture
should proceed from an understanding of
the need to provide incentives to
smallholder farmers. Ake argues that
since people are the agents, and the
means and end of development, and with
over 70 percent living in rural areas, then
agricultural development has to be
understood
essentially
as
rural
development. In this view, economic
development should consist in helping the
rural-smallholder farmers do what they
do in a more efficient manner, rather than
replacing them with large scale
commercial farms. Ake insists on the
position that as long as the household is
the basic economic unit in rural Africa,
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and thereby the institutional basis of
smallholder agriculture, development
strategy has to accept its validity and
build on it. He exposed the flaws in
governments, such as that of Rivers State,
which promote large scale-agriculture as
if it is an end in itself. Rather, smallholder
agriculture ensures food security and
sovereignty.
Views of scholars like Ake may have
informed national policies that sought to
restructure the push towards improving
agricultural output and rural livelihoods,
following the failures of the ‘green
revolution’ eras of the 1970s and 1980s.
There was the understanding that
restructuring and diversifying the
productive base of the Nigerian economy
away from petroleum should not be done
in a manner to hurt the rural base: the
farm lands providing the bulk of
livelihoods to small household farmers.
As an example, the establishment of the
Directorate of Food, Roads and Rural
Infrastructure (DFRRI) in 1985 by the
federal government of Nigeria was
targeted at the promotion of productive
activities through the provision of rural
infrastructure such as feeder roads,
water, electricity and housing. These were
considered essential for the enhancement
of the quality of life in rural areas. One of
the programme’s key focus areas was the
promotion of productive activities such as
food
and
agriculture,
rural
industrialization and technology.

The national frameworks on agricultural
development considered incorporating
and improving smallholder farming as
important part of sustainable agriculture.
However, corruption among government
officials ensured that policy objectives
went unmet. Nevertheless, the emphasis

on incorporating rural-based farmers in
the overall national objective of boosting
food production is one that the Rivers
State government ought to borrow. It is to
this extent that the land grab policy
currently embarked upon by the
government is misplaced.

Corruption in the Land Grab
Process
If the Land Use Act enacted by the Federal
Government of Nigeria (under military
rule in 1978) to enable it seize control of
oil fields has caused widespread
dislocation and poverty in the Niger Delta,
land grabs could compound the problem
of scarcity in agricultural land, caused in
part by oil pollution. In addition to
petroleum exploitation, unprecedented
land pressure is already affecting parts of
Ogoni as farmlands are under threat of
being taken over by state urban
expansion projects. With new dislocations
being created because of commercial
plantation developments by the state in
the area, questions arise over the purpose
of public policy and related processes.
Also in question are institutions that
determine how land resources are used,
by whom, for what and how long, and
under what conditions.

In the case of Ogoni land, the lack of
transparency in the effort to take over
land for plantation farming smacks of
poor decision making. It is clear that the
entire policy is designed to favour only a
few. The local people are left with little or
no protection. This has increased
vulnerability of possible evictees, leading
to the perception that the entire process
is riddled with corruption.

Social Action

Lack of justice in land administration featured prominently as a trigger in uprisings in
Ogoni when the Federal Government was clearly supporting Shell during the intense
struggle by local Ogoni communities to safeguard their patrimony in the early 1990s. The
current direction taken by the state government suggests an attempt at perpetrating the
violation of land and environmental rights of individuals and communities after they had
paid a high price to protect these same rights from violation by a transnational oil
company.

As with findings of the UN High Commissioner for Human Rights which showed that many
state land concessions granted in some countries have violated land legislations resulting
in opaque transfer of rights to political and economic elites, x the Ogoni situation is of
serious concern as the events described in this report demonstrate impunity in use of force
overtly and covertly to achieve elite-driven ends.

An Oil-Impacted site in Ogoniland with residential huts nearby
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Oil Pollution in Ogoni: The UNEP Report
The United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP), on the request of the Federal
Government of Nigeria carried out an assessment of oil pollution in Ogoniland following
over 50 years of petroleum exploitation. UNEP’s Ogoni report, which was released on 4
August 2011 showed massive and widespread pollution of land areas and wetlands of
Ogoniland by Shell and the Nigerian government owned NNPC (Nigeria National Petroleum
Corporation).
The report showed that Ogoni communities are exposed to petroleum hydrocarbons in
outdoor air and drinking water, sometimes at elevated concentrations. Since average life
expectancy in Nigeria is less than 50 years, it is a fair assumption that most members of
the current Ogoniland community have lived with chronic oil pollution throughout their
lives. Of most immediate concern, community members at Nisisioken Ogale are drinking
water from wells contaminated with benzene, a known carcinogen, at levels over 900 times
above the World Health Organization (WHO) guideline.
Benzene was detected in all air samples at concentrations ranging from 0.155 to 48.2
μg/m3. Approximately 10 per cent of detected benzene concentrations in Ogoniland were
higher than the concentrations WHO and the United States Environmental Protection
Agency (USEPA) report as corresponding to a 1 in 10,000 cancer risk.
In 49 samples tested, UNEP observed severe contamination with hydrocarbons in soil at
depths of at least 5m. In other sites, up to 8 cm layer of refined oil was observed floating on
the groundwater, which serves the community wells – their source of drinking water. In at
least seven wells examined, the hydrocarbon contamination is at least 1,000 times higher
than the Nigerian drinking water standard of 3 μg/l. Surface water throughout the creeks in
the area also contains high levels of hydrocarbons.
UNEP also discovered that oil pollution in many intertidal creeks has left mangroves
denuded of leaves and stems, leaving roots coated in a bitumen-like substance sometimes 1
cm or more thick. Mangroves are spawning areas for fish and nurseries for juvenile fish and
the extensive pollution of these areas is impacting the fish life-cycle. Crops in areas directly
impacted by oil spills are damaged, and root crops, such as cassava, become unusable.
The report states that this contamination warrants emergency action ahead of all other
remediation efforts. Hydrocarbon contamination was found in water taken from 28 wells at
10 communities adjacent to contaminated sites.
Lack of Government Response
Since, the release of the UNEP Report on Ogoniland on August 4, 2011, the government
of Nigeria has been paying lip-service to the Clean-Up recommended. However, on
receiving the report, President Goodluck Jonathan set up a Presidential Implementation
Committee (PIC), jointly headed by the Minister of Petroleum Resources, Diezani AllisonMadueke (who is chair of the Board of NNPC and a former executive of Shell) and the
Minister of Environment to study the report and advise the federal government on the
best pathway. Following the recommendations of the PIC, which was not made known to
the Ogoni, The Federal Government set up the “Hydrocarbon Pollution Restoration
Project (HYPREP)” on July 24, 2012 to Clean-Up the entire Niger Delta. But HYPREP
had not done any work in Ogoni and elsewhere as at January 2013. No provision was
made for the work of HYPREP in the 2012 budget of the federal government of Nigeria,
while commitment to provide funds in 2013 was unclear at the time of producing this
report.
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6. CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS

Sustainable and fair land governance is considered an important component of
development by multilateral organisations such as the United Nations Food and Agriculture
Organization, and UN-HABITAT. That is why these global bodies and a large number of
development institutions are pushing for a regime of justice with regard to the
management of land for development purposes. The Ogoni case presented above is at
variance with global expectations for protecting community rights and promoting
sustainable development.
Traditionally, the Ogoni area has been reputed as a centre of food production in Rivers
State, particularly before oil production and subsequent pollution began to take their toll
on the land and fishing waters. It has been the expectation of local people that oil pollution
would be cleaned up and that the government would make serious effort to return the land
to full fertility. Instead of addressing pollution and land scarcity for farmers, the state has
seized remaining arable land to hand over to a Mexican firm.

In Ogoni in particular, local people see the land grab as potentially harmful to ancestral
land tenure rights and the age-old social and economic livelihood patterns that come with
it. They are calling for a pro-people land governance system that functions to guide land
use planning and ensure that land is not diverted to meet the interests of the rich at the
expense of the poor.

Recommendations to the
Government of Rivers State
• Discontinue the acquisition of
communal lands where there is
opposition from local farmers and
customary land owners, including
attempts to forcefully acquire
unspecified hectares of farmland in
Koroma Tai.
• Stop any other act to acquire land
until the court case filed by
aggrieved parties against the state
government, Ministry of Agriculture
and traditional rulers, has been
decided and a proper procedure for
community consent or rejection
established and implemented.
• Redirect state policy on agricultural
development to support existing
smallholder farmers with incentives

to increase yield and income. In the
case of banana cultivation, work
with existing local banana and
plantain farmers to meet output
targets agreed by government and
the farmers. Any adopted land
administration
system
for
protecting smallholder farming
practices should be carried out in
such a manner as to promote fair
and transparent rules that benefit
everyone. Care should be taken to
ensure that women get equal access
to land and are assisted to enhance
their contribution to rural food
production. For the mass of rural
farmers in Ogoni, government
investment through agriculture
ought not to destabilize existing
food security systems of the local
people under any pretext.
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• Conduct an immediate, all-inclusive
public consultation with the affected
communities about any third party
commercial plantation requiring
land
acquisition,
including
dissemination of full information
about the project in written form
and in a language accessible to all
affected communities (e.g. by radio
broadcast in Ogoni language as well
as in English).
• Make publicly available the land
survey
and
social
and
environmental impact assessments
conducted in preparation for the
proposed banana plantation. If no
such assessments have been
undertaken, conduct them in
consultation with the community
members.
• Commence immediate prosecution
of policemen who shot two Sogho
youths (John Eenee Dambani and
Goteh Keenam) on 12 June 2011
while peacefully protesting against
land seizure from Sogho farmers.
• Stop the ongoing survey of another
10,000 hectares in Lueku for the
new Risonpalm Highland Project
until due processes are taken in
collaboration
with
affected
communities and other interested
parties.
• Issue a public notice that fully
explains how a commercial venture
undertaken by a private foreign
investor
has
satisfied
the
requirements of an “overriding

public purpose” under the Land Use
Act so as to warrant the massive
seizure of land of local people in
Ogoni.
• The state government should realise
that protest is part of the legitimate
right of citizens to indicate
displeasure with policies they
consider detrimental to their
livelihood.
• Conduct
participatory
Environmental Impact Assessment
(EIA)
before
embarking
on
commercial agriculture projects, as
well as all ‘development’ projects.

Recommendations to the Federal
Government of Nigeria
•

•

Enforce the implementation of the
Environmental Impact Assessment
law of 1992 in full compliance with
regard
to
the
proposed
commercial banana plantation in
the Ogoni area.
Work
towards
immediate
implementation
of
recommendations of the 2011
UNEP report on Ogoniland.
Communities expect that the vast
pollution there will be promptly
cleaned up and full agricultural
activities re-invigorated by direct
and indirect incentives.
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APPENDICES
Appendix 1

Names of Persons Killed over Government Land Grab in Ogoniland
1. Raphael Lebe, male, 71 years old
2. Nwaateyor Mmea, Male, 25 years old
3. Nwuakua Mmea, Female, 55 years old
4. Gbarabe Nwakamma, Male, 20 years old
5. Nsaanee Nkoowa Nsaanee, Male, 75 years old
6. Nlete Beeyaa, Male, 25 years old
7. Yerema Nkpaamue, Male 26 years old
8. Tornyiye Adamkue, Male, 18 years old
9. Akparaka Nnaa, Male 25 years old
10. John Eenee Dambani, Male, 25 years old
11. Goteh Keenam, Male, 18 years old
12. Gift, Female, 17 years old
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