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Abstract
Ijo-Itsekiri relations in Nigeria had been cordial before the advent
of  the  Europeans.  The  two  groups  started  to  quarrel  when  the
Europeans came with their divide and rule tactics. Since then, the
relations between the two groups had been far from being cordial.
This paper discusses the post-colonial relations between them. The
paper shows that the two groups did not naturally hate each other
but had been made to quarrel by some crucial developments in the
country.  The  paper  concentrates  on  two  of  these  developments,
namely, state and local government creation struggles/politics, and
traditional  chieftaincy  matters.  It  submits  that  the  two  groups
could still resolve their differences and live peacefully together if
they would only be sincere to themselves. 

Introduction 
The Ijo and Itsekiri  are two of the closest neighbours in the Warri

area  of  the  Western  Niger  Delta  sub-region  of  Nigeria  (Erezene,  2008,
2015, 2016). The two groups made contact with each other towards the end
of the fifteenth century (Moore, 1970; Ikime, 1984; Erezene, 2015) and had
lived peacefully together until 1997 when they clashed ostensibly over the
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relocation of the then newly created Warri South (later Warri South-West)
Local Government Area from Ogbe-Ijoh (an Ijo town) to Ogidigben (an
Itsekiri  town)  by  the  General  Sani  Abacha  –  led  Federal  Military
Government of the time. 

During the crisis which lasted for about seven years (1997 – 2004), the
two groups deployed all types of dangerous and sophisticated weapons
against  each  other,  which  had  made  many  well-meaning  Nigerians  to
wonder  if  there  were  previous  grievances  between  them.  Studies  have
shown that though the two groups had lived together for centuries, there
were indeed longstanding grievances between them, dating back to the
colonial period of Nigeria’s history (Erezene, 2008). This paper x-rays the
ugly relations between the two groups since independence. 

Although  the  period  of  our  discussion  is  the  post-colonial  era  in
Nigeria, we have often bent back to earlier times to trace the roots of the
causes  of  the  recent  problems  between  the  two  groups.  This,
understandably, is the nature of history. Many current events indeed have
their roots in the past.

There are many factors  – economic,  social  and political,  that  have
contributed  to  the  hostile  relations  between  the  two  groups  since
independence. All of these factors cannot be exhaustively discussed in just
one paper. We have therefore concentrated on just two of these factors that
have profoundly influenced the relations between the two groups during
the  period  under  review,  namely,  state  and  local  government  creation
struggles, and traditional chieftaincy matters.

State and Local Government Creation Struggles   
At independence, as it is well known, the British colonial masters left

the country, and handed over the reins of power to Nigerian politicians.
These politicians were, to say the least, not committed to national unity
and integration. Whenever it suited them, they whipped up ethnic and
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religious  sentiments  for  personal  gains.  The  result  was  that  almost
everything under the sun was reduced to politics in the country. 

As ethnic and religious politics raged on in the country, and some
Nigerians  started  to  see  people  from  other  parts  of  the  country  as
strangers  in  their  midst,  some  groups  started  to  agitate  for  separate
regions of their own. Before then, Nigeria as a country comprised of only
three  regions,  namely,  Northern  Region  with  headquarters  at  Kaduna;
Western Region with headquarters at  Ibadan;  and Eastern Region with
headquarters at Enugu. In all these regions were lumped together people
with different languages, histories and cultures. 

Among the groups that agitated for separate regions (states) were
the  non-Yoruba  minorities  in  the  Western  Region.  Working  together  as
one,  they (Bini,  Ishan,  Urhobo, Western Igbo,  Ijo,  Afenmai,  Akoko-Edo,
Itsekiri  and Isoko)  formed the  Mid-West  State  Movement  in  May 1956
(Osadebay, 1978). Three prominent events, which were unacceptable to the
people according Osadebay (1978) led to the formation of the Movement. 

The first of these events was he, Osadebay’s replacement with Mr.
Adelabu  (later  Alhaji  Adegoke  Adelabu),  a  Yoruba,  as  Leader  of  the
Opposition  in  the  Western  Region  House  of  Assembly.  In  1956,  the
Western Region House of  Assembly and the Western Region House of
Chiefs were dissolved and a general election was conducted in the region.
During  the  campaigns,  Chief  S.L.  Akintola,  the  Deputy  Leader  of  the
Action  Group (AG)  was  said  to  have obtained  an  enlarged newspaper
photograph in which Dr Nnamdi Azikiwe, as National President of the
NCNC, the main opposition party in the Western Region, was presenting
Chief Dennis Osadebay to the voters in his (Osadebay’s) constituency. This
simple  photograph  of  a  normal  political  practice  in  Nigeria  was  to  be
effectively  used  to  whip  up  ethnic  sentiments  by  Chief  Akintola.
According  to  Osadebay  (1978),  Chief  Akintola  would  present  this
photograph  at  every  Action  Group  rally  in  Yorubaland  and  tell  his
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audience in Yoruba language “This is Zik and this is his younger brother
Osadebay! Zik could not be Premier here, so he has left Osadebay here to
become Premier and rule us in our land!” He would then ask “Would you
accept this?” and his people would answer “No!”.

Obviously to take the wind out of the sail of these ethnic sentiments
in  the  campaigns  in  Yorubaland  by  Chief  Akintola,  when  the  Central
Working  Committee  (CWC)  and  the  Strategic  Committee  (SC)  of  the
NCNC met immediately after the 1956 general elections in the Western
Region in Lagos to appraise the performance of the party and strategise
for the future, the Yoruba leaders requested that a Yoruba should be made
the Leader of Opposition in the Western Region. Following this request
and the reluctance of Dr. Nnamdi Azikiwe and some of the other leaders
of  the party  present  in  the meeting to  grant  it,  tempers  flared up.  An
important chief and leader of the Yoruba was said to have threatened to
pull his people out of the NCNC if a Yoruba was not made the Leader of
the  Opposition  in  the  Western  Region  House  of  Assembly.  To  avoid
division in the party, Mr. Adegoke Adelabu was eventually nominated and
elected to take over from Dennis Osadebay. Unfortunately, the Benin-Delta
members (Mid-Westerners) of the party saw this action as discrimination
against them. Dennis Osadebay was a Western Igbo politician from Asaba,
headquarters of the present Delta State of Nigeria. 

The second event was the position of the Oba of Benin, Akenzua II,
in the Western Region House of Chiefs. In 1956 when the Action Group
formed  the  new  Government  of  the  Western  Region  after  the  general
elections, the Oba was made a Minister without Porfolio. Before then, the
Oba had just been an ordinary member of the Western Region House of
Chiefs. Many Mid-Westerners felt that the Oba of Benin should have been
better treated. They reasoned that since the Premier of the Region, Chief
Obafemi  Awolowo,  was  a  Yoruba  and the  capital,  Ibadan,  was  also  in
Yorubaland, the Oba of Benin should have been made the President of the
Western Region House of Chiefs. But the Government of the Action Group

Ijo – Itsekiri Relations in Nigeria since Independence      294



South-South Journal of Humanities and international Studies                    

had made a  Yoruba  the  President  of  the House  of  Chiefs  and another
Yoruba  as  Deputy  President.  These  actions  greatly  infuriated the  Mid-
Westerners who felt  that the Oba of Benin (their man) was deliberately
relegated to the background and disgraced. In fact, he, the Oba, was said
to  have  initially  led  the  agitation  for  the  creation  of  the  Mid-Western
Region (Osadebay, 1978).

The third crucial event was the crisis in the Western Region. Even
before independence, as rightly stated by Onabamiro (1983), it was clear to
keen  observes  at  the  time,  that  the  Action  Group  had  some  inherent
problems rooted in constitutional lapses, financial matters and ideological
differences.  These  problems  were  to  tear  the  party  apart  in  1962
(Onabamiro,  1983;  Erezene,  2017).  The  situation  as  it  is  well  known,
degenerated into a national crisis leading to the first military coup in the
country on 15 January,  1966.  The counter-coup of  29  July  1966 and its
aftermath gradually led to the 30-month Nigerian civil war. 

The  Western  Region  crisis,  which  originally  started  as  a
disagreement between Chief Obafemi Awolowo, the National Leader of
the  Action  Group,  and  his  deputy,  Chief  S.L.  Akintola,  escalated  and
consequently divided the party into two. As the crisis raged on, there were
political manoeuvres and supporters on both sides. The problem got to a
climax when, during a meeting of the Western Region House of Assembly
on  25  May,  1962,  members  of  the  two  factions  of  the  party  clashed
(Osadebay, 1978). 

Because  matters  could  not  be  easily  resolved,  with  both  Chiefs
Awolowo  and  Akintola,  stubbornly  holding  on  to  their  positions,  the
Federal  Government,  using its  powers  under the Nigerian constitution,
declared a state of emergency in the Western Region. The Western Region
House of Assembly was dissolved and the Governor and Premier were
suspended. An Administrator, Dr. Majekodunmi, was appointed to take
over the administration of the region. He soon set up a Commission of
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Inquiry headed by a High Court Judge in Lagos, Justice G.B.A. Coker, to
look into the finances of the Government of the Western Region and its
statutory corporations (Onabamiro, 1983). The report of the Commission
indicted Chief Obafemi Awolowo and all the ministers of the Government
except Chief Akintola. 

Almost at the same time, a charge of treasonable felony was brought
against Chief Awolowo, Chief Anthony Enahoro and some other leaders of
the  Awolowo  faction  of  the  Action  Group.  They  were  accused  of
smuggling  arms  from  Ghana  with  the  intention  of  overthrowing  the
Federal  Government  of  Nigeria.  Although some of  them were later  set
free, Chiefs Obafemi Awolowo, Anthony Enahoro and many others were
found guilty and sentenced to various terms of imprisonment.

Chief Anthony Enahoro’s imprisonment was a bitter pill for the Mid-
Westerners  to  swallow.  Although  he  was  said  to  have  never  been  in
support  of  the  agitation  for  the  creation  of  the  Mid-Western  Region
(Osadebay, 1978), the people (Mid-Westerners) still regarded him as their
son and brother. They felt that it was their being lumped together with the
Yoruba  in  the  Western  Region  that  had  brought  this  great  misfortune
upon them. This incident, therefore, gave further impetus to the struggle
for the creation of the Mid-Western Region by the people of the Benin and
Delta Provinces. They felt that the only way for them to develop quickly
was to get out of the Western Region with its incessant political troubles
(Osadebay, 1978).

As  the  struggle  for  the  creation  of  the  new  region  gained
momentum,  the  Itsekiri  started  to  back-pedal.  Yielding  to  the  ethnic
propaganda of the Yoruba, who tries to break the unity of the Benin and
Delta peoples, the Itsekiri began to oppose the idea of the creation of the
Mid-Western Region out of the Western Region. They began to argue that
even  when  a  new  region  was  created,  they  would  continue  to  be  a
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minority, and as such, it was safer for them to be in a bigger country or
state. They were obviously afraid of domination by their Ijo and Urhobo
neigbhours in the new region. It is interesting to note that uptil now, the
Itsekiri have not overcome this fear of domination by their Ijo and Urhobo
neighbours.  They  have,  therefore,  continued  to  see  any  Ijo  or  Urhobo
desire for a new state including them as part of the scheme by these two
groups  to  dominate,  and  if  possible,  completely  wipe  them  out  of
existence. (Erezene, 2008).

Inspite  of  the fact  that  the Itsekiri  were instigated by the Yoruba,
their fear of likely marginalisation in a state arrangement with the Ijo and
Urhobo as major ethnic groups cannot be totally dismissed. Even before
the agitation for the creation of the Mid-Western Region started, the Ijo
and Urhobo had developed strong anti-Itsekiri sentiments as the Itsekiri
were highly favoured by the Colonial Administration in the Warri area of
Nigeria. The Itsekiri, themselves, worsened matters with the feeling that
they were a  superior  and more civilised people than their  neighbours.
They were carried away by the wealth they made from trading with the
Europeans at the coast, and their early acquisition of western education.

Since  the  creation  of  the  Mid-Western  Region  which  late  became
Mid-West  State,  there  have  been  several  state  creation  exercises  in  the
country; all by military administrations. On the eve of the Nigerian civil
war, precisely on 27 May, 1967, Lieutenant-Colonel Yakubu Gowon, the
then Head of the Federal Military Government, divided the country into
twelve  states.  This  exercise  is  believed  in  some  quarters  to  have  been
carried  out  partly  to  break  the  political  and  economic  backbone  of
Lieutenant-Colonel Chukwuemeka Odumegwu Ojukwu who was, at the
time, trying to lead his people in the Eastern Region to secede from the
Federal Republic of Nigeria. In this exercise, the then Eastern Region was
divided into three states: East-Central State with headquarters at Enugu;
South-Eastern State with headquarters at Calabar; and Rivers State with
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headquarters at Port Harcourt. The East-Central State consisted of most of
the  Igbo  areas  of  the  former  Eastern  Region.  The  South-Eastern  State
consisted of the Ibibio, Efik, Ogoja and some other smaller groups, while
the Rivers State comprised of the Ijo, Ogoni, Ikwerre, Andoni and so on.
The  two  later  states  (South-Eastern  and  Rivers  States)  consisted  of
minority groups in the former Eastern Region who had been struggling
for separate regions or states of their own to be free from alleged Igbo
domination.  They,  therefore,  felt  that  Gowon had finally  set  them free
(Enemugwem,  2002;  Erezene,  2008,  2017).  Even  Ojukwu’s  hurried
declaration of the Republic of Biafra on 30 May, 1967; barely three days
after  the  announcement  of  the  new  states  by  the  Federal  Military
Government, could not totally restore to him the loyalty of the people of
the South Eastern and Rivers States.

About nine years later, on 3 February 1976, General Ramat Murtala
Muhammed  who  had  taken  over  as  Head  of  the  Federal  Military
Government  of  Nigeria  on  29  July  1975,  after  overthrowing  the
government  of  General  Yakubu  Gowon,  redivided  the  country  into
nineteen states. Out of these states, eleven were entirely new ones, namely.
Anambra, Bauchi, Borno, Gongola, Imo, Kaduna, Niger, Ogun, Ondo, Oyo
and Sokoto. As it was the case in the former exercise by Gowon, the Mid-
West was left intact. In this exercise, however, the name of the state was
changed from Mid-West to Bendel (Benin-Delta) State.

In 1987, General Ibrahim Badamasi Babangida created Akwa Ibom
and Katsina States, adding nine more in August 1991. Nigeria thus became
a  federation  of  thirty  states  with  a  Federal  Capital  Territory  (FCT)  at
Abuja.  In the later exercise,  the former Bendel  State was split  into two
states: Delta and Edo.

As  it  was  with  the  struggle  for  the  creation  of  the  Mid-Western
Region,  the  Itsekiri  vehemently  opposed their  inclusion  in  Delta  State.
They were afraid again that their interests would be undermined in the
new state as the Urhobo, their age-long antagonists would constitute the
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largest ethnic group. Many Deltans have, indeed, attributed the Federal
Military Government’s decision to locate the capital of the new state at
Asaba,  in  the  extreme  north-eastern  part  of  the  state,  to  the  political
disunity  among  the  Urhobo,  Ijo  and  Itsekiri  in  the  south.  It  was  not
because the Igbo-speaking peoples of Delta North struggled so much for
it.

Although  it  has  been  argued  in  some  quarters  that  by  choosing
Asaba as capital  of  Delta State,  the then Armed Forces Ruling Council
(AFRC) was only being “consistent with a trend of locating new capitals in
areas  of  lower  concentration  of  development  …  so  as  to  reduce  the
pressure of creating additional states” (Utomi, 1995), the Ijo and Urhobo
have placed their "misfortune" of losing the state capital on the Itsekiri-
They claim that government had already started inspecting facilities to be
used  as  temporary  Government  House,  Ministries  and  Secretariat  in
Warri,  where they had wanted the capital of the new state to be sited,
when it was suddenly taken to Asaba because of Itsekiri protests. They,
therefore,  do  not  only  begrudge  the  Itsekiri  for  denying  them  of
development projects that would have come to their settlements as a result
of their proximity to the capital, if Warri had been made headquarters of
the state,  but also blame the Itsekiri  for all  inconveniences their people
suffer as civil servants and businessmen and women in Asaba.

The last state creation exercise so far in the country was carried out
by the late General Sani Abacha-led Military Government on 1 October,
1996. This exercise increased the number of states by six. Nigeria from that
date,  became a  federation  of  thirty-six  states.  The  six  new states  were
Bayelsa,  Ebonyi,  Ekiti,  Gombe,  Nasarawa  and  Zamfara.  Although  the
Igbo-speaking peoples of the northern part  of Delta State struggled for
their dream Anioma State and the groups of the south pushed for their
"true" Delta State, none of these efforts paid off, creating frustration for
both sides, especially the Anioma group and the Urhobo of the present
Delta Central Senatorial District. Even in this struggle for a "true" Delta
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State,  the  Itsekiri  had made it  very clear  that  they were  not  interested
(Warri Study Group, 2006).  This position had greatly offended their Ijo
and Urhobo neighbours.

As new states were created,  so were new local  government areas.
People  who  could  not  get  the  states  they  wanted  were  sometimes
compensated  with  local  government  areas  or  councils.  These  are
subordinate units of administration vested with authority to perform local
functions.  They  are,  theoretically,  local  councils  or  units  in  which  the
representatives of the people play a direct role in government under the
supervision of the national, state or provincial governments (Awotokun,
1989).  In practice, however, they are not traditional ruling councils. In fact,
lands owned by local communities could be turned into local government
areas  without  the  authorisation of  the  traditional  rulers  of  such places
(Edjeren, 2001).  They are large convenient units of administration, which
was not the case during the colonial period.

During  the  colonial  period  in  Nigeria,  the  central  apparatus  of
government consisted of the High Commissioners and their Lieutenants;
the Residents and their Assistants; Divisional and District Officers. They
initiated the policies and enacted the laws while the Emirs, Obas, Obis,
and other traditional rulers implemented them (Arloe, 1992). Where these
traditional rulers did not exist, the British appointed the so-called warrant
chiefs to do it for them. During this period, local (native) administration
was  inextricably  tied  to  traditional  authority  (Edjeren,  2001).  Under
colonial rule (in fact until the Local Government Reorganisation of 1976),
each region or state could choose whatever system of local administration
or government it wished to adopt; there was no uniformity (Yahaya, 1981).
This situation, notwithstanding, it was well-known that local governments
were  meant  to  take  government  nearer  to  the  people,  especially  in  an
underdeveloped  country  like  Nigeria  where  the  vast  majority  of  the
people lived in rural areas far away from the central government.
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Furthermore, the needs of a particular people may differ from those
of  others.  It  thus  became  necessary  to  allow  some  flexibility  in
administration to take care of such differences. But as it was the case with
the  other  tiers  of  government,  the  local  governments  were  often
mismanaged,  especially  after  independence.  Politicians  and  other
influential  Nigerians  hijacked  their  administrations  and  used  them  to
oppress and marginalise fellow Nigerians. At present, most of these units
of  government  that  were  meant  for  grassroot  development (Nwankwo,
1989)  are run like personal  estates  by many of  the chairmen and their
political  godfathers.  This  has made politics  at  this  level  very dirty and
acrimonious. Akpotor and Eregha (2006) have referred to them as “agents
of corruption and disunity in Nigeria."

During  the  colonial  era,  as  already  stated,  different  groups  or
peoples  were arbitrarily lumped together in the regions,  provinces and
divisions created by the colonial masters. This development caused a lot of
problems  among  the  people.  Because  of  these  problems,  there  were
protests  here  and there,  calling  for  new arrangements  even within the
provinces and divisions. For instance, in the northern parts of the area that
later became the Mid-Western Region in 1963, the people of Asaba and
Aboh Divisions who had been placed by the British under the Benin and
Delta Provinces respectively, agitated to be grouped together in one new
province when the two provinces were part of the Western Region. They
wanted a “Western Ibo Province" (Osadebay, 1978). In the same way, the
Urhobo who had since 1900 been part of the Warri Division agitated for a
separate division to be free from alleged "Itsekiri domination". This they
got in 1937 as Urhobo Division (Ikime, 2011). 

Like the Urhobo, the Ijo of the Warri area had struggled to be free
from Itsekiri hegemony but had not been totally successful. Since 1944, the
Gbaramatu Ijo,  for instance,  had expressed their  desire to be separated
from  the  Itsekiri.  The  colonial  authorities  who  recognised  that  "the
Gbaramatu Native Authority was not subordinate to the Itsekiri  Native
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Authority"  even  though  they  shared  a  common  boundary,  could  not
approve  the  request  because  they  feared  that  either  the  Itsekiri  would
claims to the land the Gbaramatu occupied and demand for rents or the
Gbaramatu might claim the land but may not be able to push their claims
through in a court of law (NAI, File No. 180), as they were a comparatively
backward and poorer people then.

On September 27,  1991,  Warri  Division,  which had become Warri
Local  Government Area,  was divided into two: Warri  North and Warri
South Local Government Areas. In this exercise, the Egbema, Gbaramatu
and Ogbe-ljoh  who  were  not  made  part  of  the  Western  Ijaw Division
during the reorganisation of the 1930s, were placed in Warri North Local
Government  Area  with  headquarters  at  Koko  even  though  they  were
geographically located in the south. The implication of this development
was that for some of these Ijo people, especially the Gbaramatu and Ogbe-
Ijoh to reach their  local  government headquarters at Koko, they had to
travel through four local government areas – Warri South, Okpe, Sapele
and Ethiope West. The Ijo who were not happy about the situation saw the
development as a deliberate attempt by forces against them to minimise
their participation in the affairs of the local government in they had been
placed. They, therefore,  protested and the Federal  Military Government
directed that the Egbema, Gbaramatu and Ogbe-Ijoh be taken to Warri
South. But the Itsekiri went to court to stop this directive. This action by
the  Itsekiri  convinced  the  Ijo  that  they  (Itsekiri)  were  really  out  to
dominate and oppress them. They, Therefore,  became more determined
than ever to get a local government area of their own. (Imobighe, 2002).

In December 1996,  the then Military  Administrator of  Delta State,
Colonel John David Dungs announced the creation of Warri Central and
Warri  South  Local  Government  Areas.  Warri  South  Local  Government
Area with headquarters at Ogbe-Ijoh was allegedly created for the Ijo of
the old Warri North Local Government Area (Clark, 2006). As could be
expected, the joy of the Ijo knew no bounds. They quickly arranged for
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structures to serve as temporary Local Government Secretariat and so on,
and  the  local  government  council  started  to  function.  Elections  were
conducted in March 1997 and those who won were sworn in at Asaba, the
state capital, on 24 March, 1997. But when the Federal Government's legal
instruments  authenticating  the  creation  of  new  states  and  local
governments,  Decrees No. 36 of  1996 and No. 7 of 1997 were released,
there was no Warri South Local Government Area! There was, instead, a
Warri  South-West  Local  Government  Area  with  Ogidigben,  an  Itsekiri
town, as headquarters. In this new local government area, were placed the
Gbaramatu and Ogbe-Ijoh. The third Ijo group, the Egbema, were taken to
Warri North Local Government Area. In their place were added three (3)
Itsekiri wards of Orere, Ugborodo and Ogidigben, which were formerly
part of Warri North Local Government Area (Clark, 2006).

The Ijo were aggrieved and naturally accused the Itsekiri of having
destroyed their ambition of getting a separate local government area for
themselves.  It  was,  in  fact.  widely  rumoured  that  the  Olu  of  Warri
persuaded  Jeremiah  Useni,  a  Lieutenant-General  and  Minister  of  the
Federal  Capital  Territory  (FCT)  then  to  help  to  effect  the  change (Tell,
5/5/97). The Ijo remembered that when Warri North Local Government
was  created  in  1991,  it  was  meant  for  them but  the  same Itsekiri  had
lobbied and taken it away from them. They were, therefore, determined
not to allow history to repeat itself!

As  the  Ijo  were  mounting  pressure  on  the  Federal  Military
Government  to  take  the  headquarters  of  the  local  government  back  to
Ogbe-ljoh, the Itsekiri physically struck. In the night of 25 March, 1997,
Itsekiri youths attacked the Ijo, destroying lives and properties. Notable
among the properties destroyed was the house of Chief E.K. Clark, located
at No. 6 Mission Road, Warri.  Chief Clark's private security guard, Mr.
Emeka Ndukwe was also killed. Fortunately, the chief was away at Asaba
on the  invitation  of  the  Military  Administrator,  Colonel  J.D.  Dungs,  to
discuss issues pertaining to the local government creation problem.
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The Ijo offended by the Itsekiri attack on their people and properties
retaliated, and within a matter of days, law and order had broken down,
especially  in  the  riverine  areas  of  Warri  South-West  Local  Government
Area. Several villages were burnt down on both sides, leading to heavy
loss of lives and   properties. The Military Government tried its best but
could not resolve the crisis until it handed over power to a democratically
elected civilian government on 29 May, 1999.

On assumption of office, the Governor of Delta State,  Chief James
Onanefe  Ibori,  working  together  with  members  of  the  State  House  of
Assembly  and  the  Federal  Government  succeeded  in  returning  the
problematic headquarters of Warri South-West Local Government Area to
Ogbe-Ijoh. What the Government was not able resolve was the issue of
electoral wards in the three Warri Local Government Areas.

On  creation,  Warri  South  Local  Government  which  later  became
South-West Local Government Area had ten (10) wards. All of them were
Ijo wards. But after the developments discussed above, the ten (10) wards
of the Ijo were “reduced” to six (6) while the three wards of the ltsekiri
became four (4). Not long after, the Ijo wards became four (4) while the
Itsekiri wards increased to six (6) (Clark, 2006). Since politics, as it is well-
known, is a game of numbers, the Ijo naturally felt cheated as they were
more  in  population  than  their  Itsekiri  neighbours  (Delta  State
Government, 2004). They protested to the Delta State Government which
appreciated  their  reasons  for  protest.  Accordingly,  the  Government
through the State Independent Electoral Commission (DSIEC) proposed a
twenty (20) wards structure for the local government with both groups
having (10) wards each.

But the position of the Delta State Government offended the Itsekiri
who felt that the three Warri Local Government Areas belonged to them
and, as such, could not be divided between them and the Ijo (Vanguard,
26/7/02) or any other group for that matter.  They also argued that the
1991 census figures which the Ijo (and government) relied upon were not
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acceptable. as the data form for the census did not identify ethnic groups.
They further argued that there could not have been a 1991 census figure
for Warri South-West Local Government Area since it was created in 1996,
after the census exercise. Finally, they contended that the published 1991
census figures for Warri North Local Government Area which gave birth
to Warri South-West Local Government Area in 1996 were challenged by
them at the Census Tribunal which sat Abuja in Suit No. CT/DT/IG. 13
and that judgement was delivered on 22 June, 1999, declaring the census
figures for Warri North Local Government Ares null and void.

In reply, the Ijo stated while it was true that Warri South-West Local
Government Area was not in existence in 1991, and the census data form
did not have a column for identification of ethnic groups, the major Ijo and
Itsekiri  settlements  with  their  corresponding  population  figures  were
clearly  shown.  From these  figures,  they  contended,  the  Ijo  settlements
controlled 63% of the population of the local government while the Itsekiri
had 37% (Federated Niger Delta Ijaw Communities, 2003). It is pertinent to
state here that the Itsekiri had since destroyed their beautiful arguments
by  referring to  the same "unacceptable”  1991 census figures  to  present
cases  in  their  favour.  For  instance,  in  a  publication  in  the  Vanguard
Newspaper of 22 July, 2002 entitled "The Delta State Independent Electoral
Commission (DSIEC) has destroyed the fragile fabric of unity in the State –
The Itsekiri have had enough”, the Itsekiri Leaders' Forum (ILF) led by its
Chairman,  J.O.S.  Ayomike  posited  that  “Based  on  the  1991  projected
census figures, the Itsekiri in Warri South - West Local Government Area
were 65,850 while Ijaw were 23,330.” These are the same figures that were
purported to have been declared null and void by the Census Tribunal!

While the controversy over who had the higher population was on
between the Ijo and Itsekiri, the Delta State Government through the Chief
Press  Secretary  to  the  Governor,  Sheddy  Ozoene,  pronounced  in  a
publication in the  Vanguard Newspaper of Friday, 23 April, 2004, that the
Itsekiri  were  not  only  a  minority  group  in  Warri  South  –  West  Local

Ijo – Itsekiri Relations in Nigeria since Independence      305



South-South Journal of Humanities and international Studies                    

Government  Area  but  also  in  Warri  North  and  Warri  South  Local
Government Areas. The publication equally acknowledged that inspite of
their  minority  position  in  these  areas,  the  Itsekiri  had  enjoyed  more
dividends of democracy than the Ijo and Urhobo.

Inspite of the overwhelming evidence that the Ijo were superior to
Itsekiri in numerical strength, the latter had, paradoxically, continued to
dominate political affairs in the three Warri Local Government Areas. For
example,  before  September  1991  when  all  the  current  Warri  Local
Government Areas were only one Local Government, no Ijo was able to
become Chairman. The Itsekiri were the only ethnic group that enjoyed
this office. This political feat by the Itsekiri could not, obviously, have been
possible,  if  they had not been aided by various governments in power.
This  feeling  of  partiality  by  government  has  been  one  of  the  most
important  causes  of  indignation  by  the  Ijo  and Urhobo.  They  feel  that
government had failed to play "the role of a mediator” but had instead,
taken sides with one group. This they feel is the reason the Itsekiri rebuff
and disagree with them on almost every issue.

Traditional Chieftaincy Problems
The  other  important  event  that  has  grievously  affected Ijo-Itsekiri

relations in the Warri area is the change of the title of the paramount ruler
of  the Itsekiri  from “Olu of  Itsekiri”  to  “Olu of  Warri” in  1952 by the
Action Group Government of the Western Region under Chief Obafemi
Awolowo.  From that  time,  successive  governments  took  actions  which
seemed to deliberately exalt the position of the then Olu, Erejuwa II, in the
Western Region House of Chiefs. Among his fellow Chiefs in the house,
his position as ruler of an old kingdom was given due recognition (Sagay,
n.d.).

In 1958, his place in the Western Region House of Chiefs was made
permanent. He thus became one of the nine traditional rulers who enjoyed
this privilege in the region (Sagay, n.d.). In 1962, he was not only made a
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Minister but was also appointed a member of the Executive Council of the
Western Region (Sagay, n.d.). These upliftments, no doubt, placed the Olu
above other traditional rulers in the Warri area of the then Delta Province.
In fact, the Ijo and Urhobo saw the change in the title of the Olu and his
subsequent  elevations  as  deliberate  actions  by  the  Action  Group
Government of the Western Region to make him take charge of the native
administration of Warri.

In their relations with the Ijo, the Itsekiri had always tended to see
them as strangers. They take the Ijo they permanently see around them as
tenants  and  assert,  that  “tenants  cannot  become  landlords”  (Ayomike,
1990).  They,  therefore,  felt  that  it  was only the Olu that could reign in
Warri (their homeland) and that no other ethnic group owned any area or
land in and around Warri. As a result of this feeling, they had tried to do
all within their power and influence to subjugate the other groups with
permanent settlements in and around Warri, including the Urhobo.

But  in  the  application  of  the  1952  Local  Government  Law of  the
Western  Region,  the  Gbaramatu  and  Ogbe-Ijoh  Local  Councils  were
separately set up. These Ijo people who seem to have had no traditions of
chieftaincy titles in their early histories were forced by the circumstances
to appoint chiefs. Many of these chiefs so appointed appear to have taken
Itsekiri titles except the Esere of Opuama, the Amaokosu of Ogbe-Ijoh and
the  Pere  of Isaba. For this reason, Itsekiri nationalists like Ayomike have
tried to claim that the Ijo chiefs were appointed by the Olu of Warri since
part of that same law had recognised the Olu as the paramount traditional
authority in Warri with powers to appoint chiefs in the area. The truth of
the  matter,  however,  is  that  at  that  time,  and even now,  many Ijo  and
Itsekiri of the Warri area were bilingual and they were proud of it. They
spoke each other's language with pride (Erezene, 2008). The Ijo, therefore,
did not see anything wrong with the "Itsekiri"  titles  they gave to  their
chiefs. What the Itsekiri failed to realise was that though they were all in
Warri Division, the three Ijo Local or Traditional Councils were enclaves of
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their  own.  The  Olu,  therefore,  could  not  have  been  given  powers  to
appoint  their  chiefs  and  rulers.  The  Itsekiri  had  their  own  separate
Council. That was where the Olu had the sole right to appoint chiefs.

By  the  legal  notice  of  1958  explaining  or  creating  the  prescribed
authorities,  the  three  Ijo  Local  Councils  discussed  above  were  clearly
removed from the jurisdiction of the Olu of Warri. The aim of the law, as
correctly interpreted even by people like Ayomike, was to clearly show the
domain or area of authority of each traditional ruler (Ayomike, 1990). The
Ijo used the opportunity to assert their independence and requested that
the Itsekiri  titles  of  their  chiefs  such  as  the  Ikenuwa of  Kantu (Ikantu),
Owasan of Kantu (Ikantu),  Olaye of Gbaran,  Oluejeyegbaye of Tsekelewu,
Olusan of Opuama and so on be changed to Ijo titles. After some initial
reluctance, the Government of the Western Region finally approved this
request and there was peace.

But at independence, with the creation of the Mid-Western Region
and especially the Warri Local Government Area with its own Traditional
Council of Chiefs made up of Ijo, Itsekiri and Urhobo chiefs, the Itsekiri
tried  to  reassert  their  political  dominance.  They  insisted  that  both  the
meetings  of  the  Traditional  Council  of  Chiefs  and  Local  Government
Councillors should be conducted in Itsekiri language since they "owned
the land." They also tried to do all they could to dominate the Traditional
Council  of  Chiefs  as  well  as  the  councillorship  positions  in  the  local
government area to the indignation of their Ijo and Urhobo neighbours. A
prominent  case  often  cited  by  the  Ijo,  was  the  forceful  transfer  of  the
Egbema town of Polobubo (Tsekelewu) to Ondo State in 1977.

After  the local  government  elections  that  year  in  Warri,  the three
ethnic groups, Ijo, Itsekiri and Urhobo won various number of seats to the
extent that no one group won a clear majority to form the government.
The results of the elections showed the Ijo had two (2) seats, the Itsekiri
five (5) seats and the Urhobo four (4) seats. The chairmanship candidates
were Chief Daniel Okumagba (Urhobo) and Chief E.N. Begho (Itsekiri).
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None  of  them  had  a  clear  majority  of  votes  (from among  the  elected
councillors) to secure the seat. Chief Okumagba got eight (8) votes while
Begho  had  seven (7)  votes  (Ofogbor,  2004).  And when  it  became very
obvious  that  the  Ijo  councillors  might  support  the  Urhobo,  a  strange
government  directive  was  received  from  “above”  by  the  then  Military
Governor  of  Bendel  State,  Navy  Commodore  Husseni  Abdullahi,
requesting  him  to  transfer  Polobubo  (Tsekelewu),  an  oil  producing
community  to  Ondo  State  with  "immediate  effect".  With  this  directive
implemented, the Councillor representing the area, Chief Godwin Osemi
was forcefully transferred from Warri  Local  Government Area to Ondo
State. This made it impossible for the Urhobo chairmanship candidate to
secure the seat. It is interesting to note, as pointed out by Chief E.K. Clark
in one of his numerous publications in the Vanguard Newspaper of 5 June,
2003 that though the councillor was transferred to Ondo State, Polobubo
(Tsekelewu)  continued to  be  administered  from Benin  City.  There  was
until quite recently, a boundary dispute between Delta and Ondo States
over  the  ownership  of  this  Oil-rich  community,  all  because  of  ethnic
politics!

In 1981, the Ambrose Alli-led Unity Party of Nigeria (UPN) Civilian
Government of the old Bendel State extracted the Ijo of Gbaramatu and
Ogbe-ljoh from the  former Warri  Local  Government  and merged them
with their Ijo brothers and sisters in Burutu Local Government Area. The
Egbema  were  equally  taken  away  and  placed  under  Ovia  Local
Government Area with their Furupa and Olodiama brothers and sisters.
But in 1983, for reasons, which were not made public, all the three Ijo sub-
groups were taken back to Warri Local Government Area by the National
Party  of  Nigeria  (NPN)  Government  of  Dr.  Samuel  Osaigbovo
Ogbemudia. This development never went down well with the Ijo, who
suspected that it was the Itsekiri that had stopped them from permanently
joining their kiths and kins again. Since then, they have been struggling to
get a local government are of their  own. This clearly explains why the
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people were so aggrieved when the Itsekiri tried to forcibly take away the
headquarters  of  Warri  South-West  Local  Government  Area  from  them
again in 1997.  Since the resolution of  the Warri  crisis  between the two
groups, there had just being uneasy calm in the area.

Conclusion
It is a well-known fact in Nigeria that the relations between the Ijo

and Itsekiri in the Warri area of the Western Niger Delta region of Nigeria
have  not  been  cordial  in  recent  times.  This  is  not  because  the  people
naturally hate each other.  The hostilities  between the two groups were
created by government actions and policies right from the colonial period
of Nigeria's history.

The problems generally started when the British for administrative
convenience and other reasons, brought together people who had lived in
their  separate  empires,  kingdoms  and  city-states  to  form  provinces,
divisions, districts and finally one country. As these peoples with different
languages, histories and cultures came together and started to compete for
favour and recognition from government, and in government affairs, they
started to offend one another.

The  Nigerian  politicians  who  took  over  power  from  the  British
colonial administrators did almost nothing to unite the people. They saw
themselves  more  as  leaders  of  their  people  rather  than  leaders  of  all
groups in the country. As a result, they either continued with the policies
of the former colonial masters where they suited them, or introduced new
ones  that  favoured  their  people  and  friends.  This  situation  ultimately
introduced  ethnic  and  sectional  politics  in  the  country,  resulting  in
conflicts amongst various peoples. The Ijo and Itsekiri are just two of such
peoples that quarrelled with each other. The issues that destroyed their
cordial relations, as can be seen, were not actually created by them. Both
groups  like  many  other  Nigerian  groups,  were  simply  struggling  for
identity and survival. All they needed to have continued to live peacefully
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together  was  just  a  little  sincerity.  They  know  all  the  facts  about
themselves and could accommodate each other, if they wanted. Happily,
many of them have started to realise that they need each other to survive
in the hostile Nigerian political environment.
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