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Abstract 
This paper examines the activities of the multinational oil companies in 

the Niger Delta region with special focus on their roles in the acquisition 

of relevant skills amongst the indigenous people. More often than not, 

most literatures on the Niger Delta place the blame of underdevelopment 

on the conspiracy between the Multinational companies who milk the 

region of its resources and the Federal Government which is the end 

beneficiary of this wanton exploitation. Thus, most arguments emphasize 

on environmental degradation and conflict creation in the Niger Delta by 

the Multinational companies as well as the Federal Government’s 

insensitive policies, social exclusion and infrastructural neglect of the 

region. It is inappropriate to conceive development only on infrastructural 

term without reference to the Socio-psychological. Development 

encompasses the physical as well as the mental. However, while taking a 

look at the oil-related development in the Niger Delta, this paper argues 

that development in the region has been lopsided as emphasis has been 

on infrastructural improvement alone. It is the view of this paper that the 

inability to make the indigenous people of the Niger Delta relevant in the 

society through relevant acquisition and adaptation to modernization 
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after being displaced from their environment and livelihood remains one 

of the major causes of underdevelopment in the region. To this end  

therefore, focus should be placed on human resource development of the 

Niger Delta people as much as it is on infrastructure. In order to achieve 

this, the paper posits that there ought to be an increase in both formal an 

informal education to enhance the rural peoples’ ability to adapt and to be 

relevant in the changes of a modern world. When this is seriously 

followed and adhered to, it will curb the “quick money” mentality 

encouraged by the Politicians and Multinational Corporations which has 

been etched into the mindset of Niger Delta youths thereby making them 

productively redundant.        

 

Keywords: Oil Exploitation, Skill Acquisition, Niger Delta, 

Underdevelopment, Community Development        

 

Introduction 

The Niger Delta remains one of the World’s largest and Africa’s third 

largest drainage area. It is an area covered by the natural delta of the River 

Niger. This flood plain is home to over seven million people, grouped into 

several nations or ethnic groups such as the Ijaw, Ogoni, Andoni, Ikwerre, 

Etche, Ekpeye, Ogba, Urhobo, Itsekiri, Isoko, Kwale, Edo, Ibibbio, Efik and 

several ethnic groups (Okorobia 1999:46). The bulk of these groups inhabit 

the heart of the Delta which is spread over Bayelsa, Rivers, Delta, Edo, 

Cross River and Akwa Ibom states of Nigeria. It has a total land area of 

about 86, 982km2 (UNDP Report, 2006:25). This area is mostly a flat low-

lying swampy basin criss-crossed  by a dense network of meandering rivers 

and creeks (Ikime, 1980:58). The region is rich in biodiversity. It is the third 

largest mangrove ecosystem and one of the ten most important wetland in 

the World. Its numerous rivers, marine and mangrove forest constitute a 

biodiversity that is rich in fish and other marine foods (Alagoa, 2005:46). 

 

Since the 1990s the Niger Delta region has been a subject of intense debate 

due to the local and international awareness created by Ken Saro Wiwa of 

the region’s “Cursed blessing”. Despite its abundant natural resources 
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which includes the nation’s oil wealth, the area represent one of the extreme 

poverty and underdevelopment (Ibaba, 2005:3). Its economic development 

creates a picture of odd paradox. The region is not only underdeveloped, 

but is seriously experiencing a crisis of developmental instability. Its 

infrastructural development is very low while its poverty and 

unemployment level very high. 

 

In an attempt to correct this anomaly, both private enterprises and 

government agencies operating in the area have always been persuaded to 

live up to their social corporate responsibilities. This is so because the oil 

companies and the Federal Government are usually been accused of being 

the most important factor driving underdevelopment, poverty, 

marginalization and violence in the region. However, the main thrust of 

this paper is not the assessment of their efforts in transforming the 

infrastructural facilities in the Niger Delta, but to examine the fit these 

developmental efforts, wherever they have been carried out, leave in their 

wake and the social displacement that ensues. The end result of this process 

more often than not, is the high degree of unemployment, 

underemployment and restiveness. The youths, who being ill equipped to 

cope with the changes in the environment, vent their frustration on a system 

that has necessitated their social displacement. While hinging on this 

situation, this paper holds that for development in the Niger Delta to be 

meaningful for its inhabitants, genuine efforts have to be made by 

responsible agencies to ensure the provision of formal and non formal 

education which would enable the absorption of the citizens and cushion 

the impact of the changes brought by physical development. 

 

The Economy of Niger Delta and Acquisition of Skills Before the 

Discovery of Crude Oil  

Prior to the discovery of crude oil in commercial quantity, the Niger Delta 

economy was dominated by agriculture. The region was noted for farming 

and fishing. Its palm oil and rubber production constituted one of the major 
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sources of revenue. Before the establishment of British Colonial 

administration in the Niger Delta region, the area had an economic system 

that made provision for the needs of the people and their immediate 

neighborhood. As Ikime (1980:102) noted, the region’s palm oil produce 

was seasonal and its collection spanned from January to June. In the 

traditional Niger Delta community, palm oil was processed partly to meet 

domestic consumption need and partly for satisfying social obligation such 

as payment of bride price and purchasing essential articles.  

 

Apart from palm oil; production, the people of the Niger Delta region 

engaged in farming and production of various food crops such as yam, 

cassava, maize, rice, cowpea, melon, and groundnut. Tree crops such as 

rubber, coconut, raffia palm, cashew and pawpaw were also planted. 

Livestock such as goat, pigs and poultry birds were also domesticated. 

 

In all, subsistence farming predominated. It involved the traditional 

peasant who clears, cultivate and harvest his land through manual labour 

supplied by himself and family members. Farm yields are harvested, 

processed and stored to feed the family. However some seedlings are 

preserved for the next planting season (Allison-Oguru, 1999: 84). The size 

of the farm per household ranged between one and three acres and it is 

usually cultivated with traditional farm tools such as cutlasses, hoes and 

machetes.  

 

Local industries such as salt making, distillation of local gin, wood carving, 

basket making and other crafts were also carried out in traditional Niger 

Delta communities. The youths in their early ages were meant to learn these 

crafts from their parents. Traditional education as we know involves 

learning by doing. 

 

Thus, the youths who, usually engaged in the daily economic activities of 

their parents end up becoming experts in their various trades and 
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contribute meaningfully to the sustenance of their individual lives, families 

and their societies at large. As observed by Derefaka (2008:61), this 

indigenous knowledge and heritage passed on to the younger generations 

engender and encourage sustainable development in Nigerian societies. 

This knowledge is usually gained by a people in a given locality, which is 

unique to their society or culture. While accumulating this indigenous 

knowledge  from parents or earlier generations, the people recognize the 

necessity for innovative thinking that would generate change in their 

society.  

 

Emergence of Crude Oil and Its Exploitation in the Niger Delta   

Much literatures exist on the discovery of crude of in Nigeria, and as much, 

not much emphasis would be made here. Importantly, however, in every 

account of crude oil discovery and exploitation in Nigeria, the Niger Delta 

region has remained the epicenter of exploration and exploitation. Crude 

oil was found in commercial quantity in Oloibiri in 1956 in the present day 

Bayelsa state. Its discovery ended the several years of fruitless exploration 

by band of wild caters who had established their presence in Nigeria since 

1937. This discovery marked the transition of Nigeria from a large agrarian 

economy to an industrialized petroleum economy.  

 

This means a transition from red palm oil to crude oil (Ndigbara 2015:38). 

 

The historic shipment of crude oil was made in 1958 when Hernifusus, an 

eighteen-ton sea tanker moved from Port Harcourt dockside half full and 

navigated its way through the shallow of Bonny river to shell haven 

refinery at the mouth of river Thames. Thus, in 1959, shell BP signed an oil 

profits agreement with Nigeria’s colonial government in Mosaic house, 

Tinubu squire, Lagos (watts 2008;78). With this discovery of crude oil in 

commercial quantities, its production placed Nigeria as an oil producing 

country, attracting several Multinational corporations into the country. 

Leading in the oil industry are Shell Petroleum Development Company 
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(SPDS), Mobil producing Nigeria, Ashland oil, Dominex oil,  Chevron 

Nigeria, Agip oil, Elf Petroleum, Texaco overseas (Nigeria)  petroleum, 

Connoil and Dubril oil (Banigo, 2006:133). The operational area of these oil 

companies in Nigeria, no doubt, is Niger Delta region.  

 

Realizing the fact that the Multinational companies are Oligopolistic in 

nature, it becomes necessary for the Nigerian nation to devise a means of 

controlling a substantial share of the petroleum profits. This is so, because 

the operational characteristics of the Multi-national companies involves 

technological innovation, product innovation and differentiation, heavy 

advertising and brand identification. Their activities in the process of 

exploration, production, transportation, refining and marketing no doubt 

reinforce the imperialist penetration in the least developed countries 

thereby heightening the dependency nature. According to Banigo 

(2006;123), this was a deepening of the process of dependent development 

or economy. For the country to achieve this goal of control, it presupposes 

availability of sufficient technical and managerial know-how as well as 

marketing experience. 

 

In pursuant of this goal, the Nigerian government began to create official 

bodies or agency charged with the responsibility of petroleum affair. In 

1969, a petroleum decree was promulgated which set the foundation for 

Nigeria’s participation in the oil industry. This decree reduced the period 

of concessions from 30 to 20 years, and explicitly regulated relinquishment 

of part of the concessions for certain areas after stipulated periods and 

obligations for training and indigenization of staff. Between 1971 and 1972, 

off-shore acreage became available and the government limited the 

activities of the major oil companies in Nigeria by making offer to the minor 

oil companies like Occidental, Deminex and Japan petroleum whose terms 

were more beneficiary to the government. In this case, the companies 

prospected for oil at their own risk. It was only when commercial 

production is established that the Nigerian government will come on board 
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as a partner and be made to share in the pre-discovery expenses. Thus, in 

1973, the first product sharing contract was concluded between the 

Nigerian government and Ashland oil company. Although the Nigerian 

national oil corporation (NNOC) was established in 1971 to ensure the 

government’s control and participation in the oil industry, it did not take 

off until 1973.  The Nigerian national oil corporation (NNOC) was charged 

with the responsibility to explore, prospect, produce, transport, store and 

market petroleum and its refined products. It took over all the unallocated 

and relinquished concessions, and awarded new concessions on 

partnership basis with government having 51% interest (Banigo, 2006:130). 

However, due to institutional, structural, and administrative problems as 

well as lack of executive capacity, the Nigerian national oil corporation 

failed to meet its high expectation. 

 

Since the Nigerian national oil corporation was largely ineffective, decree 

33 of 1977 was promulgated to replace it with a new agency. This was the 

Nigerian National Petroleum Corporation (NNPC), which was charged 

with the responsibility of oil exploration, production, transportation, selling 

and refining of petroleum products and as well as research. The role of the 

corporation in its early years of creation was impressive. It was quite active 

in the distribution sub-sector as it effectively took over the distribution and 

transportation of petroleum product which was controlled by the private 

sector. Within its years of existence, Nigerian national petroleum 

corporation has constructed 23 depots and 3,000 km of pipelines to facilitate 

oil distribution. But in the area of international crude oil transportation, the 

corporation activity remaind unimpressive. As peel (2010:44) noted, only 

one ship was built and the ship was not used to carry Nigerian crude but 

serves as a store. However, the involvement of the NNPC in the refining 

sector is more impressive especially within the oil boom era. By the end of 

1978, the corporation bought all the shares in the Alesa-Eleme refinery. In 

order to increase the supplies of petroleum products to meet domestic 
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demand, two new refineries were constructed at Warri and Kaduna (Banigo 

2006:131). 

 

Consequence of Oil Exploitation on the Niger Delta        

As noted earlier, since 1956 the Niger Delta region has played host to the 

several oil companies operating in Nigeria. And in the present, oil revenues 

from the Niger Delta provides for about 90% of foreign exchange earnings 

(Paul 2007:32). 

 

With the strategic position occupied by the Niger Delta region in the 

production of oil, one would expect that the indigenous communities of the 

area would be highly developed. But reverse is the case.  Instead of the 

presence of infrastructural development, the region is still characterized by 

poor infrastructure, oil spillage, lack of portable drinking water, destruction 

of marine foods, outbreak of epidemic and diseases, poor transportation 

network, and above all, the presence of militancy leading to kidnapping 

and community crisis. 

 

The impact of oil on man generally, is very profound. In the Niger Delta, 

petroleum has become central to armed conflict. Petro-violence remains the 

greatest threat to the development of Niger Delta communities as there 

exist fundamental issues which have generated conflict between the oil 

companies and oil producing communities. Among the fundamental issues 

are land acquisition policies, oil spill compensation policies, contracting 

policies and corporate practices. Land acquisition and ownership have 

become important conflict factors in most Niger Delta communities. This is 

because land ownership determines if a community will be designated as a 

“host community” or not. It is this status that qualifies a community to 

certain benefits such as employment quota, development projects and 

contract opportunities. More often than not, conflicts erupt between 

individuals and community on one side, and the entire community and oil 

companies on the other side. The oil companies’ policy to acquire land from 
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individuals without passing through the traditional structures create 

distrust and jealousy within a given community against the individuals 

who receives compensations from the oil companies. Thus, community 

members become angry with the oil companies because the effect of oil 

exploration affects not only the immediate land owners but the entire 

community. 

 

Again, oil spill compensation policy has also been noted to generate conflict 

between individuals, communities and oil companies. It is the policy of the 

oil companies to only compensate for direct negative impact on livelihoods. 

Communities and individuals are compensated for oil damages only when 

it is determined that such damages are caused by technical failure and not 

sabotage. But often time there exist claims and acquisitions against 

community and oil companies which usually lead to conflicts. These 

conflicts erupt in the process of determining the cause of spill. 

 

The crises generated by both claims to ownership of land and oil 

companies’ compensation policy for oil spills have been enormous. For 

several decades, there has been serious tension in the areas surrounding the 

town of Warri in Delta state.  The area which is home to three district ethnic 

groups- the Ijaw, the Urhobo and the Isekiri was thrown into serious crisis 

because each group made claims of ownership the oil around the Warri. 

These claims and counter-claims obviously created an explosive situation 

in the region (Middleton. 2007: 32). Not only the Warri crisis, other oil-

related conflicts were also experienced in Umuechem, Odi and various 

parts of Ogoni land. While these kinds of territorial disputes have been 

going on for decades, oil exploitation has continuously exacerbated them, 

creating a situation in which human right abuses are rife (Allison, 2015:268). 

Of critical attention is the fact that in all, the Nigerian government has not 

sought to address some of these fundamental issues that trouble the region. 

The government instead, has resorted to the use of force to quell unrest, and 
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ascribe any misdeed to oil smugglers rather than to inter-ethnic rivalry for 

control of resources (Middleton, 2007:33). 

 

Acquisition of Relevant Skills 

The acquisition of relevant skills could be seen as a composite index of 

measuring achievement in three fundamental dimensions which include a 

long and healthy life, acquiring training and knowledge and a decent 

standard of living. The quality of human resources is dependent upon 

education as well as upon good health and upon the supporting 

environment. For the traditional inhabitants of the Niger Delta who fall into 

the occupation of fishing, subsistence farming, canoe building, it becomes 

important that acquisition of viable skills to meet the challenges of the 

rapidly growing oil economy be provided. With the frequent pollution of 

rivers and lands, surviving on the fishing and farming economy is almost 

impossible. This is so because with each passing decades, the viability and 

sustainability of these occupations are seriously affected by the absence of 

good road network and extensive environmental pollution.  

The issue of oil companies and community development has become a 

thorny one in the Niger Delta. The official position of the oil companies is 

that it is the role of government to provide the reliable environment for 

stability, peace and economic growth by providing the right policy frame 

work for foreign investments to operate. It is their argument that their 

primary objective is the exploitation and production of hydrocarbons for 

profit maximization and thereafter, pay taxes to government and not the 

community. Therefore, it is the duty of the government to make social 

investment in terms of both infrastructure and capacity of the people 

(Lawson, 2006: 151). The inability of both the government and the oil 

companies to live up to their social corporate responsibilities, no doubt, 

create a deficiency in the provision of human capital development in the 

Niger Delta. Unemployment has created the most disenchantment by 

youths on Federal Government and the oil companies in particular. Since 

the oil companies are the only and major employment institution in the 
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region outside government parastatals, the few employment provided 

were usually on skilled labour which does not provide them the 

opportunity to contribute meaningfully to the development of their 

environment. 

 

This failure of the oil companies operating in the Niger Delta to apply 

policies to stimulate community driven wealth creation has resulted to 

unending poverty, misapplication of employment opportunities and 

degradation of the environment.  This, according to Lawson (2006:274) has 

allowed the oil companies to be used as a vehicle for internal colonialism 

and hegemonistic tendencies of the perverse federal structure of 

governance of the Nigerian states. Consequent upon this situation, the 

emerging stake holders, opinion leaders, youth bodies in the various Niger 

Delta communities have always asked for the creation of an enabling 

environment for the acquisition of relevant skills by its citizenry. 

 

Skill is the ability to do something well which is usually gained through 

training or experience that is needed. Acquisition entails the act of getting 

new knowledge or skill that can be transferable on the job. It is obvious that 

modern construction, manufacturing and production industries are usually 

in daily need of trained personnels such as technicians, technologists and 

engineers to carry out one job or the other. The acquisition of skills by the 

youths makes a very serious impact on nation building. This is because the 

skills acquired will prepare the youths for any specific job with a life-long 

opportunity for self-development. The competence and interest of the 

skilled persons enable them to effectively and efficiently carry out their 

assigned tasks for higher productivity. It was in line with this, that Allison 

(2015:268) opined that, a well-trained worker will always be much more 

productive within the society and as such the individual will no longer be 

a burden to the nation. 
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Having seen the importance of acquiring relevant skills in a society, the 

pertinent question that begs for an answer remain: how well have the 

various oil companies in the Niger Delta communities performed in 

training the Niger Delta youths in the acquisition of relevant skills? The 

youths of the Niger Delta remain the future hope of the region and as such 

it is necessary that they have real job opportunities through vocational 

training and job creation programmes. In 2000, the Shell Petroleum 

Development Company (SPDC) commenced a comprehensive youths 

empowerment scheme targeted at youths in Rivers, Delta, Edo, Akwa 

Ibom, Imo and Abia states. The programme comprised four main 

components including: (a) Youths Training and Enterprise programme 

(YTPE), (b) Work Force Training (WFT), and (c) Youths Apprenticeship 

Training and Enterprise Scheme, (d) Non-violence and Conflict 

Management Training. 

 

In doing this, the company entered into partnership with non-

governmental organizations (NGOs) by offering training to young people 

in skills such as industrial welding, auto-mechanics, electrical work, 

computer technology, plumbing, fitting, sewing and hair dressing. This is 

because there is an observed dearth of technological entrepreneurship in 

the region. Entrepreneurship therefore is considered by the oil companies 

as the engine for economic development. Such entrepreneurial skills 

required special guidance which would enable the youths to pick a career. 

It is believed that any individual who acquired skill will be able to show-

case his or her talent, make intelligent use of the brain in terms of new 

discoveries and  innovation that will even upgrade individual status within 

the society. Thus, through rural participatory programme, community 

youths undertake seasoned needs-based planning that meet the present 

and future aspirations.  

 

The Federal Ministry of Niger Delta Affairs and Niger Delta Development 

Commission remain one of the instruments initiated by the Nigerian 
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Government to promote acquisition of relevant skills among the Niger 

Delta youths. The post amnesty training programme for the youths across 

the region created opportunities for the youths to explore and become 

youthful citizens imbued with skills relevant to themselves and the society.  

 

Although, much collaborative efforts have been made by both the oil 

companies and Nigerian government to encourage the acquisition of 

relevant skills by the youths, such efforts were never directed to oil-related 

skills which forms the main economy of the region. Records have shown 

that the Niger Delta citizens were and are still denied access to oil related 

skills as the personnel from outside the region occupy the strategic position 

in the various companies. 

 

Conclusion          

There is need for the oil and gas industries to ensure that oil exploitation 

activities in the Niger Delta region are conducted in compliance to 

international recognized best standards in order to safe-guard  the 

environment from severe degradation. All the oil companies operating in 

the region should ensure immediate remediation of polluted sites, using 

global best practices as human development in the region depend largely 

on sustainability of the ecosystem and biodiversity.  

 

Again, it is obvious that aggression in the Niger Delta is believed to be 

caused by neglect and youths unemployment and as such remain 

challenges that require frontal confrontation. A good approach should be 

through steady promotion of a vibrant entrepreneurial environment. 

Engaging the youths through viable business and skill acquisition 

programmes would therefore reduce hostilities in the region. This is so 

because a better tomorrow will require  repositioning  the energies of the 

vibrant youths by channeling such into identified need areas  and nurturing 

their growth and development in accordance with aspiration of the region. 

Youths need to be given power by broadening their opportunities. 
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Institutional progrmmes should dwell on enhancing skills, capabilities, 

competences and knowledge of the learner to become useful citizens who 

would also contribute to the development of the society. In doing this, more 

intervention schemes in felt need areas in the region should be articulated 

and implemented in collaboration with all the development partners within 

the region. 
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