
 Nigeria: Petroleum, Pollution, and Poverty  

in the Niger Delta 

People living in Nigeria’s Niger Delta have to drink, cook with, 
and wash in polluted water; they eat fish contaminated with 
oil and other toxins—if they are lucky enough to still be able 
to find fish. The land they use for farming is being destroyed. 
After oil spills the air they breathe reeks of oil, gas and other 
pollutants; they complain of breathing problems, skin lesions 
and other health problems, but their concerns are not taken 
seriously and they have almost no information about the  
impact of pollution. 
 
The greater Niger Delta is one of the 10 most important  
wetland and coastal marine ecosystems in the world and is 
home to some 31 million people. Oil has generated an  
estimated 600 billion since the 1960s. Despite this, the  
majority of the Niger Delta’s population lives in poverty. Their 
environment is heavily polluted with oil, and protesters  
speaking out about this have been violently suppressed and 
killed. 
 
The destruction of livelihoods, the lack of accountability of 
both the government and the oil companies, and the failure of 
the government to invest in development in the area, all feed 
the frustration which has increasingly found expression in 
conflict—often violent conflict. This has exacerbated the  
human rights disaster in the Niger Delta and urgent action is 
vital. 
 
The regulatory system in the Niger Delta is deeply flawed. 
While Nigeria has in place laws and regulations that require 
companies to comply with internationally recognised  
standards of ‘good oil field practice’, and some laws and  
regulations to protect the environment—these laws and  
regulations are poorly enforced.  
 
Oil companies have exploited Nigeria’s weak regulatory  
system, and their operations are characterised by bad  
practice, specifically failure to take appropriate action to  
prevent pollution and to ensure that problems that do occur 
are addressed properly. 
 
Many areas of the Niger Delta remain polluted because of 
failure by companies to clean up pollution and rehabilitate 
the soil and water. 
 
Amnesty’s report, Petroleum, Pollution and Poverty in the  
Niger Delta was released on the 30 June 2009. It reveals how 
the Nigerian Government has failed to live up to its obligation 
to protect the human rights of its people by allowing oil  
companies to show a shocking disregard for the human  
impact of their activities.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

A gas flare at Ughelli West, Delta State, Nigeria, 26 
January 2008. © Kadir van Lohuizen/NOOR  

Oil spill at Ikarama, Bayelsa State, March 2008. 
This photograph was taken eight months after 
the spill. There are often long delays in clearing 
up after oil spills in the Niger Delta. © Amnesty  
International 

Children play near an oil spill at Ikarama, 
Bayelsa State, March 2008. The spill is reported 
to have occurred in 2006. Shell claims it has 
been cleaned up. © Kadir van Lohuizen/NOOR  



TAKE ACTION NOW 
 

Sign our postcards, our pre-prepared letter or send 
your own to: 
 
Minister of Environment, Housing and Urban 
 Development,  
Mr John Odey 
Federal Ministry of Environment, Housing and 
Urban Development 
340 Independence Way, Central Area, 
Abuja 
Nigeria 
 
Seeking assurances that there is no legal block to 
either communities or NGOs being given a copy of 
all relevant information  on the impact of oil     
operations on the environment and human rights in 
the Niger Delta. 
 
And write  to: 
 
Mr Peter Voser, 
Chief Executive 
Royal Dutch Shell 
P.O. Box 162 
2501 AN The Hague 
The Netherlands 
 
Dear Mr Voser, 
I am concerned about the devastating impact that  
pollution and environmental damage, associated 
with the operations of Shell, is having on the  
human rights of people in the Niger Delta, Nigeria. 
 
Shell has failed to take effective measures to   
address the impact and environmental damage of 
its activities in the Niger Delta. I urge you as the 
Chief Executive of Royal Dutch Shell to: 
 
• Undertake a comprehensive clean-up of all 

oil pollution in consultation with affected  
communities; 

• Disclose all information on the impact of oil  
operations on the environment and human 
rights in the Niger Delta. 

Shell’s involvement 
The oil industry in the Niger Delta involves both the  
government of Nigeria and subsidiaries of multinational  
companies. The Shell Petroleum Development Company 
(Shell), a subsidiary of Royal Dutch Shell, is the main  
operator on land. The majority of cases reported to, and  
investigated by, Amnesty International relate to Shell. 
 
Shell’s response on Amnesty’s report—issued on 8 July 
2009—has been disappointing. Shell appears to want to 
talk about the complex issues in the Niger Delta as if they 
were an onlooker—but do not want to acknowledge that the  
company’s operations are a contributing factor. 
 
Help Amnesty’s campaign to ensure: 
• The protection of human rights 
• The effective regulation of the oil industry in Nigeria 

through the enforcement of laws and regulations 
• Assessment and disclosure of the human rights  

impact of oil operations in the Niger Delta 
• Clean up of pollution in the Niger Delta 
 

Amnesty International Aotearoa New Zealand—EDeN (Environmental Defenders 
Network) campaigns on grave human rights abuses linked to unsustainable  
environmental activities and on behalf of the Human Rights Defenders who are  
environmental activists. 
 
For more information on EDeN go to: http://eden.amnesty.org.nz  

“The oil companies, particularly Shell Petroleum, have  
operated for over 30 years without appreciable control or 
environmental regulation to guide their activities.” 
 
- United Nations Development Programme, Niger Delta  
Human Development Report, 2006 © Kadir van Lohuizen/NOOR  

Amnesty International is a global movement of 2.8 million supporters, members and activists in more than 150 countries 
and territories who campaign to end grave abuses of human rights. 
 
Our vision is for every person to enjoy all the rights enshrined in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights and other  
international human rights standards. 
 
We are independent of any government, political ideology, economic interest or religion – funded mainly by our membership 
and public donations. 


