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Abstract 

Traditional land tenure systems with their inherent discriminatory tendencies biased 
against women constitute an obstacle to sustainable poverty alleviation. This paper 
analyzes the land tenure practice in the oil-rich Niger Delta region of Nigeria based on 
field research. The paper specifically analyzes how patriarchal traditional practices 
have been integrated into compensation policies of oil companies and how this affects 
pathways for poverty alleviation available to male and female residents.  
 
The findings show that land hitherto used for agriculture by both men and women is 
sold to oil companies by male community members and how compensation proceeds 
are shared directly among male residents and only trickle down to women. Moreover, 
while the acquisition of farm land by oil companies deprives both men and women off 
their plots, men have an advantage over women in accessing the few available 
employment opportunities open to host communities as part of the compensation 
package of oil companies.  
 
The paper concludes by proposing a partnership framework for ensuring that all 
parties, both male and female, have direct access to compensation and benefit from 
mentoring mechanisms to enable them put such money to beneficial uses. This is 
against the backdrop that such money is capable of translating the lives of 
beneficiaries from poverty to the attainment of sustainable livelihoods. 
 
Keywords: Land tenure system, oil exploration and exploitation, compensation, 
gender, poverty alleviation 
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Section 1: Introduction 
 

1. Problem statement 

 

Due to lack of infrastructure and social amenities in the rural areas of the Niger Delta 
region of Nigeria, employment, formal or informal, is largely centred around land. 
However, with the activities of multinational oil corporations in this region, land has 
become a very essential commodity whose involvement in oil related activities has the 
potential of transforming the lives of persons involved in such land deals. More so, 
land, an asset under the de facto management of traditional institutions carries with it, 
in its distribution, the influence/dictates of the patriarchal traditional institution, whose 
norms and values, more often than not, have gender discriminatory tendencies.  
 
 While on their own such tendencies may not have livelihood threatening 
effects for men and women in these rural areas, compared with the interest placed on 
land by oil prospectors, gender discriminatory tendencies become prominent as the 
overall result has the potentials of widening the socio-economic gap between men and 
women, with women going further down the poverty alley. 
 
 This paper focuses on the land tenure practice of the traditional institution and 
the land acquisition practice of the oil prospectors with a view to analyzing how such 
practices offer differentiated opportunities to men and women to overcome poverty in 
the rural Niger Delta. In carrying out this analysis, the focus of this paper will be on 
the practice of the compensation policy of the oil companies as influenced by the land 
tenure system of the traditional institution.  
 
 To ensure adequate coverage of all issues of interest, the paper will be divided 
into five sections. Section one, the introductory section, will discuss the problem 
statement and explain the methodology that was used in the course of the field work. 
Section two will give a brief overview of the Niger Delta mentioning the oil economy 
and how it affects the lives and livelihoods of men and women in the Niger Delta as 
well as the land tenure system. Section three will analyze the compensation process 
and its implications on men and women as it concerns poverty alleviation. Section 
four will analyze the differentiated pathways out of poverty that the compensation 
process offers to men and women in the Niger Delta region while the last section, will 
propose measures capable of strengthening gender sensitive rural employment and 
ensuring sustainable poverty alleviation. 
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2. Research area and data collection1 
 
Research Area 
 
This paper focuses on the Niger Delta, a region comprising of nine states, several 
hundreds of semi autonomous communities with an estimated total population of 31 
million.  Section two gives a more detailed description of the research area.  
 
          To ensure an even representation of all communities and groups, systematic 
sampling was used in the delimitation of the research area. First of all; the number of 
oil producing states which the study covers was reduced from nine to three. The 
criteria of choice was based on the quantum of oil exploration and exploitation 
activities in these states. Within the relevant oil producing states, two oil producing 
communities each were chosen based on the presence of the three major oil 
companies, Shell, AGIP and Total-Fina-Elf in these areas. Within these communities, 
every 5th house, thus twenty percent of the community was chosen for the 
administration of questionnaires.   
 
          In addition to the systematic sampling, purposive sampling method was 
meticulously carried out to determine the number of documents to examine and 
relevant persons to interview. This was also extended to the oil industry in the choice 
of respondents of semi structured interviews. For instance, respondents in the oil 
industry were chosen in relation to their duties and tasks with the oil companies and in 
particular in the relevant departments that deal with issues of community relations and 
sustainable development.  
 
          Techniques used in the process of data collection were a mixture of qualitative 
and quantitative methods. Such techniques included the use of questionnaires, semi 
structured interviews, observation, in addition to literature study. 
 
          Semi-structured interviews were administered to respondents in the oil industry 
while questionnaires were administered to a sample section of the oil producing 
communities. Such questionnaires were either given to respondents or asked verbally 
in the local language of respondents depending on their level of formal literacy.  
 
          Observation sessions were mainly focused on meetings between representatives 
of the oil producing communities with the oil companies, as well as focus group 
sessions.   
 
Data collection 
 
Data collection started with the interview sessions with relevant persons in the three 
major oil companies. On the average, formal interview sessions with the 
representatives of oil companies took about one hour each.  With the information 
gathered from these interviews, the next phase consisted of interview and 
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questionnaire sessions in the selected communities. In all, six communities each with 
numerous semi-autonomous communities were visited. These communities are: 
Biseni - Edegberi, and Egberu in Bayelsa state, Kwale and Isoko in Delta state and 
Alakiri and Omoku/Obagi in Rivers state.  
 
 In the communities, interview sessions were limited to the community leaders, 
the elders as well as the youth leaders in each community. Due to the absence of 
women and girls in these groups, special interview sessions were held with some 
women and girls whenever the team had such opportunities. For instance, in the 
course of interviewing an elder or a youth leader, the presence of the mother or a 
sister is usually taken as an opportunity. Where prominent women existed, such 
women were also interviewed.  
 
 The third phase of the fieldwork took the research team back to the oil 
companies where we participated in two community assessment meetings between the 
oil companies and members of the host communities. Data collection ended at this 
stage with the belief that all the elements necessary to discuss the research problem 
have been obtained.  
 
 In all, the data collection phase was concluded without any major hitch apart 
from initial attitudes of hostility on the part of respondents as they erroneously 
thought the research team was either sent by the government or the oil companies, two 
institutions with which host communities had long standing grievances2.  However, 
hostilities were quickly dispelled as the team of research assistants, purposely chosen 
to include at least one person conversant with the language and customs of each 
community,  effectively explained the objective of the mission of the research team to 
representatives of the host communities. In addition, given such an initial attitude, the 
research team was aware that answers from respondents might, at times, be biased; the 
research team was already trained for such eventualities and used several techniques, 
including observation, to go beyond verbal answers and direct questions beyond the 
initial answers. 
 
Data processing and analysis 
 
The major part of the data management was done in the field at the end of every 
interview session. Thus, whilst still in the field, detailed field notes were made in line 
with the emerging themes from the interviews, these were then broken down and 
coded in accordance to their relevance to the research questions. Similar ideas, 
observations and statements from respondents therefore had similar coding and were 
categorised together.  
 
  On return from the field, this first rapid analysis that was started in the field 
was then transferred to a word processor for efficient storage purposes, and also, to 
facilitate the moving around of data and the search for particular themes in the process 
of documentation. The use of the computer was limited to the final stage of data 
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analysis, that is, the consolidation of the various information to ensure that a 
comprehensive field record is available. This use involved: creating a computerised 
field text consisting of field notes and documents, drafting a research text comprising 
of notes and interpretations based on the text, and finalising the initial write-up for the 
public.  
 
 
Section 2: The Niger Delta3  
 
1. The oil economy 
 
 The Niger Delta, one of the world’s largest deltas, is a vast coastal plain covering 
some estimated 40,000-70,000 square kilometres in the central part of southern 
Nigeria. It has a natural, geographical, as well as political definition. The natural 
Niger Delta is a huge sedimentary basin built up of thick layers of sediments dating 
back to the Eocene epoch, some 40-50 million years ago. The geologically defined 
limits of the Niger Delta feature a distinct wetland ecological zone comprising, in 
sequence from the drier interior deltaic plains to the shoreline: (1) moist lowland rain 
forests, (2) fresh water swamp forest, (3) mangrove forest, (4) mangrove swamps and 
(5) salt marsh and tidal flats along the estuaries and shorelines. The total land area 
covered by the Niger Delta as defined above but excluding the continental shelf is 
approximately 29,100 km² or about 3.2 percent of the total land area of Nigeria 
(NDES 1997).  
 
            The geographical Niger Delta is however, narrower than the natural Niger 
Delta. The total land area described as the geographical Niger Delta is approximately 
25,900 km² or 2.8 percent of Nigeria’s total land area (NDES 1997). Apart from the 
geographical and the natural definitions, the Niger Delta has come to have a strong 
political definition.  
 
            In recent years, the definition of the Niger Delta has been bedevilled by politics 
which was not the case before the ascendancy of crude oil in the Nigerian economy. In 
the colonial and early independence periods, the Niger Delta was more or less 
synonymous with the Ahoada, Degema, Opobo, Ogoni, Brass, Western Ijaw and Warri 
divisions, all in Bayelsa, Rivers and Delta states. Agitations, during and after the 
colonial era, had always been for the creation of a distinct political region in this area 
in order to ally the fears of ethnic domination by more populous ethnic groups. Since 
the oil boom era of the early 1970s, the definition of the Niger Delta, which has tended 
to connote some proprietary rights over the oil wealth, has become highly politicised. 
Political boundaries suddenly have assumed great significance because of their 
importance in determining which states and local governments fall among the ‘oil 
producing areas’ of Nigeria with all its implications for revenue sharing. Thus in the 
perception of many Nigerians, the Niger Delta is synonymous with the oil producing 
areas of Nigeria. By this definition, the Niger Delta extends laterally along the coast to 
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include the coastal creeks and lagoon zones to the west and east of the Delta where 
there are oil and gas producing fields, both onshore and offshore (NDES 1997).  
 
          Of the nine states (Abia, Akwa Ibom, Bayelsa, Cross River, Delta, Edo, Imo, 
Ondo, Rivers) that make up the political Niger Delta, three of them, Rivers, Bayelsa 
and Delta make up approximately 80 percent of this region and produce 75 percent of 
the country’s petroleum (World Bank 1995). These three states, commonly referred to 
as the Eastern Niger Delta, are the focus of this paper. 
 
 Economically, due to the presence of oil exploitation and exploration activities 
in the region, the Niger Delta also plays host to key national industries, including 
three refineries, two petrochemical plants, one liquefied natural gas and two liquefied 
petroleum gas plants, a fertiliser plant, a major steel plant and three gas-fired electric 
power generating stations around which numerous other economic activities revolve. 
This confers on the region a considerable economic role and value in both national 
and international terms. Since 1973, oil has made up more than 90 percent of total 
exports and 80 percent of the revenue of the Federal Government of Nigeria. This 
economic activity, which is the country’s economic mainstay has also had, and still 
has major socio-economic consequences, on the Niger Delta region from which it is 
extracted. 
 
 The socio-economic situation of the Niger Delta since the discovery of oil in 
1956, shows that there have been constant conflicts and tensions between indigenes 
on one side, and oil prospectors and the government on the other. The root cause of 
these conflicts is, more often than not, linked to the absence of socio-economic 
amenities and thus socio-economic and cultural stagnation in the region. Indigenes 
blame oil companies on their insensitivity while they also blame government for 
supporting oil companies in their attempt to exploit indigenes. In the face of constant 
conflicts and protests, several measures have been taken by the oil companies as well 
as the governments to quell agitators or force the hands of angry indigenes. These 
range from pieces of compensations to draconian decrees. Where compensations have 
been arrived at, greater benefits have gone to the males in the society due to the 
patriarchal characteristics of the culture of the Niger Delta. One of such patriarchal 
trends as evident in the land tenure system will be discussed in detail.  
 
2. Incidence of poverty 
 
 Despite its economic importance, poverty is said to be on the increase in the 
region (UNDP 2006) with women being pushed more and more to the unemployment 
and under employment zones. The table below gives an indication of the poverty 
profile in the region.  
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Table 1: Incidence of poverty in the Niger Delta, 1980 - 2004 
 1980 1985 1992 1996 2004 
Nigeria 28.1 46.3 42.7 65.6 54.4 
Edo/Delta 19.8 52.4 33.9 56.1 Delta 45.35 

Edo 33.09 
Cross River 10.2 41.9 45.5 66.9 41.61 
Imo/Abia 14.4 33.1 49.9 56.2 Imo 27.39 

Abia 22.27 
Ondo 24.9 47.3 46.6 71.6 42.15 
Rivers/Bayelsa 7.2 44.4 43.4 44.3 Rivers 29.09 

Bayelsa 19.98 
Source: National Bureau of Statistics 2004 in UNDP 2006:58 
 
 Although the poverty level in the region is below that of the national average, 
the grievances of indigenes of the region borders on the fact that due to the rich 
endowment of the region in oil and gas, poverty should have long being eradicated in 
the Niger Delta if resources were fairly distributed and managed. Thus various 
conflicts and protests in the region have being centered on ‘resource control’, as 
protesters believe that the direct control of their resources will enable them take the 
development of their region in their hands. 
 
 
Gender inequality 
Table 2 GEM* for Niger Delta states, 2005 
State 
 

Equally distributed 
equivalent percentage 
(EDEP) 
parliamentary 

EDEP economic 
participation 
 

EDEP for 
income  
 

GEM  
 

Abia  0.211 0.878  0.032 0.374 
Akwa Ibom  0.222  0.870 0.063 0.385 
Bayelsa  0.142  0.906 0.050 0.366 
Cross River  0.207  0.875 0.057 0.380 
Delta  0.077  0.813 0.084 0.325 
Edo  0.207  0.949 0.085 0.413 
Imo  0.041  0.923 0.062 0.342 
Ondo  0.707  0.918 0.066 0.564 
Rivers  0.317  0.916 0.092 0.441 
Niger Delta  0.237  0.894 0.066 0.399 
*Gender Empowerment Measure (GEM) is the measurement of the extent to which women 
are excluded from opportunities 
Source: ERML fieldwork 2005 in UNDP 2006:145. 
 
 On the gender dimension, from the table above it can be noted that in the core 
Niger Delta states of Bayelsa, Delta and Rivers, and even in the region as a whole, 
although the equally distributed equivalent percentage (EDEP)4 in economic 
participation ranks very high, this does not translate into EDEP for income. The major 
reason being that economic activities of women in the region are largely centred on 
multiple low income yielding, small scale businesses carried in close proximity to 
their residences. The incomes are therefore not commensurate with their efforts. 
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3. The land tenure system 
 
Throughout the developing world, patterns of land ownership, utilization, and control 
are critical factors in the development process, having a particular importance for 
agricultural development and other livelihoods. In the case of the Niger Delta, the 
importance attached to land is more critical in the sense that, not only can it be used 
for agricultural activities alone, its involvement in the process of oil and gas 
exploration can be seen as a determining factor in the economic wellbeing of 
indigenes in the region.  
 
 Although, a Land Use Act exists5, traditional perception of ownership of land 
still, to a large extent, dictates the relationship of the oil industry with their host 
communities. As explained by Fiberesima (1999), in the traditional society, ownership 
of land in the rural communities of the Niger Delta is traditionally vested in either a 
community or family. This ‘collective ownership’ is manifested by the occupation or 
possession of land by members of a particular group or a particular area either living 
together or united by shared interest. Such lands are usually owned by families and 
vested in the eldest male member of the family. 
 
 Another type of land ownership is that of ‘individual ownership’. Individuals 
can either buy land or receive it as a gift, allocation or reclamation. In the course of 
the field study, it was discovered that individuals have the right to enjoy and use their 
land in any way that pleases them during their lifetime and pass it on to whoever they 
please. If the individual dies intestate then it becomes the family land of his/her 
immediate family or it goes to his/her next of kin.  
 
 Meanwhile, where land is neither owned by an individual, or by a family as a 
collective asset, it is recognized as a communal land and vested in the community 
chief. Communally owned land may, as the need arises, be shared among members of 
the community on basis of sex, age, commitment to potential beneficiary’s extended 
family unit which is measured in terms of financial contribution as well as marriage 
status of potential beneficiary’s parents6. The idea behind such strict criteria seems to 
be that “land in the Niger Delta is considered as the property of the original settler and 
thus as belonging to the past, the present and the generations to come, it is therefore 
important that land should not be alienated; to alienate land is to jeopardize the rights 
of members of the family to have land they can build on and furthermore, those who 
are born, or they who are still in the womb require land to enjoy” (Fiberesima 1999: 
26). 
 
 Nevertheless, such criteria of allocation of communal land is witnessing major 
changes. For instance, in one of the communities visited in Rivers State, whereas only 
males were hitherto considered for land allocation, communal land is now being 
allocated to women for the purpose of development, that is, construction of physical 
structures. 
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Indications of land distribution and use 
Table 3: Patterns of land tenure by state 
 Communal Family Individual 
Delta 
 15.4 48.3 36.3 
Bayelsa 
 12.9 67.2 19.9 
Rivers 
 17.2 51.5 31.3 
 
 
Table 4: Land tenure by sex   

 
House 
owner 

Use free 
(farming) Allocation 

Male 
 

47.4 27.5 25.1 

Female 
 

5.2 84.6 10.2 
     

 
 
 
 
 
Table 5: Patterns of land use by sex  
 
 Farming Rent/lease Business  
Male 
 24.4 62.8 12.8 
Female 
 77.1 0.3 22.6 
    
 
 Table 3 shows the varying degree of the various systems of land tenure in the 
three states under study. Although some percentage of land is still communally 
owned, the practice is rapidly changing and being allocated to individuals. The high 
percentage of individual land tenure in Delta state can be explained by the 
entrepreneurial trend in that state. Apart from large scale commercial farming (rubber 
and timber), large numbers of small scale catering and other commercial activities 
exist. 
 Table 4 gives an indication of the prevailing trend of land tenure by men and 
women in the region. As can be seen, whereas more women have access to land for 
the purpose of farming, ownership as well as allocation is higher for men than 
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women. Higher access of farmland by women also explains the trend by men to live 
the farm work in search of more lucrative employment in the oil industry. 
   
 Meanwhile, although land ownership is traditionally a right given to men 
alone, findings show that a handful of women land owners exists, this trend was more 
noticeable in Delta state. Two main reasons exist for this trend, one being that 
enlightened fathers are making wills and handing over immovable properties to their 
daughters and secondly, that enterprising women are purchasing land in their names. 
 
 Concerning the allocation of land, findings also show that women are more 
and more being recognised for the allocation of land. While this was only noticed in 
the Alakiri community in Rivers State, it was more prevalent in communities in Delta 
state. In both cases, respondents explained the trend as a special concession made to 
wealthy women, irrespective of their marital status, to enlist their participation in the 
development of the communities.  
 
 In table 5, the patterns of land use by sex seems to show that, whereas men, in 
the exercise of their rights as land owners are more willing to let go of the land in 
form of lease or rent, usually to the oil companies, women, conscious of their status as 
strangers in their marital communities, directly use their land for commercial 
activities such as farming or general business ventures (restaurant, kiosk/shop).   
 
 
Section 3: Oil compensation practice and its implications 

 
1. Oil exploration and land acquisition 
 
The process of oil exploration and exploitation in the Niger Delta involves a number 
of activities that directly, although differentially, affect the lives of men and women in 
oil producing communities. This impact is not limited to their physical environment, 
but also touches their social and economic lives. It defines their relationship with their 
land as farmers, their swamps, rivers and creeks as fishermen/women, as well as their 
whole socio-cultural life. In the light of the foregoing, it is inevitable that the impact 
of oil production and its policies and politics have a gender dimension.  
 
 A general overview of the activities of oil exploration as outlined by the 
NDES (1997) report include:  
 

·  The prospecting stage by the services of a seismic company (this may damage 
community property and environment in the course of its activities). 

·  Acquisition of land for its activities (this alienates the people from their land in 
an area where land is scarce both for farming and habitation). In addition, the 
company may conduct dredging, drilling and gas flaring; place pipelines across 
land and creeks; and complete a host of other actions that potentially touch on 
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the basic livelihood of men and women in the community. Land acquired by 
oil companies is compensated at a rate specified by the OPTS. In addition to 
the loss of livelihoods other issues posed by land acquisition is the fact that 
OPTS rates are not realistic in comparison to the loss; more so the rightful 
owners are most often not the ones that benefit from the compensations 
(Tamuno 1999, UNDP 2006).   

·  The actual process of oil exploitation and exploration could be hazardous. One 
of the very regular hazards in this region is oil pollution. Pollution can occur 
as a result of equipment failures, ‘act of God’ (inexplicable occurrences linked 
to nature), and accidental spillage amongst others. In whatever perspective oil 
pollution is viewed, it remains a menace to the lives and properties as well as 
livelihoods of men and women in these rural communities where oil facilities 
are located.    

 

           Although less than five percent of the land of the region is occupied by the oil 
industry, its effect is considerable in view of the topography of the region. 
Furthermore, the problems associated with the operations of the oil industry are such 
that lands not directly involved in oil exploration may be indirectly affected through 
passage of pipelines or oil spills.  
 
          The UNDP (2006:187) report categorised the impacts of oil exploration and 
exploitation activities as follows: “rapid and uncontrolled urbanization, occupational 
changes, the loss of fishing grounds, the disappearance of livelihoods and land 
shortages among others”.  For these loses, the oil companies negotiate compensatory 
measures with communities/individuals affected by their activities. In its negotiations 
with communities/individuals, the oil companies adhere to laid down practices of their 
communities of operations, which in the rural Niger Delta is largely based on 
practices of land tenure system as stipulated by the patriarchal traditional institutions.  
 
 The compensation issue is a key factor in the relations between the oil 
companies and their host communities. It is said to be behind majority of conflicts in 
the region as the benefits can go a long way to improve one’s financial status, thereby 
reducing one’s poverty level, if properly utilised.  
 
2. The process of compensation 

 
Although, in line with the Land Use Act, oil companies deal directly with the 
government in matters of land acquisition and obtaining clearance to commence 
exploration and exploitation activities, it was discovered that in practice, such 
clearances are usually not sufficient to grant these companies ‘licence to operate’ in 
the respective host communities. A parallel process as that carried out at the level of 
the government is usually initiated between the respective oil companies and their 
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host communities before actual exploration and exploitation activities can be carried 
out.  
 
 In the process of this research, it was discovered that at the entrance of oil 
companies to the oil producing communities, homage is usually paid to the traditional 
ruler who is informed of the mission of the delegation from the oil company in 
question. In this first encounter, money is given to him to share to his subjects in the 
form of public relations gestures. This money is not part of the amount paid for the 
compensation. Such money is shared according to households in the community 
through the various heads of the households. Thus every household, irrespective of 
whether the household’s land is going to be involved in land acquisition or not, 
benefits from this initial public relations gesture. Due to the extended family system in 
the communities in question, a household in this case is not restricted to the western 
concept of family, that is, husband, wife and children; it could include persons linked 
by the same grand or great grandparents and living in different houses but in close 
proximity. Such households, depending on the community, may have a chief or a 
household head, usually a male. Thus, in their dealings with the communities, oil 
companies’ first group of contact in the oil producing communities are the traditional 
rulers. At this level of negotiations women are excluded as it was noticed that none of 
the traditional councils in all the communities visited in the three states had any female 
membership.  
 
 It was also noticed that there were other important groups of contacts such as 
the community development communities (CDC) and the youths. Whereas the CDC 
usually discusses general issues regarding the development of the community, the 
youths, in order not to be left out of this life changing opportunity, contact the oil 
companies for their own share claiming that what was handed over to the traditional 
rulers never got to them since it was assumed to be for the elders. At this general level 
of compensation, the traditional ruler sends his wives to go for their share.  
 
 As the oil companies unfold the purpose of their entrance and the location they 
have discovered as site for their equipment and infrastructure, specific negotiations 
are then held with the individuals or families involved in the land in question. 
Negotiations continue with the elders if the land in question is communally owned. At 
this stage, specific needs of the communities can also be discussed with the chiefs and 
the community development committees or the community as a whole. 
 
 Meanwhile, as individual owners and families of the land in question are being 
contacted, the process is the same as in the above scenario. A general public relation 
gesture is made to the individual, the head of family or household. In some 
communities visited, most of the intra-communal conflicts are said to arise at this 
stage as various members of the same household come up to make claims for the piece 
of land in question. Concerning women’s participation, at this stage, not even the royal 
‘first ladies’ can participate because they are all landless and therefore not eligible for 
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participating in the process. At best they may have a share of the public relations 
gestures based on the good will of the male recipient.   
 
 When the owner/owners of a piece of land is/are ascertained, inventory is taken 
of the piece of land. Items of compensatory interest on the piece of land include 
physical structures such as buildings, shrines, tombs; crops and plants; fish ponds, 
fishing traps, and fishing nets. Individual owners of such items within the household 
are contacted and compensated according to fixed rates which are usually negotiable 
(see appendix 4 - OPTS rate).  
 
 In addition to the direct compensation, other compensatory measures are 
classified under community development and public relations. Under the community 
relations, oil companies sponsor various development projects ranging from markets, 
cemetery, health centres, water and electricity. Negotiations at this stage are usually 
carried out in the cities, at the offices of the oil companies and are sustained by 
regular contacts. Persons involved at this stage include, representatives of the oil 
producing community – these persons could be (1) community members or attorneys 
acting on behalf of the community, (2) contractors and businessmen from the 
community, (3) youth groups, (4) traditional rulers and chiefs. In all the communities 
visited in the course of this research representatives in categories 2 to 4 are all males, 
in category one, some female attorneys representing some communities or individuals 
were encountered, however, their clients were all males. Still in category one, all 
community members representing their communities were males except in one of the 
communities in Rivers state (Alakiri) where a female top government official was 
among the representatives of the community. The strategic choice of this female 
member of the delegation does not come as a surprise judging her important role in 
the state government, furthermore, the other members of the delegation are also 
chosen among the urban elite and literate members of the community and not 
necessarily family heads or members of the traditional council of chiefs.  
 
 Although the focus of such regular contacts with the oil companies is to follow 
up on the projects requests made by the communities, other issues like employment of 
indigenes as unskilled workers or security personnel are also discussed. Furthermore, 
as a result of such regular visits of these contact persons, other personal relationships 
are established with staff of the oil companies concerned, such relationships could 
open up avenues for the discussion of matters of personal interest such as regular 
contract registration, jobs for children and other relations in the offices of the oil 
companies.  
 
  At the end of such sessions, delegates were usually given some “public 
relations envelops” containing money supposedly for transportation. The amounts 
were usually far above the actual cost of transportation for the delegates. Such 
gestures seems to be appreciated by recipients as can be noticed from the response of 
a male youth respondent in Rivers state: 
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Shell has never given us money for land compensation because the 
initial land rent paid to the false claimants has not yet expired, we 
are now preparing for the next rental period. However, we collect 
transport money whenever we go to Shell for discussions 
 

 On the part of male youths,  in addition to casual works, by reason of their 
violent prone actions, they are smiling back home every month, as they benefit from 
‘stay at home’ payments money paid to them by oil companies so as to enable them 
(the oil companies) carry out their business in a conflict free environment. 
  
 The above process of negotiation as well as the beneficiaries can be summarily 
represented as follows: 
 
Figure 1: Summary of negotiation process 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 From the above process it can be deduced that there is a complete absence of 
women at the phase of participation in the negotiation process based on land 
ownership – thus no woman in oil producing communities benefit directly from 
compensation for land acquisition.  
 
In addition to compensation for land acquisition, other forms of compensation 
include:  

                OIL COMPANIES 

Oil producing communities 
(traditional rulers, chiefs, elders 
– all male) 

Community youth 
groups – all male 

Households 
(chiefs/heads of 
households – all male) 

Wives of the 
Community women 

Family units 
(eldest male 
members) 

Wives and 
children 

Individual land owners 
– all male 

Household/family/indi
vidual land owners (all 
male) 

Family Youths (all 
male) 

Community 
Development 
Committees (all male) 
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Oil pollution: Oil companies are required to pay ‘fair and adequate compensation for 
the disturbance of surface or other rights’ to the owner or occupier of any land or 
property affected by exploration or production.   
 
Seasonal Swamp:  A one-time acquisition is made in this case. Owners of fishing 
nets and traps are compensated. The loss of use goes to the owner of the trap, net etc, 
while the loss of temporary and permanent water use is paid to the community. 
 
Post construction damages: Post construction damages are compensations paid to 
the community due to the blockage of rivers or effects of construction of roads and 
bridges. Compensation is also paid wherever a pipeline passes. The effects of the 
coalition of traditional institution and the oil sector is comically presented by Turner 
(2003) as below: 
 
Figure 2: Comical presentation of effects of oil activities on women 

 
 
 
 
3. Examples of compensation cases 
 
Case 1 
 
 The benefits that can accrue to an individual under the above scenario can be 
appreciated through the life history of Mr Peter, a respondent in one of the 
communities in Rivers state. Some 10 years ago, Mr Peter was paid a sum of 10 
million Naira as 20 years rent for his piece of land which was involved in land 
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acquired by Shell for the construction of a flow station. Mr Peter was also paid some 
amount of money for the destruction of the farmhouses and a family shrine found on 
his land.  
 
 Mr Peter’s two wives were entitled to about 10,000 Naira each as one time 
payment for the farming season for the crops found on Mr Peter’s land which 
belonged to them, while Mr Peter was paid another lump sum for a season for the 
economic trees on the land. However, as it is the custom, Mr Peter was paid the 
money for the crops on behalf of his wives and he, in turn, handed over the money to 
his wives.  
 
 Concerning compensation for spills, due to the frequency of the occurrences of 
spills in areas of oil exploration and exploitation, Mr Peter’s community has also been 
involved in compensations related to oil spills. At one occasion, Mr Peter, along side 
other male family heads of the community, was called to determine the extent of the 
damage on their farmlands and fishing waters. Mr Peter’s wives have also been 
participating in picking sea foods such as periwinkle and oysters and therefore, had a 
stake in the negotiations. However, the onus was on Mr Peter, as the head of the 
family, to represent his family and present the claims of his wives in addition to his 
own claims.  
 
Case 2 
 
In a neighbouring community to that of the Peters, Madame Grace lived with six 
teenage children as a de jure single mother having lost her husband by death a couple 
of years earlier. At the occasion of the spill in Mr Peter’s community, the 
neighbouring community of Madame Grace was affected and she, like other women 
of the community, was asked to make her claims. In line with the process of 
negotiation that excludes her due to her sex, Madame Grace prepared her claims and 
handed it over to her late husband’s brother to present to the oil company alongside 
his own claim and that of his wives. Madame Grace received some money in form of 
compensation; however, she would never know whether or not it was the full amount 
since she was not a direct participant in the negotiation process.  

Table 6 Examples of compensation cases, amounts claimed and final awards 
Cases Amount claimed  Award  Percent 
1. Chief Tuaghaye and others vs. SPDC*(1997) N61,126,500 N30,000,000 49.0 
2. Shell vs. Farah and others (1995) N26,490,000 N4,621,307 17.5 
3. Elf (Nig.) Ltd. vs. Sillo and others (1994) N1,348,000 N288,000 21.4 
4. SPDC vs. Tiebo VII and others (1996) N64,146,000 N6,000,000 9.4 
5. SPDC vs. Joel Amaro and others (2000) N15,392,889 N30,288,861 196.8 
6 SPDC and NPDC** vs. Stephanie Sele and others 
(2004) 

N20,000,000 N18,329,350 91.6 
 

*Shell Petroleum Development Company 
**Nigerian Petroleum Development Company 
 Source: Compiled from Adewale 1988; Fajemirokun 1999; Worika 2002 in UNDP 2006: 294. 
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 Meanwhile, negotiations are not always hitch free processes and at times, end 
up in courts, thus culminating in long legal battles. Results of such battles are also not 
predictable as shown in the table 6 above. Nevertheless, from it can be noticed that 
awards, even if they may not commensurate with the damage suffered, can run into 
millions of Naira, such amounts are capable of translating a family from poverty to 
wealth. Unfortunately, women are excluded from gaining access to such lucrative 
opportunities as a result of their biological sex with its ensuing social consequences.   
 
 From the foregoing, it can be seen that due to their sex and gender roles, 
amplified by the traditional land tenure institution, women in the oil producing 
communities of the Niger Delta are denied opportunities to participate in potentially 
life changing opportunities and are condemned to access a negligible percentage of 
benefits of the oil and gas industry in their communities. Further more, their 
possibility of socio-political emancipation is neglected as they are being represented 
at decision-making levels by their male representatives and thus, treated as dependent 
minors.  
 
 
Section 4: Differentiated pathways out of poverty 
 
1. Use of compensation money 
 
In the course of the field trip, it was observed that money derived from companies are 
hardly put into sustainable economic use. Major uses of compensation money include 
the purchase of property and the participation in social ceremonies as can be seen in 
table 7 below. 
 
Table 7 : Use of compensation money 

 Trading 
Purchase of 
land/house Cars 

Others (marriages, burials, 
medicals, court cases) 

Female 92.5 
 

0 0 7.5  

Male 0.6 
 

25.2 20.5 53.7  
 
 In table 7, the difference in the trend of the use of money between males and 
females can be explained by the fact that (1), the amount of money paid to women is 
so small that it cannot be used for any major financial intensive project such purchase 
of house or cars and (2), it could also be an indicator of the interest of both sexes; 
thus, whereas women are eager to see the sustained well being of their families, men 
are more focused on maintaining a status on their communities. 
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2. Poverty-alleviation pathways  
 
The process of compensation, as tedious as it may seem, is viewed by indigenes of oil 
producing communities as an opportunity to redirect the course of their lives towards 
a better future.  For instance, in the case of the Peters, the wives of Mr Peter were 
happy to have received such a lump sum for the first time in their lives. They were 
able to use it as an initial capital to start a small-scale business of selling local 
vegetables in the community market built by the oil company as part of its community 
relation policy. Since farming is regarded as an indispensable activity in the 
community, Mr Peter was able to locate a piece of land within the community for the 
continuation of subsistence farming activity for his wives. unfortunately, due to the 
scarcity of land in this community, the alternative piece of land was of a much smaller 
size and also a long distance away from the residence of the Peters. These factors 
made the production of the farm less sufficient for family use and the activity more 
tedious for Mr Peter’s wives and their children. Furthermore, according to Mr Peter, 
in the course of the years the yield has again diminished due to the presence of gas 
flaring - 24 hours a day - in close proximity to the farmland.   
 
 Concerning the trade Mr Peter’s wives once thought was lucrative, over 
saturation of the market has made it impossible for the wives to make any reasonable 
sales. Due to the same factors that forced Mr Peter’s wives into this business, more 
and more women have joined the market to try to make ends meet.  
 
 In the case of men, the possibilities open to them to escape from the shackles 
of poverty are as many as the numerous channels through which they can benefit from 
compensation. Thus, Mr Peter, and other male members of his family have also 
benefited from fallouts from other stages of negotiations. Follow-up contacts in which 
Mr Peter was involved has afforded him and his male counterparts in the family the 
opportunity to receive revenue from employment as unskilled workers at construction 
sites as well as other minor contracts that Elf gives to them from time to time.  
 
 The table below gives an indication of the various alternative avenues used by 
men and women to better their socio-economic status. 
 
Table 8: Alternative employment avenues  

 
Farming/petty 
trading Contracting  

Unskilled rig 
workers 
contracting 

Others (stay at home 
salary earner, 
prostitution, broker) 

Male 
 6.3 47.9  32.1 13.7 

Female 
 

77.3 4.8  0 17.9 
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Table 8 attempts to summarise the various employment avenues open to men and 
women in the region. Women’s complete absence in the category of unskilled workers 
has been linked to their lack of strength as well as a ‘measure’ to protect them from 
sexual harassment in a male dominated area.  
 
 Findings also show that most persons are engaged in multiple activities. A 
male unskilled worker, can also partake in the ‘stay at home payment’.  As for the 
women, unfortunately, their participation in the ‘others’ category is largely in the area 
of prostitution. As illegal and as unhealthy as it may sound, it has become a survival 
strategy for women and girls in the oil communities.  
 
 
Section 5: Partnership – an effective way forward  
 
Given the importance of gender equality to development, coupled with the 
complexities of the Niger Delta, there is need for a unique approach to resolve 
discriminatory practices and usher in a gender responsive practice capable of 
eliminating all forms of discrimination militating against equitable pathways out of 
poverty.  
 
 Nevertheless, in the midst of these complexities, advocating for a gender 
responsive policy may seem trivial to the government and peoples, especially, those 
not schooled in development issues. A conscious strategic framework having the 
capacity to take a holistic look at development is therefore necessary. Such a strategic 
framework must be in partnership with all stakeholders, for, as the World Bank 
(2003:5) puts it “a strategic and structured partnership approach that seeks to engage 
the strengths of corporations alongside those of government and civil society can yield 
better results for communities as well as for business”. The UNDP report corroborates 
this opinion by explaining that, such partnerships have the potentials of ensuring a 
“synergy among government agencies, oil companies, donors, NGOs, community-
based organisations and other groups” (UNDP 2006:439). This paper therefore 
proposes a partnership framework for a gender responsive poverty alleviation effort in 
the rural Niger Delta for, “strategic partnerships can bring the complementary skills 
and inputs of the public sector, the private sector and the civil society in tackling 
complex social and environmental problems” (World Bank 2002:5) as well as 
“removing the barriers to social inclusion” (UNDP (2006:439). 
 
 To ensure an effective gender responsive partnership, it is important that “all 
partners act upon their core competencies – their complementary resources, 
knowledge and skills – to jointly address the complexities surrounding social 
development” (World Bank 2003:5). Furthermore, as those who “benefit from the 
status quo are often unwilling to make the concessions required for partnerships” 
(UNDP 2006:449) utmost importance should be taken in the selection of partnership 
members. For instance, partners in a gender equitable framework should be committed 



 
 

C. A. George                                                - Draft for discussion - 20 

to the belief that “the empowerment of women …is essential both in helping them help 
themselves and towards development and the public good” (UNDP 2006:454).  
 
1. Identifying partnership possibilities 
 
At present, although various partnerships are initiated by oil companies, such 
partnerships are usually ad hoc, without any long term strategic direction. 
Furthermore, such partnerships lack a comprehensive process to ensure that all 
stakeholders are effectively and adequately represented. The following categories of 
partners will be regarded as desirable in the setting up of an effective partnership in 
the region: 
 

·  Citizens of the Niger Delta (youths – boys and girls below the age of 25, men 
and women, and elderly persons above the age of 65. These age brackets were 
used in the field survey and corresponds to the different ways of perception) 

·  Representatives of oil producing communities 

·  Oil companies 

·  NGOS and community based organisations  

·  Professional bodies (FIDA, the Media, Investment groups) 

·  Governments (Ministry of Gender and Social Development as focal point) 

·  The international community  

 
2. Recommended partnership strategies 
 
The objective of the proposed partnership will be to ensure that compensations and 
other financial benefits accruing from the oil companies to the oil communities is 
shared equitably and efficiently among the indigenes of the communities irrespective 
of sex differences. This is against the backdrop that women's discrimination presents a 
serious obstacle to sustainable development, especially considering UNDP's 
(2006:438) assertion that “a significant proportion of the population in the Niger Delta 
constitutes socially marginalised groups and individuals” who “have been shut out 
from the wealth derived from mineral exploitation”. In the communities of study, this 
significant proportion is largely made up of landless, voiceless, disempowered women 
in the local communities.  
 
The partnership will work in ways that will (1) ensure the elimination of all forms of 
discrimination against women in their effective participation in the gains of the oil 
industry; (2) ensure gender sensitive employment policies and (3) ensure women's 
access to alternative avenues of revenue generation. The principal roles and 
responsibilities can be shared as follows: 
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·  Government:  ensuring an enabling legal and institutional environment  

·  Oil producing companies: financing and managing women empowerment and 
gender equality projects  

·  Civil Society: implementing projects, monitoring governments, traditional 
authorities and oil producing companies 

·  International organizations: Monitoring the implementation of international 
conventions and treaties 

 
 It is hoped that such partnership framework will be time bound and subject to 
evaluation and redefining of strategies according to an established time-frame. In the 
event of an effective implementation, the partnership may come to maturity and fade 
out thus necessitating an effective exit strategy. One of such exit strategies is the 
establishment of a Foundation/oil trust fund. 
 
 Given the complex Niger Delta scenario, a multilayered foundation may be a 
more effective working strategy. In this perspective, a foundation to ensure the full 
and equitable participation of all indigenes of the oil producing communities could be 
in the form of community specific trust funds financed by oil companies and managed 
by professionals in the private sector such as the banks or investment companies. This 
management profile is to ensure enforcement of legal laws on gender equality as will 
be elaborated in the Memorandums of Understanding setting up the funds, thus 
avoiding community managed funds and the ensuing risks of having the traditional 
institutions impose their gender discriminatory norms and values.  
 
 Without going into the practical details, it is important that each adult 
individual in the community, irrespective of the person's marital status or landless 
status, be considered eligible to participate. Care will be taken to ensure that no one 
member participates in two communities such as natal and marital communities. 
 
 Benefits accruing to members could be in the form of dividends which can be 
paid to every adult (using the adult age of 18 as stipulated in the Constitution) male 
and female. Other activities geared towards empowering the population, such as 
education and business ventures can be built into the trust fund in the form of loans 
that will be disbursed under strict gender sensitive criteria. 
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Conclusion 
 
This paper has attempted to establish how patriarchal traditional practices have been 
integrated into compensation policies of oil companies with the resulting effects of 
discriminatory poverty escape routes for both males and females, tilting the balance in 
favour of males.  
 
 In the course of the discussion, it has been noticed that although employment 
avenues open to both males and females through the marriage of land tenure system to 
compensation practices are limited to both sexes due to the lack of relevant skills and 
education qualifications, males superior physical strength has given them an advantage 
over females in accessing the few available employment opportunities. Furthermore, 
due to the violent prone nature of male youths, they have been singled out for ‘stay at 
home’ payments, as a way to ensure peaceful oil exploration and exploitation 
environment.  
 Whereas such monies may not be judiciously used, it puts beneficiaries a step 
ahead of non beneficiaries, as they are now in a position to make strategic choices 
capable of changing their lives. 
 Finally, this paper has proposed a framework that may have the potentials of 
ensuring that all parties, both males and females, have direct access to compensation 
fallouts as well as benefit from mentoring avenues to enable them put such monies to 
beneficial uses, for, such monies are capable of translating the lives of beneficiaries 
from poverty to the attainment of sustainable livelihoods. 
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Appendix 1: Map of Nigeria showing the Niger Delta Region 
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Appendix 2: Map of the Niger Delta 
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Appendix 3: Map of the Niger Delta showing the sample area 
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Appendix 4: OPTS rate 
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Notes 

                                                
1 More details on the process of data collection can be obtained in the thesis *Engendering corporate social 
responsibility for women’s socio-economic empowerment: the case of Shell in the Niger Delta”, George 2008 
2 See *Engendering corporate social responsibility for women’s socio-economic empowerment: the case of Shell 
in the Niger Delta, George 2008 
3 Appendix 1 shows a map of the region 
4 An equally distributed equivalent percentage (EDEP) is calculated, as a population weighted average, 
according to the following general formula: EDEP = {[female population share (female index 1-� )] + [male 
population share (male index 1-� )]} 1/1-� . �  measures the aversion to inequality. In the GEM (as in the GDI) �  
= 2 which places a moderate penalty on inequality. The formula is thus: EDEP = {[female population share 
(female index -1)] + [male population share (male index -1)]} -1 
For political and economic participation and decision-making, the EDEP is then indexed by dividing it by 50. 
The rationale for this indexation: In an ideal society, with equal empowerment of the sexes, the GEM variables 
would equal 50% - that is, women’s share would equal men’s share for eachvariable. Finally, the GEM is 
calculated as a simple average of the three indexed EDEPs. 
 
5 The Land Use Act (originally Decree No. 6 of 1978), provides that: all land comprised in the territory of each 
state in the Federation are hereby vested in the governor of that state and such land shall be held in trust and 
administered for the use and common benefit of all Nigerians 
6 Two major forms of marriage are recognized, the big dowry and the small dowry, property rights were 
accorded to persons married under the big dowry, while persons married under the small dowry are considered 
as children belonging to the maternal family and therefore not qualified to be custodians of immovable 
properties.  


