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lllegal Artisanal Oil Refining in the Niger Delta: Responding to
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burning of artdsanal refining faclities and
illegally refined petroleurm products. This often
cases eollaberal damiage including destruction
of the surrounding vegetation and natural
habltats, thereby intensifiing emdronmental
poliution and the disruption of local livelihoods.

Recently, following public outcry over the
environmantal and health impacts of artisanal
ol rafining, the government intansified tha e
of secirity forces to crackdown on illagal
artisanal refineries and destruction of lllegally
refined petroleun proeducts. This approach
could be counter-productive as it could intensify
emironmental degradation and air pollution,
and disruption of lvelihoods. Moreover, since
artisanal oil refining amd the assodated value

Figure 1; An abandoned illegal artisanal oil refinery in Ogale community near Eleme, Rivers State. chaims are seemingly embadded in the local

Introduction

llegal oil bunkering and artisanal cude oil
refining are organized emvironmental crimes
that are driving conflict and insecurity in the
Miger Delta. According to the report! of an
environmental Impact  assessment  of oil
exploration  in  Ogondland, Rivers State,
conducted by the United Mations Environmental
Programme (UNEP} in 2011, llegal oil bunkering
and artisanal refining are major causes of water
and alr pollution and soll contamination In the
area, with harmful impacts on human health,
afjuatic e, and the entire ecological systeni.

Apart from the enwiranmental and health
impacts, lllegal artisanal oll refining has also
intensified organized crime and the deployment
of repressive security measures In the region.”
Piracy, drug wafficking and arms proliferation
have been reinforced by oil bunkering and
artisanal refining. According to data (see Figure
2 and 3], Megal bunkering and artisanal refining
retated violence caused over SO0 fatalities in the
regian betwesn lanuary 2014 and April 2022,
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economy,’ any strategy that excludes the
provision of alternative livelihoods could couse
economic  demptons and  oocupational
displacement which could intensify communal
tensions and insecurity in the region.

The emdronrnental and security Iimpacts of
illegal artisanal oil refining activities have also
been exacerbated by government's response to
the situstion.” Government responss mosthy
imvolve the destruction of bunkering sites and
-
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Figure 2; Heat Map shows gecgraphical concentration of reported artisanal oll refining refated fatalibes
in the Niger Delta from January 2014 - April 2022, Sources: Nigerla Watch and ACLED data, Integrated
on the PAP Peace Map (www pdp-nigerdelta.org)
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Trends and Dynamics of lllegal Artisanal Oil Refining Related Violence in the Niger Delta
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Figure 3: Artisanal Oil Refining Related Violent Incidents and Fatalities from fanuary 2014 - April 2022
Sources: Nigerla Watch and ACLED data, integrated on the PAP Peace Map [yww pdp-nigerdelta. org)

This conflict briefing examines the dynamics of
illegal oil bunkering and artisanal crude oil
refining in the Niger Defta. It highlights the
environmental, socio-economic and  security
impacts, and proposes concrete steps  for
consideration by the government, civil society
organizations, peace actors, and other key
stakeholders concerned with improving security
and creating peaceable economic livelihoods in
the region. This brief draws on data available on
the PAP Peace Map, and information from key
informant interviews with individuals involved in
the artisanal odl refining economy in Bayelsa,
Detta, Rivers, Imo and Abia State.

Background

The Miger Delta of Migernia is situated on the Gulf
of Guinea and covers an area of over 70,000
square kilormeters, The area is highly diverse
with over 40 ethnic groups who speak maore
than 100 languages and dialects, and whase
traditional livelihood invalve malnly farming and
fishing. The region comprises 185 out of the 774
local gowernment areas and covers nine out of
the 36 states of Nigeria: Abia, Akwa Ibom,
Bayelsa, Cross River, Delwa, Edo, Ima, Onde and
Rivers, With aver 30 million people, according to
a 2006 population census, and an estimated
population density of 265 people per sguare
kilometer, the region accounts for more than 23
percent of Nigeria's population.
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The Niger Delta contains vast reserves of oil and
gas, which play a significant role in the Nigerian
economy. Despite these abundant matural
resources, the region is marked by poverty,
underdevelopment, environmental degradation,
and insecurity. Historical tensions and a
proliferation of armed groups [militant, criminal,
and ethna-sectarian) contribute to the changing
conflict and security dymarmics in the region.

Historically, the Miger Delta region has been
marked by viclent agitation over political rights,
resaurce control and environmental protection,
The struggle for local controd of oil resources
and environmental remediation later ewvolved
into armed insurgency, Between the 1980s and
1990s, many social justice movements and
ethnic milidas emerged to protest against the
devastating impact of oil exploration and
praduction. A notable group that emerged
during that period was the Movement for the
Survival of the Ogoni People [MOSOP) led by
Ken Saro-Whwa, an environmental rights activist.

The killing of Ken Saro-Wiwa and eight other
MOSOP leaders by the military government in
1985 triggered a series of violent agitation and
the emergence of several militant groups In the
region. Between 2003 and 2007, several milltant
groups emerged, including the Miger Delta
Peoples Volunteer Force (NDPWF) and the
Mavement for the Emancipation of the Miger
Delta (MEND), These militant groups took up
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arms against the govermment and engaged in
the kidnapping of oil workers, vandalism of ail
facilities and illegal oil bunkering.

In 2009, the federal gowernment instituted an
amnesty program to incentivize militants with
allowances and capacity building training to end
the insurgency. 5ome of the militants however
continued ta engage in lllegal oil bunkering and
artisanal refining because of the lucrative nature
of the business, and the failure of the amnesty
program to effectively address the underlying
causes and drivers of militancy in the region,

Drivers and Dynamics of
Illegal Oil Bunkering

The growing prevalence of iliegal oil bunkering
and artisanal refining in the Miger Delta can be
situated  within  the context of several
interrelated and often aoverapping conflict
drivers and dynamics. The situation is intricately
linked with socio-economic pressures and the
demand for local centrof of oll resources, and
driven by varying degrees of historical, political,

environmental, communal and criminal factors.

lhegal ol bunkering - stealing of crude ol from
pipelines and wellheads, smuggling, selling and
illegal artisanal oil refining - is an upshot of the
oil crisis im the MNiger Delta. It originated from
acts of vandalism by local youths to compel oil
companies to pay compensation for oil spills.® 1t
later evolved into small-scale stealing of refined
pil for domestic use and sale in bocal black
markets, and eventually developed into a well
organized venture involving criminal syndicates
including militant groups, oil company staff,
security agent and international dealers.”

The emergence of militant groups transformed
illegal oil bunkering into a well organized
lucrative wventure that involves large-scale
stealing of crude ol for sake in both local and
international markets.” It was a major source of
funding for militancy as stolen crude opil was
reportedly sold for cash or exchanged for
weapons and llicit drugs.”

Ower the years, stolen crude oil is increasingly
being refined in artisanal refineries that employ
Indigenous technologies (see Flgure 1), Ilegal ail

walu r

Partnership Initiatives in the Miger Delta Miger Délta Parinership Initiatives



Conflict Briefing May 2022: lilegal Artisanal Oil Refining in the Niger Delta - Responding to Environmental Crime and Insecurity

burkerinig and artisanal refining activities are thus
intricately connected and muivally reinforcing -
llegal ol bunkering supplies artisanal refineries
with crude oil, while the refined products feed into
the supply chains of oil bunkering business.” The
local dernand and supply dynamics are mainly
driven by the loss of peaceable livellhoods and
growing demand for locally refined fuels a5 a result
of shortages of petraleum products mainly caused
by inefficlent national refineries."”

Ilicit Artisanal Oil Refining
and Insecurity

lllegal odl bunkering and artisanal refining are
major drivers of insscurity in the ol and pas
Industry and the agricultural sector in the Miger
Delta, Vandalisn and illegal tapping of ol pipelines
by crivanal gangs have compelled oil frms to

regularty declare force mgewre on ol and gas
exports thereby undercutting profits and reduding
government revenue, Acconding to data,”’ the
Higarian government reportedly lesas an average
of 200,000 bamels of crude ol per day, which is
more than 10 per cent of dally preducton, and an
estimated %4 billion yearly as a result of illegal oil
burkering and artisanal oil refining activities in the
Niger Defta.

community near Eleme, Rivers State.
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Besides economic incecurty, the enviranmental
impact of artisanal oll refining has endangered the
health and welbeing of many communities. Spills
Trom damaged pipelines as well as solid, lguid and
gaseous wastes from artisamal refineries produce
massive pollution that causes alr, water and land
poliution (see Figure 4). Soot pollutdon caused by
artisanal ofl refining k& reportedly causing cancer
and respiratory track infections among residents.™

Moreover, illegal artisanal oude o refining is
inherently dangerous, Nlegal artsanal refineries
are extreamely predisposed to explosions and fire
actddents that mostly result in several deaths and
destruction of vegetation and natural habitats."
As stated by an imerviewed artsanal refinery
aperator in Agba-Ndele community, Rivers State:
“Explosions and fire owtbreaks sometimes ocowr
dwing the cookimg flacal refinfngl process and this
uswolly couse mony deaths”. In October 2021, for
instance, more than 20 parsons warne rapartedly
killed in a fire accident at an Hlepal artizanal
refinery in Rumuskpe community, Rivers State.™®

The emvironmental impact of artisanal refining has
intensified the devastation of the traditional
livelihoods of farming and fishing. This has resulted
in acoupational disruptions and emerpence of an
organized criminal economy charactanized by
violence," Militancy, piracy and drug trafficking

B

are usually reinforced by illegal ofl burkering and
artisanal refining. The proceeds of oil bunkering
and artisanal refining are used to procure arms to
commit violent crimes and to counter attacks from
rival gangs and government security forces

Also, conflct aver oil bunkering apportunities and
dashes between illegal refiners and security forces
often result in killings, human Aghts violations and
displacement of residents. As explained by an
interviewed resident in Dkarki community, Bayelsa
Stete: “Sometimes we ore assawted by security
forces while searching for vendmls ond Megol
refinery operators in the commmity™,

Artisanal Qil Refining and
Regional Security

Apart from s adverse impact on the enironment,
security and the national economy, artisanal oil
refining has also brought abowt a relative level of
reglonal stablity.® According to data {uwwepdp-
rigerdelta.org], there was a noticeabla decline in
the levels of organized criminality and resource-
based conflicts in the Niger Delta bebaean 2016
and 2021 While the causes of the decling an
diverse, the trend is largely driven by alternative
livelihoods created by artisanal ofl refining  for
erstwhile conflict actors in the region.™

- e

Figure 4: A polluted site of an abandoned illegal artisanal oil refinery in Ogale Figure 5: A canoe transports drums of artisanal refined petroleun products

along a creek in the Niger Delta. © The Southern Examiner
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Oer the years, artisanal oil refining has evolved a
paraliel economy characterized by a clandestine
system of commerce that s a major source of
ermphoyiment and energy in the region (See Figure 5
above). It is avital source of fusl for transportation
and household energy In many communities with
limited accass to offickl sources of enargy.

The artizare [largely illegal) oil refining economy
provides direct employment for a large number of
youths in the region™ An intendewed young man
Involved in artizanal ol refining In Owaza
community, Abla State ewplained: 1 groduated
from o wiversily i India o5 o medhanical
empinesr. After | groducted | coudd not secwre
employment Dbecuse (here d@re no fob
opportunities. | decided (o join the locol of refming
besiness becorse | [s very Jucrative™.

The artizarad oll refining economy alse provides
indirect jobs for many residents including women
and girls through its vast value chaing and andillary
activies such as transportation, retailing, and
welding and Fabrication. An intarviewed woman
whao deals in artisanal refined petroleum products
in Owaza community, Abla State explained: “The
business fras created jobs for mony people. Some
people speciolize n e production of drums for
cooking the oil. mylor bogs for pockaging. and
transportation of tre products. it i3 also o source of
income for mony women thot sefl food fo the
operators daring the cooking process in the busfy”,

According to residents, artisanal oil refining has
helped to avert a resurgence of amed insurgency
by providing alternative Ivellhoods for former
militants, cult gangs and other key actors in the
Niger Delta conflict. An interviewed artisanal ol
refinery operator in Opuama community, Delta
State exphined: “Kpo  fire [illegoly  refined
petroleumn products] husiness has brought peace to
the community. Militancy, kidnapping, robbery and
it clostres hove reduced becouse ofl the od boys
Ihaodlums] ore Busy with Kpo fire businass®,

Profits from artisanal oil refining also helps to
finance and sustain networks of patronage among
local elites wha are critical In maintaining
communal peace and stabifty.” As 2 major source
of amployment, incoma and enengy, artisanal ofl
refining drives the local economy amd thersfore
playe 2 eritical role in raintaining regional stability.

Published by PIND Foundaton
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Implications of a Militarized

Response

So far, povernment responss to the situation

mainly involved the use of special security task
forces to idantfy and destroy ilegal artisanal ol
refineries and the amrest of suspectad illegal
refinery operators as well as dealers in illegally
refined petroleum  product=” However, this
approach has not been able to solve the problem,
as illegal oil bunkering and artisanal refining
activities are still prevalent in the reglon.

Combating an econoric armd emwironmertal crime
sisch as llegal artsanal ol refining & essentially 2
law enforcement function, The proliferation of
illegal artisanal ofl refinerles In the Niger Delta

sedzure of instruments of comeyance™ While this
approach has recorded some bevel of success, it
not only deprives the local populace of a vital
source of elhood, but abso destroys the
surrounding vegetation and natural habitats, thus
intensifying pollution and disrupting the traditional
Ivelihoods of fishing and farming {see Figure 6).

This approach could be counterproductive in the
long term, especially considering that artisanal
refining i largely driven by a lack of economic
opportunities and growing demand for locally
refined patroleurn products as a result of fusl
shortages, As a major source of employment and
income, the artisanal oll refining econory plays an
important role in sustaining conflict actors and
maintaining @ degree of stability at the communal

Figure &: An illegal artisanal oil refinery destroyed by the JTF burns along the creek near River Nun in

Bayelsa State. £ Reuters/Akintunde Akinleye

cannot be effectively checkmated by a militarized
approach that does not indude plans to address
the root causes and drivers of the problem. The
cuirent militarized approach that emphasizes the
deployment of Joint Task Forces [ITRs) comprising
personnel from the Nigerian Army, Mawy, Police
and paramilitary agencies is ot anly ineffective in
addressing the underlying drivers, but it could be
counterproductive in the long term.”

The current approach portrays illegal artisanal ofl
refining as a security problem rather than as a
symptom  of  economic  deprivations  and
governance dysfunciion.™ This approach mainly
involves the destruction of illegal refineriss,
burning of lacally refined petroleum products and

wwapindfoundation.org

and reglonal levels.™ A militarized response could
disrupt the local economy and spark off a cyde of
violent clashes between government security
forces amd criminal gangs which could cause
callateral damisge. Thie could underming ongoing
effarts ta foster peace and stability in the region.

Crackdowns by government security forces on
illegal artizanal oll refineries could alsa cause
sudden disruptions in patterns of daily [life,
especially where the local population depends on
artizanal refining for their livelihoods. This could
increate anemiplyiment, calse 3 resurpence of
youth restiveness, and emergence of wiolent
railitant groups and ganglands in the Niger Delta.

We value yvour feedback
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The Way Forward

Combating illegal artisanal oil refining requires a
mukifaceted and mult-stakeholder approach that
is grounded in an informed undarstanding of both
the problem and its contexct. Tha approach must
inchude & combination of stategic, legal and
regulatory measures, and policles that address the
underlying sodal and econaimic dynamics, and
should be guided by ‘Do No Harm' principles to
minimize second- and third-order consequences.

For the appraach to be effective it must be holistic,
including policies that prioritize the creation of
altennative economic opportunities in the formal
and informal sectors where artisanal refining skills
and technologies could be harmessed. |t should
dlso inchude environmental education te promeote
emironmental sustainability and a communication
strategy to ralsa publc awareness of the negative
impacts of illegal artisanal ofl refining.

Recommendations

1. In conjunction with the federal and state
governiment, stakeholders should carry out
an assessment of the artisanal ol refining
economy to understand its contest, drivers
and anablers.,

2. Based on the findings of the assessment, a
stakehicider mapping should be carried out
to kdentify key actors and stakeholders. This
should include bw enforcement agencies,
achors in the ol and gas industry, NGOS, chil
sockety organkzations (C50s), and appralsal of
their influence, local connections and
capability to execute relevant interventions,

3. Based on the assessment and stakeholder
mapping, the federal and state government
should convene a mubti-stakeholders forum
1o draw up an action plan,

4, I conjunction with the relevant security
agencies, industry actors and community
leaders, the federal and state government
should set up & multi-stabehokder committee
1o overses the identification, documentation
and dismamtling of illegal refineries, and the

Contact Us

Inguiries: Afeno Super Odomove, Research Coordinator
L (+234] 03172401595

Contacts: |- afenc@pindfoundation.org

What do you think about the report? - We value your feedback
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disposal of llegal petroleurn products in a
way that minimizes environmental poliution.

5. Stakeholders should then start the process of
idamtiiying and Implementing opbons for
alternative livelihoods that could be explored
by theose inwolved in artisanal ofl refining. This
should include policies to leverage artisanal
refining technologies and skills through
licensed modukar refineries to ereate industry
-redevant jobs, and address recurning naticnal
fual shortages that s driving demand for
arteanal refined petroleum prodocts.

6 Stakehalders should also leverage the Haost
Community Development Trust  Fund
{HCOTF), as stipulsted n the Petroleum
nduetry Act [PIA), to implement economic
development and peacebuilding programs
that address local grievances in the reglon.
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Please report any verified incident of conflict to the IPDU SMS early warning
system: Text report to 080 9936 2222

Incident Details: Include the State, LGA, Town, Date, and brief description.
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