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Abstract 

 A Bill of Rights is the list of most important rights of a citizen of 

any nation. When Nigeria was forged together, there was no bill of 

rights either during colonial rule nor was one drawn up for the 

nation during the many constitutional conferences that hewed 

together the disparate ethnic nationalities that constitute the present 

Federal Republic of Nigeria. It was the Ogoni, an indigenous 

distinctive ethnic minority who inhabit the Eastern Niger Delta 

mainland plain who in 1990, produced the Ogoni Bill of Rights 

(OBR) and presented it to the Federal Republic of Nigeria. Rather 

than embrace the concept of a Bill of Rights in Nigeria, the ruling 

elites chose to fight it. The colonial mindset of the ruling elites to 

dominate and conquer the ethnic minorities rather than 

administering this nation of heterogeneous ethnic nationalities with 

equality has been part of the bane of the underdevelopment of 

Nigeria. Equality in this circumstance is not of size but of 

distinctiveness. Multinational Corporations who do business in 

developing countries have often skipped good business practices for 

unprofessional conducts for profit. They have often hidden behind 

the governments of those countries to escape scrutiny and their 

responsibilities to the host communities. The Ogoni people in their 

Bill of Rights held Shell Petroleum Developing Company (SPDC) 

as culpable for the environmental destruction of their land as the 

Nigerian Government with who they are in partnership in oil 
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exploration, and who aid and abate their unwholesome practices. 

Besides the environment, the Ogoni also had political demands on 

the government of Nigeria. As was in 1215 England with King 

John, the purpose of the Ogoni Bill of Rights was to dialogue with 

both entities to resolve the issues raised by the Ogoni ethnic 

nationality in the document. Unfortunately, the arrogance of power 

by Nigeria’s ruling elites did not appreciate the nobleness in 

negotiation. They felt back to their primordial instinct of ignore the 

issue, divide the leadership and visit state violence on the people. 

 

Introduction 

A bill of rights is a charter of liberties, a list of the most important rights of 

a citizen of any country. It is intended to protect a citizen’s rights against 

infringement from public officials and private citizens. This was the 

foundation of democracy and the corner stone of liberties in England.  Bill 

of rights can be entrenched or unentrenched (www.wikipedia.com). 

The concept of citizen’s bill of rights originated from the Magna Carta 

during the reign of King John (1199 – 1216) of England. This was a drawn 

up practical solution to the political crisis of his day. In 1215 the Bill of 

Rights established the principle that everybody including the King was 

subject to the law. Famous among the Magna Carta was its 39 clauses which 

provided all freemen the right to justice and a fair trial. This principle which 

challenged the autocracy of the King was to later prove adaptable in future 

centuries (www.bl.uk). There have been divergent uses of the concept 

which has become a potent international rallying force against the arbitrary 

use of power. The symbolism of the Magna Carta is its defense against 

arbitrary and tyrannical rulers, and as a guarantor of individual liberties. 

The Magna Carta was made even more popular by the Bill of Rights (1791) 

of the United States of America which echoed the core principles of the 

Magna Carta. Its concept and relevance has been instructive in designing 

many other constitutional documents around the world. Other documents 

where its influence can be obvious include the Universal Declaration of 

http://www.wikipedia.com/
http://www.bl.uk/
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Human Rights (1948) and the European Convention on Human Rights 

(1950). 

The United States Bill of Rights emphasized the basic liberties of every 

citizen of the new Republic which particularly includes; a) freedom of 

Religion, b) Freedom of Speech, c) Freedom of the Press, d) Freedom of 

Assembly, and e) Freedom to petition the government to right wrongs, 

(www.scholastic.com).The purpose of the Bill of Rights in the United States 

amongst others was to protect citizens from excess government power. 

In Africa, the closest to a Bill of Rights was the constitution of South Africa 

which concept had started in the Orange Free State since 1854 to November 

1996 when the Constitutional Assembly adopted its national constitution 

that included a Bill of Rights (www.sahistory.org.za ). South Africa is a 

country formed out of different races and ethnicities. When Nigeria was 

amalgamated and its constitutions were later written, a Bill of Rights was 

not included, even though it is a country of heterogeneous ethnic 

nationalities. 

 

Ethnic Nationalities in Nigeria 

Like other African countries, Nigeria was created out of different ethnic 

nationalities, “an ethnic nationality or group feels a sense of identity and 

interdependence of fate with those who share the customs of the ethnic 

group” (Sanda, 1976:32). Ogoni by this definition is an ethnic nationality. It 

is one of the distinctive ethnic nationalities in Nigeria and a minority. 

Nigeria is made up of two hundred and fifty (250) ethnic groups but there 

are thirty six (36) distinctive ethnic nationalities, prominent amongst which 

are the; Hausa, Fulani, Ibo, Yoruba, Ijaw, etc, (Nigerian Yearbook, 1977). 

Added to their sense of identity, the Ogoni common challenge was the 

crude oil exploited in various communities in all the six kingdoms of the 

ethnic nationality. It was this interdependence of fate in the face of pollution 

of their environment and political marginalization that compelled them to 

mobilize the entire nationality to confront their common problem and take 

collective action for what they perceived as a challenge for Ogoni survival. 

http://www.scholastic.com/
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The Ogoni Bill of Rights 

The Ogoni Bill of Rights is an audacious body of demands the Ogoni ethnic 

nationality presented to the Federal government of Nigeria and Shell 

Petroleum Development Company (SPDC) who extracted oil on their land, 

for negotiation. 

In 1990, Ogoni an indigenous ethnic minority produced one of the most 

profound human and environmental rights documents ever to come out of 

Africa. The document called for political autonomy to participate in the 

affairs of the Federal Republic of Nigeria as a distinct and separate unit (by 

whatever name called), provided this autonomy guarantees the political 

control of Ogoni affairs by Ogoni people. The right to control and use a fair 

proportion of Ogoni economic resources for Ogoni development; Adequate 

representations as of right in all Nigerian national institutions, and the 

Right to protect Ogoni environment and ecology from further degradation 

amongst other demands. 

They presented these demands to their government of the Federal Republic 

of Nigeria. It was called THE OGONI BILL OF RIGHTS (OBR). The initial 

reaction of the Federal government to OBR was to ignore it, (Ganago, 

8/12/16). Some equally marginalized Niger Delta ethnic nationalities were 

later to follow the footstep of Ogoni people by producing similar 

documents and also agitated for their rights from the Nigerian State. The 

Kaiama Declaration produced in 1998 was the next other attempt from the 

Niger Delta after the OBR (Ogali, 2011). It derived its spiritual and 

ideological impetus from the Ogoni Bill of Rights. It was the intellectual 

progeny of the Ogoni Struggle. Others were to follow out of the Niger Delta. 

These demands were aimed to draw the attention of the Federal 

Government of Nigeria to the widespread displeasure and the pitiable state 

of affairs in the Niger Delta that needed government and SPDC attention 

for redress. The federal government’s initial reaction to the peaceful, non-

violent Ogoni demands and struggle was first to ignore it and then to visit 

them with violence. These actions did set the template for other ethnic 

nationalities’ reactions in the Niger Delta. Like the Ogoni, wherever oil was 
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exploited in the Niger Delta, the ethnic nationality suffered human and 

environmental destructions in the nation’s unquenchable thirst for petro-

dollar. The reaction of the Military regime epitomizes the mindset of 

Nigeria ruling elite. 

 

The Character and Nature of Nigeria’s Ruling Elite 

To comprehend how the Nigerian government reacts to citizens petition to 

it for redress is first to understand the nature, character and structure of the 

Nigerian state. The colonial authorities of Nigeria created an 

“overdeveloped state apparatus over and above the relatively undeveloped 

traditional social structures, institutions and processes and developed it to 

suppress, oppress, exploit and transfer their resources to meet the needs of 

the metropolis” (Ogali, 2011).  This is the inherent structure that the 

emergent Nigerian state inherited from the retreating British colonial 

authorities. This is also the behavior that the ruling elites have exhibited in 

Nigeria since independence. Their use of absolute and arbitrary powers is 

what Ake (1996) argue as what were “bequeathed to the majority ethnic 

groups represented by the major political parties (their choice successors) 

which have used them to oppress, intimidate and exploit the resources of 

the ethnic minorities in the Niger Delta for the benefit of other parts of 

Nigeria” (Ake, 1996:3). The policy of exploitation, intimidation, and 

oppression of the minority by the majority was made worse during the 

military regimes who claimed absolute power from 1966 to 1999 before the 

birth of the fourth republic.  During these military regimes, they split the 

country from four regions to thirty six (36) states, a Federal Capital 

Territory (FCT) and seven hundred and seventy four (774) local 

government Areas (1999 Nigerian Constitution). These units were mostly 

amongst the major ethnic nationalities of the country. Dividing the country 

into these many economically unviable states and local governments 

mostly amongst the hegemonic ethnic nationalities is what the Ogoni 

perceived as wittingly transferring the seized resources of the minority 

ethnic nationalities in the Niger Delta to the majority ethnic groups. Their 



Port Harcourt Journal Of History & Diplomatic Studies                      www.phjournalofhistorydiplomaticstudies.com 

 

Understanding the Ogoni Bill of Rights          116 

proposition was that without crude oil resources seized from minority 

ethnic communities some of these new states and local governments cannot 

exist for even one day longer (OBR, 1990). The greedy instinct of Nigeria’s 

ruling class who are almost entirely made up of the majority ethnic 

nationalities is “inestimable and insatiable and it would be suicidal for them 

to permit a constructive change to the existing unjust system. They will stop 

at nothing to resist any affirmative transformation of the prevailing 

Nigerian system”(Ogali, 2011:60). Such constructive change if allowed 

would have been possible to transform the relationship between the 

minority ethnic Ogoni (representing the sore of Nigeria’s ethnic minorities), 

and the Federal government. But the majority would not even engage the 

Ogoni in dialogue to resolve the issues put forward in their Bill of Rights. 

 

The Basis for the Ogoni Demands  

The Ogoni demand was necessitated by a series of intervening events in 

post-colonial Nigeria. Ogoni, a distinctive ethnic nationality inhabits the 

Eastern Niger Delta mainland plain. They believe that they had been 

forcefully corralled by the British colonial authorities into the Nigerian 

state. They explain that Nigeria is a federation of ethnic nationalities, but 

the rights of Ogoni like those of other ethnic minorities has been usurped 

by the majority ethnic nationalities who have been the rulers of the nation 

since independence. Nigeria is made up of 250 ethnic groups, and the most 

populous and politically powerful are: Hausa-Fulani (29%), Yoruba (21%), 

Igbo (18%), Ijaw (10%), Kanuri (4%), Ibibio (3.4%) etc, (Nigeria Factsheet, 

USEmbassy.gov). However, it is the three most populous who determine 

the direction of, and governance of the country. The indigenous Ogoni 

ethnic nationality was piqued not only by the usurpation of their rights but 

also by the misuse, abuse and horrible incompetence, and lack of visionary 

leadership of the nation by the majority ruling elites. Their mismanagement 

and abuse of the exhaustible crude oil resource found in the regions of the 

minority Niger Delta (OBR, 1990). 



Port Harcourt Journal Of History & Diplomatic Studies                      www.phjournalofhistorydiplomaticstudies.com 

 

Understanding the Ogoni Bill of Rights          117 

While underling their loyalty to the Nigerian nation state, they expressed 

their frustration that after thirty three years of Nigeria’s independence; the 

majority ethnic nationalities have produced a wretched quality in their 

leadership of Nigeria. With particular reference to the cruelty with which 

they have led the nation into retrogression and huge waste while turning 

generation of Nigerians, born and unborn into perpetual debtors to 

international financial institutions and foreign nations (OBR, 1990). 

Nigeria’s external debt profile stood at US$29 billion at the end of 2000. Its 

short and medium-term loans constituted about 85.0 percent of the total 

debt stock in 1986 (www.cbn.gov.ng). And they saw this as human and 

economic rights abuse of the ordinary Nigerians by the ruling elite class. 

The Ogoni people argued in their Bill of Rights that a) the destruction of 

their environment was because of oil exploration and exploitation on their 

lands, b) that their streams, farms and creeks were frequently, totally, and 

continually polluted, c) their atmosphere was charged with hydrocarbons, 

carbon monoxide and carbon dioxide, e) infernal quaking, and f) gas flaring 

became the mainstay in their communities for 24 hours a day for thirty three 

(33) years, g) frequent acid rain, h) constant spillages and i) oil blow outs. 

They were horrified by the environmental pollution and degradation of 

their land. Ogoniland, which was once the food basket of the Niger Delta 

could no longer feed itself and had to resort to buying food which the 

impoverished populace could hardly afford. Following the pollution and 

destruction of their fauna, fish which was a staple protein diet became rare. 

Fish can only be caught in deeper and offshore waters for which the Ogoni 

people lacked the necessary equipment and skill. Wildlife was dead, and 

their ecology was changing around them. The mangrove trees, the aerial 

roots which provided the natural welcome habitat for sea foods were being 

replaced by useless and unknown plants. “The health hazards generated by 

the atmosphere charged with hydrocarbon vapor, carbon monoxide and 

carbon dioxide were innumerable. The once beautiful Ogoni countryside 

was no more a source of fresh air and green vegetation” (Leton, 1990). That 

what they saw and felt was death. They saw American and British multi-

http://www.cbn.gov.ng/
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national oil companies greedily encroaching on more and more of their land 

to exploit crude oil and spreading death. They witnessed a) the death of 

their land to cultivate, b) death of their marine and aquatic life, c) 

atmosphere, d) culture, language and the people, all because of thirty three 

years of hazardous oil exploration and environmental pollution.  The 

complaint of increasing health challenges in the area derived from pollution 

of their environment for which there are no functioning health facilities to 

take care of the victims. Yet, the extractive rents and royalties of Ogoni oil 

were sized by the Federal government of Nigeria for which they offer the 

indigenous ethnic Ogoni nationality, nothing (OBR, 1990). In times when 

the oil pipelines which had been laid on the surface of the hot tropical Ogoni 

soil since 1958 had corroded and leaked into the people’s farms and stream, 

SPDC always falsely claimed that they had been due to sabotage to escape 

clean up and pay adequate compensation. Compensation was a mere 

pittance when the people got any. Ogoni ethnic nationality saw this as 

environmental rights abuse of their oil bearing communities. 

 

Purpose of the Ogoni Bill of Rights 

The aim of the Ogoni people as articulated in the Ogoni Bill of Rights(OBR) 

was to “restore the inalienable rights of the Ogoni people as a distinct 

community in Nigeria…as a progressive multi-ethnic nation, a realistic 

society of equals, a just nation” Saro-Wiwa, 1990). 

What the Ogoni ask for themselves in their vision of a realistic society of 

equals in the nation, they also ask for other ethnicities in similar 

circumstances throughout Nigeria. The Ogoni Bill of Rights was the first 

document out of the Niger Delta to hold the Federal Government of Nigeria 

and SPDC who exploits oil in their land equally accountable for the 

blightful condition of the environment of their nationality. 

 

Fiscal Federalism and the Ogoni Demands 

The Federal Republic of Nigeria as was coupled together by the nationalist 

leaders dramatically changed when the military took over the leadership of 
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the government. Under the 1963 Republican constitution of Nigeria,  it 

enshrined in it the principles of fiscal federalism in which the federating 

regions owned, controlled and developed the natural resources which were 

located on its land, (Kumolu,Vanguard Newspaper, 21/3/2012). Under this 

constitution, the three federating regions, later four, had financial 

autonomy to generate revenue and contribute to the center. Specifically, the 

revenue allocation system in that era was strictly based on derivation. Since 

the military regimes took over the governance of Nigeria in 1966, the system 

had been changed. “For years under the military, the northern 

establishment watched the wholesale conversion of this form of federation 

into a unitary state but said nothing. Thus, a unitarist central government 

which they dominated and controlled, took over the most basic government 

functions and distributed the perquisites deriving there from by allocation” 

( Sen. Anite Okon, Vangaurd newspaper, 21/3/2012).  

The Minerals Act of 1946, by colonial authorities gave itself the exclusive 

(the federal government) ownership and control of all minerals. This was 

only because the colonial goverment’s main objective was the exploitation 

of the colonized peoples. But this was not acceptable in an independent 

country constituted by autonomous federating regions. Therefore, what 

was lost by placing mines, minerals, oil fields, etc, in the  Exclusive 

Legislative List, was regained by the strict adherence to the Principles of 

derivation in the revenue allocation formula, particularly the allocation of 

proceeds of mineral exploitation (Sagay, Vangaurd Newspaper, 21/3/2012). 

Under the Republican constitution, revenue sharing formula was 50% in 

favor of derivation as against current ambiguous system. There is now a 

pretentious set aside for oil bearing states oscillating between “President 

Shehu Shagari’s 5% in 1981, which General Muhammadu Buhari crashed 

to 1.5% on assumption of power in 1984, General Babangida raised it to 3% 

and following Ken Saro-Wiwa’s pressures got the government to raise it to 

13%” (Odigwe and Aibieyi, 2015). The challenge with the current mode of 

revenue sharing is that the oil producing regions do not and cannot share 

the degradation of their environment with the non-oil producing regions. 
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A contention of the Ogoni people was that they should not only be reaping 

the degradation of their environments while others enjoy all the benefits 

that accrue to oil production in their land. Other than expunging derivation 

principle from any formula since the military came to power in Nigeria, 

there have been “…no generally acceptable formula for both vertical and 

horizontal distribution of revenue. Various criteria used for allocating 

resources were not based on rational considerations but on the basis of 

other primordial considerations. Thus the formulae only crippled the 

revenue generation capacity of each state, as states rely wholly on monthly 

allocations from the federation account” (Ewatan 2012). 

Constitutionally, Nigeria is a federation, however, in practice it is more of 

a unitary state. Successive military regimes have imposed a centralized 

unitary system on a federal structure and the ruling elites (majority ethnic 

nationalities) have sustained it even under the civilian administrations of 

the fourth republic. This explains Nigeria’s poor fiscal management and 

low economic performance which also has inhibited any meaningful fiscal 

federalism. 

 

Analysing the Ogoni Bill of Rights 

Items 1 to 6 of the Bill of Rights are considered as the foundation for the 

demands of the Ogoni people. These items deal with their political 

marginalization through colonial times to independence. They exposed the 

structural imbalance of the Nigerian federation as created by the retreating 

colonial Britain. Ogoni was not conquered nor colonized by any ethnic 

nationalities in Nigeria before colonization. European rule started in the 

area from 1908 to 1947 in the Opobo division. The ethnic nationality gained 

her native division in 1947. It became part of the Eastern Region of Nigeria 

in 1951. Because of the domineering and overbearing nature of the major 

ethnic nationality in that region, Ogoni representatives testified before the 

Willink Commission of Inquiry setup by the British colonial government 

into minority fears in 1958. It was because this action therefore that they 
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were included in yet another state composed of multiple minority ethnic 

nationalities of Rivers State in 1967 (OBR, 1990). 

A Bill of Rights is “an instrument that gives voice to the peoples’ 

circumstances and, in most cases, make demands on government and 

authorities” (Senewo, 2015). As a civilized and law abiding nationality they 

made their demands clearly to the government through the Ogoni Bill of 

Rights. The Ogoni feared that they could possibility be driven to extinction 

following the destructive methods of crude oil production on their land 

since 1958 starting from Kegbara Dere in the Bomu oil field. The Ogoni Bill 

of Rights states that crude oil had being extracted from the following oil 

fields in Ogoni over the decades; a) Bomu oil field, b) Bodo West oil field, 

c) Tai, d) Korokoro oil field d) Yorla oild field, e) Lubara Creek oil field and, 

f) Afam oil fields (OBR,1990). 

In the estimation of its leadership, oil extracted from Ogoni region in over 

thirty three years has provided the Nigerian national treasury over forty 

billion U.S. dollars. Unfortunately they claimed, Ogoni have received no 

benefits from it. Instead, they lacked basic amenities such as a) Pipe-born 

water, b) electricity c) representation in institutions of the Federal 

Government of Nigeria. d) job opportunities for Ogoni citizens in Federal, 

state, public or private sector companies, and e) no social or economic 

project of the Federal Government is sited in Ogoni land. 

The Ogoni Bill of Rights posits that the ethnic politics of the majority ethnic 

groups of successive Federal and State governments are gradually pushing 

the Ogoni people into slavery and possible extinction. That even Shell 

Petroleum Development Company (SPDC) who exploits crude oil in Ogoni 

does not employ Ogoni people at a meaningful or any level in defiance of 

the Federal government’s regulations. It surmises that the search for oil has 

caused severe land and food shortages in Ogoni which was once a food 

basket of the Niger Delta.  

A major claim in the OBR is that population density in Ogoni is one of the 

highest in Africa. They claim that it has 1,500 persons per square mile in 

Ogoni nationality while Nigeria’s national average is 300 persons per 
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square mile. That environmental pollution and none implementation of the 

few environmental laws by the Federal government have led to the 

complete degradation of the Ogoni environment and turning it into an 

ecological wasteland (OBR,1990). 

SPDC has a joint venture agreement with the Nigerian National Petroleum 

Corporation (NNPC) which is fully owned by the Federal government of 

Nigeria. By 1990, SPDC was producing 14% of Shell International 

productions outputs from Nigeria which is its highest production outside 

the United States of America (www.radical.org). 

 

The Environment and Management of Natural Resources 

Crude oil is a natural resource.  Natural resources are the world’s stock of 

natural assets which include geology, soil, air, water and living organisms 

(www.naturalcapitalforum.com).  It is from this natural capital that 

humans derive eco-system services which make life possible. 

Environmental Economic theory argue that along cost benefit principles, 

natural resources and eco-systems may be depleted in the pursuit of 

economic development … waste leads to degradation as well as depletion 

of natural resources and eco-systems. Therefore, if accurate compensation 

is paid to the loser, an overall optimal position can be achieved (Pearce, 

2002).  

In the Niger Delta, Nigerian policy makers assume that economic growth 

and environmental quality “are mutually exclusive and that economic 

growth inter alia, is a major perpetrator of environmental pollution” (Ugoh, 

2011). This is the case where economic growth triumphs environmental 

protection. The impoverishment of the region, the unhealthy living 

conditions there and the grim economic conditions in the region has been 

palpable for some time. This is what  was described as “ecological war in 

which no blood is (apparently) spilled, no bones are (seemingly) broken, no 

one is (assumed) maimed, but men, women and children die, flora, fauna 

and fish perish, air, soil and water are poisoned and finally, the land and its 

inhabitants die” (Saro-wiwa, 1992). 

http://www.radical.org/
http://www.naturalcapitalforum.com/


Port Harcourt Journal Of History & Diplomatic Studies                      www.phjournalofhistorydiplomaticstudies.com 

 

Understanding the Ogoni Bill of Rights          123 

Alarmingly, from the early crude oil exploration and exploitation in the 

region, the industry was not properly regulated and where regulations 

existed they were not properly supervised by the relevant Federal agencies. 

With poor oversight of the industry, there were frequent oil pipeline 

blowouts which destroyed and depleted the Ogoni eco-system. What the 

oil bearing communities gained from oil extracted in their land was waste, 

degradation as well as depletion of their eco-system. In Ogoni communities, 

oil is being extracted on land in very close proximities to communities. In 

some instances they are extracted in communities themselves where the 

communities have grown to engulf the oil locations for which the extracting 

companies have failed to move oil facilities outside of the community. In 

some societies, oil production is done offshore which might pose little 

threat to dwellers on land. The environmental degradation of Ogoni land 

was even made worse by Shell’s extractive method of rather than re-

injecting gas which is the bye product of crude oil into the ground or 

harvesting it for other notable uses, it simply burns it into the atmosphere. 

Burning gas into the atmosphere for twenty four (24) hours a day for thirty 

three (33) years in close proximities to communities created environmental, 

health, economic and human rights abuse of the people. 

 

Military Government Restructure of the Federal Repubic of Nigeria 

Successive Nigerian Military governments have turned the heterogeneous 

ethnic nationalities which the founding fathers configured into a Federal 

Republic to a unitary system. From the inception of independent Nigeria to 

the 1963 republican constitution, Nigeria maintained fiscal federalism until 

the military governments dominated by the majority ethnic nationalities 

took over governance of the country. A “unitary government is a sovereign 

state governed as a single entity, the central government is supreme, and 

the administrative divisions exercise powers that the central government 

has delegated to them” (www.chegg.com). Administratively, Nigeria 

might not exactly mirror this definition of a unitary state, but fiscally it does. 

http://www.chegg.com/
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In this new system, the Federal government moved away from the 

principles of derivation as enshrined in the Republican constitution of 1963 

to appropriating and expropriating the resources and benefits of the weak 

and powerless ethnic minorities in the Niger Delta like the Ogoni people to 

itself and share same as it decides to the constituent units from a federation 

account. It is against this background that the Federal government justifies 

itself to collect rent and royalties which rightly belong to the oil 

communities from which these companies operate. This therefore takes 

away from or deprives the people of the environmental economic theory 

which surmises that, “if accurate compensation is paid to the loser, an 

overall optimal position can be achieved” (Cheng, 2011). To the oil bearing 

Ogoni communities it was lose, lose because the rent from oil was seized by 

the federal government. 

To legalize the continuous appropriation of the resources of the weak and 

powerless, the Federal Military Government under General Olusegun 

Obasanjo in 1978 promulgated the “Land Use Decree”. Under the Land Use 

Act of 1978, “all land in Nigeria is vested in the government (Opafunso, et 

al, 2015).  To achieve this, it first set up a committee with the objective to 

investigate the effects of land use on sustainable mining and petroleum 

industries in Nigeria. The recommendation of the committee was said to 

form the backbone of the Act. That it must be made available for “land to 

be equitably managed amongst the people and promote maximal use of it 

by prospecting resource owners (mining, oil and gas). There is need for a 

worthy land policy to be in place for effective control and management of 

land in order to witness the desired development in Nigeria” (Opafunso, et 

al, 2015). What the government did was to decree control of the people’s 

land to the central government for the purposes of crude oil revenue 

appropriation without the responsibilities of protecting the environment. 

This policy misrepresents the abuses identified in the central thesis of the 

Natural Capital theory that “the contributions of the eco-system are 

consistently undervalued in the policy making terms” (Costanza, 1977). It 

is obvious that the military regime undervalued the contributions of the 
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eco-system in crude oil production and its hazardous effects on the 

environment. At the time, the Nigerian authorities were well aware of 

multiple other natural resources in other parts of the country that can also 

be equally mined to the nation’s benefit. To make it even worse, Nigeria’s 

ruling elite followed this up by including this decree in subsequent 

constitution of the Federal Republic of Nigeria.  

The Ogoni Bill Rights simply tied up their political demand for Ogoni self-

determination within the Nigerian state, with the destruction of their 

environment as human rights abuses of the Ogoni people. They felt that 

they can better protect their environment if they had political control of 

some of their resources. They wanted a State of their own. MOSOP refused 

to allow SPDC to act like it always do when there is a disagreement between 

it and the oil bearing communities to hide behind the Federal government 

of Nigeria in which “at best they appear as the poor corporate entities that 

are simply predated by rebels” (Watts, 2007:21). 

 

Tactics Employed To Achieve the Goals of the Ogoni Bill of Rights 

The leadership of MOSOP first submitted the Ogoni Bill of Rights on 

October 2, 1990 to the military President of Nigeria, General Ibrahim B. 

Babangida and members of the Armed Forces Ruling Council (AFRC). The 

OBR was ignored by the government for three years and refused to grant 

audience to Ogoni accredited leadership to discuss the issues in the 

document.  

After three years of been ignored, the Ogoni assembly convened and 

empowered MOSOP leadership to make representations on its behalf to 

international  forums such as the United Nations Commission on Human 

Rights, Commonwealth Secretariat, African Commission on Human and 

Peoples’ Rights, etc in the hope to elicit reaction for discussion with the 

Federal Government. It was reasoned that that they cannot sit idly by while 

their people are dehumanized and are slowly driven to extinction as their 

rich resources are siphoned off to the exclusive comfort of other Nigerian 

communities and shareholders of multi-national oil companies. MOSOP 
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challenged both SPDC and the Nigerian Government of their 

environmental and human rights violation in its nationality. They felt it 

imperative to force the issue to the consciousness of Nigerians as well as the 

international community. MOSOP wanted to dialogue with both the 

Nigerian government and SPDC to reach a resolution. Both institutions 

would not oblige MOSOP a meeting. 

SPDC was challenged by MOSOP to defend its environmental destruction 

in its crude oil extractive methods in Ogoni. MOSOP accused SPDC of 

knowingly failed to conduct an Environmental Impact Assessment Study 

(EIAS), Social Impact Assessment Study (SIAS) and Economic Impact 

Assessment Study (EIAS) before operations in the region. These are studies 

it cannot forgo in its home country. MOSOP insisted that SPDC have its 

own responsibilities in Ogoni which had to do with the environment. 

Importantly SPDC was in partnership with the Federal Government in the 

business of crude oil extraction and production. This was the huge 

departure by the Ogoni people because they held both parties as equally 

liable. In previous cases attentions had often been paid to the actions and 

responsibilities of the Federal government to the exclusion of the multi-

national oil companies who extract oil in the communities. 

Three years after presenting their demands to both entities without any 

meaningful response, the Ogoni people realized that unless their demands 

were internationalized, they will continue to be ignored. This was the 

impetus to mandating MOSOP to make representations on its behalf to 

United Nations Commission on Human Rights, the Commonwealth 

Secretariat, the African Commission on Human and Peoples Rights, The 

European Community and all international bodies which have a role to 

play in the preservation of the nationality (OBR, 1991). It was intended to 

draw attention to the Shell’s extractive practices in the Niger Delta and 

Ogoni in particular with the acquiescence of Nigerian government. 

The Institute of Policy Studies in 2000, showed that out of one hundred (100) 

largest economies of the world (both state and corporate), Shell 

International – the parent company of SPDC, was placed at number forty 
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three (43), ahead of some oil producing countries like Venezuela, Iran, 

Ireland, Singapore, Pakistan, etc (Anderson and Cavanagh, 2000). Nigeria 

did not make the list. This shows how powerful Shell international was in 

the world and could have put pressure on the Nigerian government or 

SPDC to dialogue if it chose to do so. 

Their next big event to bring attention to these demands was to mobilize 

the entire nationality in a carnival of some sort to publicly launch the Ogoni 

case and bring attention to the OBR. It was hoped that publicity generated 

would implore the President, his cabinet, members of AFRC and indeed the 

Chief Executive Officer (CEO) Bryant Anderson and management of SPDC 

to negotiate with MOSOP on the issues raised (Nwidag, 19/3/16). This was 

carefully organized on January 4, 1993.  The demonstration was organized 

for January, 4, 1993 which was marked by the United Nation to celebrate 

the International year of the World’s Indigenous Peoples. Every January 4 

has since been celebrated by the Ogoni people to commemorate that initial 

event. This unique and unusual manner of protestation was until then a 

novel idea in black Africa. This could be replicated in sub-Saharan Africa. 

In a population of over half a million, more than three hundred thousand 

showed up with drums, masquerades and different acrobatic displays to 

celebrate their pain and anguish of thirty three years. No stones were 

thrown, nobody hurt, and done in the most peaceful atmosphere as would 

any carnival performed in Europe and America (Legborsi, 10/5/16). 

Speeches were made by the leaders who enjoined the people to maintain 

the protests as peacefulness and non-violent in the demands. They 

emphasized the need for dialogue with both SPDC and the Nigerian 

Government. The peacefulness of the entire protest and the organizational 

abilities of MOSOP impressed the international observers and the press 

(Nwidag, 6/5/16). This method of protestation was new and refreshing in 

Africa in a continent known for violent confrontations when opinions 

differ. The coverage in both print and electronic media, local and 

international press was wide and impressive. 
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Internationalizing the Ogoni Demands 

Having brought the attention of the international community to the plight 

of Ogoni people, it triggered the buy-in of many international non-

governmental organizations (NGOs) to align with MOSOP. Some of these 

included Sierra Club, Friends of the Earth, Body Shop, Human Rights 

Watch, Amnesty International, Greenpeace and many others who rallied 

round MOSOP and helped publicize the cause of the Ogoni people. It also 

provided the NGOs a foothold in sub-Saharan Africa to pursue their 

organizational agenda of educating Africa of the threat of climate change. 

They helped to keep the Ogoni cause in international discussion in different 

forums. MOSOP registered and became member of these organizations. 

Ken Saro-Wiwa was elected the Vice President of the Unrepresented 

Peoples Organization (UNPO), this enhanced the profile and recognition of 

the Ogoni struggle around the world. 

The huge attendance of international NGOs and representations from the 

United Nations Unrepresented Peoples Organization (UNPO) at the Bori 

celebration apparently shocked the Nigerian government and spooked 

SPDC. Contrary to expectation what the viewers of the international 

electronic media on CNN, Skye TV, BBC, VOA, etc saw was a well-

organized protest in the form of carnival. The international press filmed 

and saw first-hand the environmental devastations in the various 

communities where oil was being extracted in Ogoni for over thirty years. 

This dirty little secret of SPDC corporate irresponsibility was exposed and 

embarrassing to the well laundered image of the oil company. It also 

exposed the military regime that at the time was seen as very corrupt and 

under tremendous pressure from the international community to move the 

country to democratic governance (Lemii, 3/8/2016). MOSOP registered for 

membership of various NGOs around the world especially the 

environmental ones. This implies that the Ogoni issue will continue to be 

advocated for at international forums until the issues are resolved.  

In the last two decades of the 20th century, there were concerns about the 

effects of climate change on the world. The Ogoni people were at the cusp 
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of world history when they brought to the attention of the international 

community the degradation of their environment by the oil extractive 

industry operating in its communities. MOSOP on the other hand was on 

the right side of world history for protesting against oil mining practices 

that was destroying their environment. The Ogoni action was taking place 

when western societies were trying to figure out how to mitigate an 

imminent environmental disaster confronting the world. These and many 

other issues coalesced and broke in the favor of Ogoni and MOSOP, and 

unnerved the military regime and SPDC. Both had never been confronted 

with a peaceful protest or skilled on how to manage one in Nigeria. 

Under normal circumstances the fusion of these events in favor of the Ogoni 

demand should have provided opportunity to negotiate with the agitators 

and redress their grievances. They could have found their way into the 

mainstream of the environmental, political and economic thought of the 

time about climate change.  This would have given them a holistic 

understanding of damage done to eco-systems of communities they explore 

crude oil. If they were not properly seized on the pain of the oil bearing 

communities for adequate and commensurate compensation, here also was 

their chance to pay attention as the environmental and economist theorists 

surmise “…therefore, if accurate compensation is paid to the loser, an 

overall optimal position can be achieved” ( Pearce, 2002). 

Unfortunately, neither the regime nor SPDC would deviate from the 

mindset of Nigeria’s ruling elites or those of the earlier colonial authorities. 

The colonial legacy and structure of Nigeria is not about to change “it 

would thus appear the brutalization of the Niger Delta was an enduring 

legacy bequeathed by the colonial to the post-colonial state controlled by 

the majority ethnic groups of Nigeria” (Ogali, 2011:35). What the Ogoni Bill 

of Rights was used to mobilize and strategize for was a peaceful and non-

violent agitation, so it needed to dialogue with both entities to resolve the 

issues. Rather than the military to invite the Ogoni leadership to negotiating 

table, the military turned this non-violent agitation into its comfort zone of 

violence. 
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State Violence 

The international exposure of the ecological warfare on the Ogoni 

environment tarnished the well calibrated corporate image of SPDC. It also 

exposed the human rights abuses done to the oil bearing communities who 

dare challenge the Nigerian government to change its policies towards its 

weak and helpless but rich with natural resources. The character of post-

colonial Nigeria has been to perpetuate internal colonialism against its 

ethnic minorities therefore the Nigerian government blatantly refused to 

engage Ogoni leaders in any negotiation to resolving the issues raised. They 

resorted to their primordial instinct of violence against the minorities. 

Shortly after the first Ogoni day celebration, in April 1993 the Federal 

government promulgated the “Treason and Treasonable felony decree” 

which made the demand for any form of political autonomy a capital crime. 

The Attoney-General of the Federation, Mr. Akpamgbo at the time 

explained that the decree was “aimed at combating organizations such as 

MOSOP which was viewed as secessionist by virtue of their championing 

of ethnic cause and their advocacy of fundamental changes in the relations 

between the central government and the local communities” (Karanwi, 

1997).  That decree was generally seen as aimed at instilling fear in the 

Ogoni people. It was intended to pressure or even bully MOSOP leadership 

to abandon their cause, particularly Ken Saro-Wiwa who was the 

intellectual brain-box of the Ogoni struggle and being very savvy with 

national and international media. In June, 1993 government arrested Ken 

Saro-Wiwa and charged him with treason. Nigeria’s High Commissioner to 

Britain at the time, Alhaji Abubakar Alhaji alleged that “MOSOP had 

declared an Ogoni republic, hoisted its flag and printed its currency” 

(Karanwi, 1997). That was not true but was part of the federal government 

propaganda against the Ogoni people and their leadership. It was also 

laying the ground for the punishment it was going to inflict on the ethnic 

nationality for daring to challenge the status quo.   

Ogoni was to taste this bitter pill of Nigerian state violence. The Nigerian 

government constituted what it called Internal Security Task Force (ISTF) 
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under Lt. Col. Paul Okontimo with the mission to principally deal with the 

Ogoni situation. But it surreptitiously kept it out of public knowledge for 

the time being. Besides the contamination of its environment, soil, water 

and air, the destruction of homes, Ogoni communities had to live under a 

climate of terror in violation of their rights to health, a healthy environment, 

etc (Coon, 2003). Nigeria’s military administrations and over the decades, 

have had to depend wholly on petro-dollar. Protecting the multi-national 

corporations who extract oil in the Niger Delta with whom Government is 

in partnership with has been a social responsibility the Nigerian 

government takes very seriously. Therefore, every protest no matter how 

peaceful was seen as an economic as well as security threat to the nation 

and must be suppressed with maximum force. The SPDC worked in 

collaboration with the Nigerian government and has been found to 

“provide logistical support including outright purchase and supply of arms 

which the state security officers deploy to suppress community protests” 

(Okonta, 2008). 

Because the Ogoni cause was internationalized and a big portion of their 

grievance was based on the destruction of their environment, coming at a 

time when the awareness of climate change was taking center stage of the 

world discussion, the government played their violent tactics against the 

ethnic nationality covertly. 

One of the “effective instruments by which the Nigerian state and the oil 

producing companies perpetuated devastating violence in the Niger delta 

was by instigating inter-communal violence” (Guardian newspaper, 1999). 

Unexpectedly, there were violent invasions under any guise into the Ogoni 

territories and labelled communal violence between Ogoni and her 

neighbors. “Armed attacks were sponsored against the Ogoni, first using 

the Andoni axis between June to Septermber 1993, Okrika November, 1993, 

and Ndoki – Ibo April, 1994 (Karanwi, 1997). There was neither basis nor 

issue of contention between these neighbors at the time. There had been 

previous disagreements which had led to confrontations in the past, as was 

usual with neigbors form time to time, but those had been precipitated by 
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some unresolved issues each time. This was different because there was no 

basis for conflict at this time (Legborsi, 8/16/18). 

The method “was to divert attention from the state and the oil producing 

companies for as long as the communities destroy each other” (Ogali, 2011).  

It was following these so-called communal conflicts that previously 

established Internal Security Task Force (ISTF) of Lt. Col. Okontimo was 

brought out of the woodworks to justify its existence under the guise of 

keeping peace between Ogoni and her neighbors. It effectively militarized 

Ogoni. ISTF condoned Ogoni from the rest of the state only allowing those 

who must of necessity have to pass through to keep foreign observers out.  

Yet in this condoned off and militarized enclave, on May 21, 1994 four 

prominent Ogoni leaders who were meeting at Giokoo in Gokana were 

murdered in close proximity from a military check point. How a riot sprung 

up so close to a military check point and got deadly enough to murder four 

highly respected leaders of the nationality without military knowledge and 

intervention remains a mystery and defies reason. What was the 

investigation and the culpability of the military in such dastardly act also 

remains a mystery. Even the remains of these Ogoni heroes are painfully 

yet to be produced for proper interment. Government immediately pointed 

fingers at MOSOP as the culprit and that the murders were at the direction 

of Ken Saro-Wiwa whom the military had stopped from entering Gokana 

that day. It went ahead and arrested MOSOP leaders, and set up a military 

tribunal to try them. At that tribunal SPDC retained the services of Mr. OCJ 

Okocha (SAN) to represent its interest throughout the proceedings of the 

tribunal. This explains the interest and team work of SPDC and Nigerian 

government working in tandem to eliminate Saro-Wiwa. It was at that 

tribunal that his staged conviction was completed and he was finally 

murdered on November 10, 1995.  

It was because of this troubling situation that the erudite scholar, Professor 

Claude Ake raised alarm of what was happening in Ogoni that “MOSOP 

and Ogoni land must survive and flourish for the sake of us all. For better 

or for worse, MOSOP and Ogoni land are the conscience of this country. 
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They have evolved a political consciousness which denies power to rouges, 

hypocrites, fools and bullies. For better or for worse, Ogoni land carries our 

hopes. Battered and bleeding, it struggles on to realize our promise and to 

restore dignity. If it falters, we die” (Cited by Okonta and Douglas, 2001). 

While MOSOP “was effectively crushed through the cooperation between 

Shell and the State security forces, the brutal repression proved ultimately 

counterproductive as youth militancy increased and the security situation 

deteriorated across the wider Delta” (Groves, 2009). 

 

Conclusion 

In the closing decade of the 20th century, the Ogoni indigenous ethnic 

minority who inhabit the Eastern Niger Delta mainland plain, produced, 

signed and presented to the Federal Government of Nigeria and Shell 

Petroleum Development Company (SPDC) one of the most powerful 

declaration of Rights to come out of Africa. 

They expressed their unreserved loyalty to the Nigerian nation state while 

demanding ethnic equality for themselves and other nationalities in the 

Federal Republic of Nigeria. Nigerian nation is formed out of 

heterogeneous ethnic nationalities who still maintain their identities. The 

Ogoni ethnic nationality had no intention for secession. All Ogoni wanted 

was to dialogue with SPDC and the Nigerian government to resolve the 

issues at stake. The federal government’s propaganda and violent 

campaign against the MOSOP and its leadership was shameful and 

wrongheaded. They internationalized their struggle because the 

government and SPDC refused to engage them and showed no interest in 

resolving the issues. It preferred to wage a media war to distort the issues 

and discredit its leadership particularly Ken Saro-Wiwa who was the 

brainbox of the struggle and who it ended up killing anyway. Ogoni was 

suffocating and was being crushed under the weight of excessive 

government power controlled by the majority ethnic nationalities of 

Nigeria. Nigeria showed that it cannot reform from the power play 

inherited from its colonial masters. 
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In the civil rights struggle in the United States, the government engaged the 

leadership particularly Dr. Martin Luther King to resolve the voting rights 

issues at the time. Similarly, the British colonial authorities engaged 

Mahatma Ghandi in his non-violent struggles for independence in India. 

Negotiation is an enlightened method of conflict resolution. That is strange 

to the Nigerian authorities whose only way of resolving problems with 

their minorities is coercion and brute force. The actions or reactions of the 

Nigerian government to its citizen’s petition for redress are a consequence 

of the character and mindset of Nigeria’s ruling elite. They have been 

unable to shake off the shackles of colonial tutelage of domination, violence 

and brutality against its citizens who challenge the status quo. They have 

proven that they cannot change, rather are more intent on internally 

subjugating the weak Ogoni ethnic minorities in the Niger Delta for their 

profit. So this conscience of the Nigeria (the Ogoni Struggle) had to be killed 

so the nation dies. From the observations of Prof. Ake, Nigeria does not 

appear to be better, and freer today than when Ogoni presented her 

demands to the Nation. 
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NAME  AGE OCCUPATION  DATE OF INTERVIEW 

Monday Lebura 56 Journalist   8/12/2016 

Barisua Idebee 62 Retired Civil Servant 19/3/2016 

Jude Legborsi 58 Retired Civil Servant 10/5/2016 

Bariiyem Lemii 60 Businessman   3/8/2016 
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