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Abstract 
Many works have been done on the Nigerian Civil War which lasted from 1967 to 

1970. However the place of the Niger Delta resources in the attraction of the world 

powers to the Civil War has not been properly addressed. Therefore, the focus of 

this study was on the examination of the role of the Niger Delta resources in luring 

the world powers into the Civil War. The study depended on the historical 

research methods using multi-disciplinary approach including primary and 

secondary sources of data gathering. The primary sources are oral tradition, oral 

history and archival records. The secondary sources are published and 

unpublished works. From the available evidence, it was found that the petroleum 

resources of the Niger Delta really attracted the world powers into the civil war. 

These powers fought on both sides (Federal and Secessionists). The study 

recommends that confederation should be adopted for other wars to be avoided. 
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World Powers: This is a political entity whose actions influence or change the course of 

international events (Mifflin, 1982). A situation when a single nation changes the course of 

events in the world. Examples of world powers are Britain, America, France, Russia, China, 

among others. These are nations that proved supreme during the first and second world 

wars (1914 – 1918, 1939- 1945). 

 

War: According to Funk and Wagnalls, war refers to a contest between or among nations 

or states or between different parties in the same state, carried on by force and with arms 

(Funk and Wagnall, 1989). War is also a situation of arms conflict or crisis when dialogue 

has failed and man turns to nature. At this point, he has some symptoms of death-wish 

prevalent in him. Some people even believe that war is a last resort to contenders 
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(belligerents). There might have been series of dialogues or peace meetings but not 

successful. Hence to satisfy themselves, is to fight to forcefully acquire, regain or get back 

what is assumed to be theirs or at worst to die. 

 

Civil War: Civil war is a collective killing for some collective purpose, mainly within one 

nation, and where the fighting is primarily between the people of that country. Examples 

of civil wars were the Rwandan Civil War of 1994, the American Civil War of 1861-1865, 

among others (Farah and Karl, 2006). Many people have died in course of these civil wars. 

 

Introduction 

Nigeria attained political independence from Britain on 1st October, 1960. The first seven 

years witnessed a civil war which nearly tore the country apart. The built up to ruthless 

war started with the political crises in parts of the North and West. The political climate as 

at then was characterized with issues of intimidation, political thugery, nepotism, bribery, 

corruption, and above all ethnic or regional interests which ultimately replaced national 

interest (Tamuno, 1989). All these crises led to the bloody coup of 15th January, 1966 which 

was interpreted, especially by the northerners to be an Igbo coup designed to dominate 

Nigerian politics. 

 

Originally, the general feelings of the northerners was that the January coup was staged 

by the Igbo to implement their plan as it was carried out mainly by the Igbo Military 

Officers, arguing that no leading Igbo politician was killed. Also, not many Igbo top and 

high ranking military officers were victims. Only one Igbo Officer, Lt. Col. Arthur Unegbe, 

was shot dead. However, at this juncture, it is important to state that the five majors’ coup 

was not entirely an Igbo coup. This is hinged on the fact that there were other plotters of 

the coup from other parts of the country. The plotters in the south poorly carried out the 

coup’s order (Babangida, 1990 cited in Siollun, 2009, Obasanjo,1980 ). Besides, Major 

Patrick Chukwuma Kaduna Nzeogwu who led the coup was more northern than Igbo. He 

was born and brought up in Kaduna to Igbo parents from Okpanam, near Asaba in Delta 

State. His family’s closeness to the birth place of Nzeogwu made them to call him Kaduna. 

Siollun (2009), said Nzeogwu, when not in army uniform, he wore northern mufti and 

frequently referred to himself as a “northerner”. Nzeogwu spoke fluent Hausa (the lingua 

franca of the Northern Region) like a native. Infact, Nzeogwu’s command of Hausa was 

better than his Igbo language. He was prepared to kill in a military coup that he believed 

it to be just. Even his detractors were prepared to admit that “he” was an incorruptible 

idealist without ambitions of power. 

 

The actions of Major General Arguiyi Ironsi who took over power from northern rulers 

also fueled the allegation that the coup was an Igbo coup. Ironsi led military administration 
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did not try the coup plotters who were mainly Igbo. They were only detained and later 

released. As if it was not enough, Ironsi led military Government promulgated “the 

famous Decree No. 34”on 24th May, 1966. This gave Nigeria a unitary status. The 

instrument also abolished regional public services and created a unified public service. 

Arguiyi Ironsi also abolished all the political parties and over 100 tribal and cultural 

associations. 

 

By the above measure, the northerners (the less educated) feared that unifying the civil 

service would expose the Northern Region’s Civil Service to competition from the better 

educated southerners (especially Igbo) who could swap and then replace Northern civil 

servants (Siollun, 2009). This policy caused severe tension in the North, leading to free for 

all riot in the cities of Jos, Kano, Katsina, Zaria and Sokoto. To pacify the infuriated 

northerners, Ironsi explained his actions by embarking on sensitization tour of the North. 

All those efforts failed to calm the fraying nerves of the northerners who declared Araba 

meaning secession. In a counter coup or what seems to be a “return match”, the junior 

officers  assassinated Major General Arguiyi Ironsi and his host Lt. Col. Adekunle Fajuyi 

(the Military Governor of the then Western Region) on the 29th of July 1966 at Ibadan. 

 

Other victims of the July counter coup were senior army officers and men from Igbo. Like 

the January coup, the plotters enthroned Lt. Col. Yakubu Gowon as the new Head of State 

and Commander in Chief of Nigerian Armed Forces. The moment people of the North 

took control of the Federal Government, the relationship between Lt. Col. Yakubu Gowon 

and Lt. Col. Odumegwu Ojukwu became sour and unhealthy leading to the non-

recognition of Col.Yakubu Gowon as the Head of State by Odumegwu Ojukwu (the then 

Governor of the Eastern Region). Chief  Odumegwu Ojukwu made it clear that in as much 

as Gowon was not the most senior army officer after the murder of General Arguiyi Ironsi, 

he would not take orders from Gowon as the Head of State. It would be remembered that 

the exit of General Welby Everald in 1965, Brigadier Ogundipe was next to Arguiyi Ironsi. 

He acted as Arguiyi Ironsi’s deputy. The next most senior officer was Colonel Adebayo. 

This military tradition was brushed aside by the northern officers.  Lt. Col. Yakubu Gowon 

(The Chief of Army Staff in Arguiyi Ironsi’s cabinet) became the Head of State. Another 

issue was that of the Aburi Accord. They were invited by General Ankrah of Ghana for 

peace to reign in Nigeria. At the meeting, a confederation was agreed and signed but on 

reaching Nigeria, Gowon reneged but Ojukwu said on Aburi they stood.  This was also a 

cause to the war. The feud between Gowon and Ojukwu came to a head when Colonel 

Ojukwu on 30th May, 1967 declared the secession of Biafra from the Federal Republic of 

Nigeria. This took place three days after Gowon’s historical creation of twelve states on the 

27th May, 1967. Apparently, the hostilities broke out on the 6th of July 1967 at Garkem in 

Ogoja, Cross River State exactly 5.00am (Tamuno, 1989). The war that started as stated 
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above was backed by world powers, some siding the Federal Government of Nigeria while 

the others the secessionists. Britain, America, Russia and Egypt aided Nigeria while 

France, Israel among others sided the secessionists. The Civil War actually ended on the 

15th of January1970 when the Federal Government declared no victor no vanquished. She 

went further to embark on the three R’s meaning Reconciliation, Reconstruction and 

Rehabilitation (Enemugwem, 2002). 

 

Conceptual Clarification 

The main concept to be clarified is the Niger Delta. It is the triangular form landmass 

obtained from the trunk of the Niger River and the twenty odd rivers that are distributaries 

and meander across the swamp as a result of deposition (Okony, 2002). It can be said that 

Delta is usually a low near flat alluvial, which is river sediment deposition at or near the 

mouth of a river. Examples of Delta are Mississippi Delta, Okarango Delta, Nile Delta and 

Niger Delta amongst others. 

 

The Niger Delta is a coinage from the words Niger and Delta. It has different definitions. 

For example, there exist the Geographical, Geo-political, Hydrological, Political, 

Economics and Sociological definitions of the Niger Delta. For our study, Niger Delta 

refers to the People and environment of Cross Rivers, Akwa Ibom, Rivers, Bayelsa, Delta 

and Edo States. 

 

The Niger Delta which could be found in the south-south Geopolitical zone has some 

features such as a fragile system, abundant mangrove forest, fresh and fertile land. 

Seasonal flooding and sediments of thousands of years have transformed the land to be 

extremely fertile. The area is criss-crossed by numerous creeks, variety of fishes and marine 

wild life prior to the era of oil exploration and exploitation in the region. The region is 

blessed with abundance and tremendous natural and human resources, including oil and 

gas deposits.  

 

The peoples of the Niger Delta of our study include the Itsekiri, Urhobo, Isoko, Ijo (Ijaw), 

Ogbia, Abua, Kugbo, Egene, Ekpeye, Ogoni, Ogba, Anang, Efik, Ibibio, and so on. Upon 

colonization these previous independent kingdoms and Chiefdoms came under the 

Eastern Region when the former colony and Protectorate of Southern Nigeria was divided 

into two, namely, Western and Eastern Provinces. In the Eastern Region, ethnic groups 

with less significant population were regarded as minority nationalities.  

 

In this work, the Niger Delta resources include palm oil, fishes, food crops and mostly 

petroleum resources as the major item among the resources. 
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How the Resources of the Niger Delta Attracted the World Powers into the Nigerian 

Civil War; 1967 – 1970. 

The world powers like Britain, France, Russia, United States, Portugal and others were 

attracted by the Niger Delta resources hence they involved in the Nigerian civil war. 

 

Britain was pointed to have come heavily to the civil war on the side of Nigeria because of 

the security of their crude oil interest in the Niger Delta in Nigeria through her company 

Shell BP.   They felt that the Federal Government would be the best to secure their 

investments and oil interest which was very important to their economy (Gomba in 

Derefaka (ed.) 2013). 

 

Great Britain’s response to the civil war between Nigeria and Biafra was from her position 

as the former colonial master. She would not opt to break up her former colony she 

struggled to develop (Achebe, 2012),.A major reason for Britain, Russia, France and United 

States’ role in the civil war was that they were motivated amongst them by competition 

and their sole interest for the oil available in Nigeria specifically from the Niger Delta 

which was cherished by them. According to Achebe (2012), the zeal of crude oil gain by 

the European countries mentioned above was more than their zeal to unite Nigeria. This 

we have at the first instance when Biafra was becoming successful, this surprised Britain 

the former colonial power which was very anxious of its big oil holdings. This oil zeal also 

attracted Soviet Union which saw a chance to increase her influence in West Africa, hence, 

both Britain and Soviet Union sent arms to boost the Federal Military Government led by 

General Gowon. 

 

France on her own, a former colonial power to some neighbouring nations to Nigeria in 

West Africa also had a hand in the war on the part of Biafra. According to one of my 

informants Robert (10-10-2014), he posits that France wanted the oil of Biafra but the 

quantity and amount the French Government asked was too much hence Ojukwu refused 

to grant all the requests. This made France to support Biafra but not completely. Achebe 

(2012) on his own said the France Government aided Biafra in the war of Biafran secession. 

For very large weapon shipments were reaching Biafra via two neighbouring Francophone 

states (Ivory Coast and Gabon). According to Achebe, the United Kingdom (UK) 

intelligence services warned that Soviet penetration was increasing but did not trouble 

France. Even if Britain claimed France interest to see the break up of Nigeria the biggest in 

West Africa where France has some colonies hence a threat to her (France) major colonies, 

the major aim of France was to benefit the oil from Nigeria exploited from the Niger Delta. 

If Ojukwu had agreed with De Gaule of France, being a world power and a permanent 

member in the United Nations with her veto power in the United Nations, France would 
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have recognized Biafra .That would have helped Biafra in her Republican recognition 

internationally. 

 

Some writers also said France wanted to achieve her interest of the French oil company Elf 

Aquitaine which is a small market to increase or make it a bigger industry in Nigeria. 

Hence France helped Biafra in the Nigerian civil war. She was lured to come to the aid of 

Biafra in the war because of the Niger Delta oil. 

 

Though, France also aimed to neutralize the powers of Britain by liquidating Ghana and 

Nigeria in the midst of French colonies so as to reduce or remove British influence in West 

Africa, a major aim of France was to determine the oil market of the zone.  

 

The United States on her part was neutral during the conflict but did not stop relation with 

Nigeria due to the oil in Nigeria. This was especially when the embargo was placed on 

them by Organization of Petroleum Exporting Countries (OPEC) and the blocking of the 

Suez Canal. No other option but to rely on Nigeria for their crude oil. The people of Biafra 

who wanted support from America especially in humanitarian services were 

disappointed. However, President Johnson before he left office by January 1968 aided the 

Nigerian war effort in cooperation with the British. Johnson’s government also secretly 

aided humanitarian services on the Biafra. When Nixon came in as the president of US, he 

followed the line of Johnson on the part of one Nigeria, hence called for a cessation of the 

Nigerian civil war. He however charged Nigerian soldiers of the pogrom and ethnic 

cleansing of Biafra. They also sent millions of dollars to ease the sufferings of the innocent 

victims caught in the war. 

 

The Soviet Union had no significant presence in the region before 1966 but she started to 

enter into Nigerian affairs after the commencement of the discovery and exporting of oil 

in Nigeria. During the period of neutrality of the United States, Soviet Union started to 

send MIG fighters and technical assistance to Nigeria, thereby including the region in the 

cold war theatre as people feared. 

 

A secondary reason of Soviets interest in Nigeria is the economic cooperation. Soviet Union 

had an agreement and contract on the construction of Ajaokuta steel mill which was the 

largest in Africa (Achebe, 2012). To meet Russia for a big venture of such was because of 

the Niger Delta oil money. This contract consumed almost $4.6billion from Nigeria. The 

origin of such contract was the oil wealth accrued in Nigeria to function such huge capital 

projects. 
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 Another reason to buttress oil interest drawing the super powers by Britain forming an 

unholy alliance with an arch enemy cold war Russia to ensure the liquidation of Biafra was 

that they wanted to prevent an emergence of another Japan in Africa in the name of Biafra. 

Ezeani (2013) posits that the British Government’s reason for anti-Biafra policy must have 

been so profound that she was prepared to unite with Russia, its strange ally in giving their 

support to Nigeria to ensure the removal of Biafra in African map. This was because if 

Biafra won, Biafra might be so strong that Britain could not compete with Biafra in the 

struggle for the control of the oil wealth of the Niger Delta that was closer to Biafra than 

Britain. Hence she had to join her enemy Russia, worst come to worst against Biafra’s 

emergence in the African map. 

 

Though, Britain was uneased with a rich and powerful country emerging in Africa .Chief 

Onoh was asked why the British feared the Igbo man. Chief Onoh replied “I will answer 

you this way, on July 15, 1967, when Biafra went to the Mid-West; the Russians said a 

country that is not yet two months old that can manufacture Ogbunigwe (Monster bomb) 

and rockets, must be feared. Unfortunately, it is this fear in the western world that made 

them unite to subjugate the Igbo”. Chief Onoh also said that he was an ambassador sent to 

Britain during the civil war and the British passed a legislation putting a stop to 

exportation of arms to Biafra. In so doing, they are protecting their interest. Onoh said in a 

period of crisis, the Biafra made remarkable achievements on technology; they built 

armoured cars and tanks and modified aircraft from trainer to fighters. This did show the 

ingenuity and resourcefulness of the Igbo people. Perhaps, as Onoh mentioned, instead of 

that, gaining them international recognition and admiration, they got international 

aversion, and consequently, they allied (Britain and Russia) together to defeat Biafra 

(Ezeani, 2013). Through this unholy alliance coupled with other factors, the Biafran forces 

were defeated hence killed the young growing giant before her time. This brought the title 

of Ezeani’s work, In Biafra, Africa Died. For Ezeani believed the defeat of Biafra was a defeat 

of Africa as a whole by the west. However, oil has been established to be the primary 

determining factor for British anti-Biafra. 

 

 International Organizations like Organization of African Unity also played her role in the 

civil war because Nigeria was just like a big wealthy brother to other African countries. 

She did not support the secessionists’ move of Biafra. She discouraged it. Although few 

members of the organization accorded recognition to Biafra, the majority supported the 

maintainance of the international boundaries of member states drawn during the colonial 

period (Mahabi in Tamuno and Ukpabi (eds.) 1989:287). They also said, if secession of 

Biafra was allowed, most African countries would follow as many countries were 

heterogeneous in nature. Hence, many countries of OAU supported the unity of Nigeria 

against Biafra secession. 
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World powers also contributed money in the war for aids to victims of the war because 

they knew that tomorrow with the oil wealth of the Niger Delta situated in Nigeria, when 

they fall into such challenges, Nigeria would come and assist them with their wealth. 

Ajawara (2009:38) posits that United States of America topped the record chart. By 

February 1969, the United States government had donated a total of $25million cash of 

which $6.2million went to the Red Cross to charter aircraft for the air-lift materials. US 

President (Nixon) appointed Professor Clarence Ferguson, Jr. as the special coordinator for 

relief to the civilian victims of the Nigerian civil war. USA private agency voluntarily 

contributed about $7,268.062. The British Government likewise contributed 5 million 

dollars to the Biafra relief efforts (Ajawara, 2009:38-40). 

 

Still in diplomacy, the conflict that took religious dimension had an economic undertone.   

A big fish in the church having a problem is normally visited by the pastor of the church 

even more than a poor man with an established ailment for months and years in the same 

church. Roman Catholic Church in Nigeria especially in Eastern Nigeria was like a big fish 

in the faith as far as payments to the Vatican were concerned. Millions of Igbo victims were 

Catholic Christians as a result of that the Vatican could not fold their hands watching their 

members dying. Hence, millions of Christians especially the Vatican had to intervene 

through the supply of relief materials to these war victims. 

 

It was the intensification of the war and the different forms of foreign aid to the republic 

of Biafra that came from France, Portugal, South Africa, Rhodesia, Gabon and Cote D’Ivore 

that caused the authorities in Lagos to order a blockade of Biafra. General Gowon went on 

the offensive. Catholic Information Journal posits that the situation became so bad that 

Monsignor Rhodian (1970), President of the International Charitas concluded after a tour 

of Biafra territory that children were paying the cost of the war and would do so for many 

years. For the Lagos authorities, the involvement by the church was seen as a form of 

military aid. The mounting number of casualties forced Pope Paul VI to describe the 

situation as genocide and suggested the ideas of a church collection to assist Catholic 

Christians being victimized by Gowon and his people who are mostly Muslims. As such, 

a crisis that began as an economic, political and strategic problem became a religious 

conflict. In this sense, Gowon was equated to be a second Hitler by the catholic, Gowon a 

Nigerian this time, in power to exterminate the Jews (Igbo) (Catholic Information 

International, 1970). 

 

In the area of collections from churches (catholic) in Cameroon, there was a division while 

some said they should collect for Biafra war victims, others saw it as intervening in the war 

against Cameroon Government under Ahmadu Ahidjo who was in support of keeping the 
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Federal Government of Nigeria one. At the end of the day, the Ahidjo’s faction used force 

to stop Cameroon catholic collections for Biafra. 

 

On another episode, the France president was denied by Cameroonian Head (Ahidjo) in 

the Biafra war to accept his plea. The Biafra war provided an avenue for Ahidjo the 

president of Cameroon to say “No” to France President De Gaulle. What happened was 

De Gaulle wanted Ahidjo to allow Biafra use that territory (Western Cameroon in the Niger 

Delta) bordering Cameroon soil (formally colonized by France) with Nigeria as a military 

base on Cameroon soil for their military stand. But Ahidjo considered this place as 

economically important (oil territory) not to fight and destroy the place. Secondly, he did 

not want the inhabitants of this border land to copy and secede like the Biafra of Nigeria 

in Cameroon. Thirdly, he Ahidjo did not want to encourage the success of Biafra in 

Nigerian war hence he went against De Gaulle’s plea to allow the Biafra use that border 

territory to prosecute the war. Hence, he said “No” to the France President De Gaulle. 

Diplomatically, every diplomat would like to protect the interest of his nation in course of 

international negotiation, hence, Ahidjo took that part which was even aimed by De Gaulle 

but Ahidjo won. 

  

Conclusion 

From the findings, the world powers were attracted to the Nigerian Civil War, 1967-1970. 

The world powers joined the war and fought on both sides of the war. Very glaring facts 

was that these world resources of the Niger Delta attracted the world powers into the civil 

war. While Britain, Russian fought for the Federation Republic of Nigeria to keep Nigeria 

one, the secessionists were aided by France. An advice in summation was that the study 

clamored for confederation in the nation Nigeria to avoid other wars that world powers 

would not come to fight for or against us who are one in the same country. 
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