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ABSTRACT 

 

The Niger Delta region of Nigeria, rich in biodiversity and natural resources, has 

long been a focal point of extractive industries, notably palm oil and petroleum. This 

paper explores the historical and contemporary trajectories of resource extraction in 

the region, examining how the transition from agrarian-based palm oil production to 

large-scale petroleum exploitation has intensified environmental degradation. While 

palm oil cultivation in the colonial and post-colonial eras contributed to deforestation 

and soil erosion, the advent of petroleum extraction introduced more severe 

ecological consequences, including oil spills, gas flaring, and water contamination. 

These environmental impacts have not only disrupted local ecosystems but also 

undermined the livelihoods and health of indigenous communities. The study 

highlights the paradox of resource wealth and environmental impoverishment, 

revealing how extractive activities, often driven by global demand and national 

economic priorities, have marginalized local populations and exacerbated socio-

political tensions. Drawing on interdisciplinary sources, including environmental 

science, history, and political ecology, the paper argues that the Niger Delta’s 

environmental crisis is rooted in systemic governance failures, weak regulatory 

frameworks, and the prioritization of profit over sustainability. It calls for a 

reimagining of extractive policies that centre on ecological justice, community 

participation, and long-term environmental stewardship. By tracing the cost of 

extraction from palm oil to petroleum, the study underscores the urgent need for 

integrated approaches to resource management that reconcile economic development 

with environmental preservation in Nigeria’s most ecologically vulnerable region. 

 

KEYWORDS: Extractive Economy, Palm Oil, Petroleum, Environment, and 

Energy.  
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INTRODUCTION 

 

Nigeria’s economic history is inseparable from the story of extraction. From 

the 19th-century palm oil trade to the 20th-century discovery of petroleum in 

Oloibiri, the country’s trajectory has been shaped by the pursuit of natural resources 

for global markets. Each phase promised prosperity but left legacies of 

environmental degradation, social dislocation, and political contestation. The shift 

from palm oil to petroleum reflects a deeper continuity of what Michael Watts 

(2004) calls the “resource curse,” where natural wealth paradoxically entrenches 

poverty, authoritarianism, and ecological devastation. 

Palm oil was central to Nigeria’s integration into the global economy. By the 

mid-19th century, the Niger Delta supplied Britain’s industrial revolution with 

lubricants and candles (Aghalino, 2000; Attah, 2014). This trade reshaped land use 

and intensified colonial control, embedding governance structures that privileged 

export over local development (Aghalino, 2000). Its environmental consequences—

deforestation, soil depletion, and displacement of farming—were early signs of 

resource dependence (Naibbi & Chindo, 2020). 

The 1956 petroleum discovery reoriented Nigeria’s economy. Within two 

decades, oil revenues eclipsed agricultural exports, making petroleum the backbone 

of state revenue (Usman et al., 2015; Abaka & Yebrou, 2024). Yet, as Watts (2004) 

and Osawe and Uwa (2023) argue, oil wealth entrenched a rentier economy marked 

by corruption, elite capture, and violent resource struggles. The Niger Delta, once a 

palm oil hub, became the epicentre of petroleum extraction, environmental 

destruction, and resistance (Bamidele, 2025). Palm oil to petroleum reveals a central 

paradox: Nigeria’s natural wealth has been both a blessing and a burden. Extractive 

industries brought global visibility and fiscal resources but deepened inequality and 

environmental harm. Oil spills and gas flaring in the Niger Delta mirror earlier 

disruptions from palm oil monocultures. Both industries prioritize short-term profit 

and external demand over sustainability and local well-being. Framing Nigeria’s 

extractive history through this lens highlights continuities in governance, 

environmental externalities, and marginalization. 

By tracing this pathway, the article explores how Nigeria’s resource 

pathways inform debates on sustainability, diversification, and environmental 

justice. As Watts (2004) reminds us, the “resource curse” is not inevitable but shaped 

by political choices and global pressures. Nigeria’s journey from palm oil to 

petroleum is not just about commodities; it is a story of governance, power, and 
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resistance. Understanding this history is essential to charting a path beyond 

‘extractivism’, toward ecological stewardship and equity. 

 

HISTORICAL FOUNDATIONS OF EXTRACTIVE ECONOMIES 

 

Nigeria’s extractive economy was rooted in the 19th century, when palm oil 

became its dominant export. After the abolition of the transatlantic slave trade, 

Britain sought alternative sources of wealth, and palm oil emerged as a critical raw 

material for the Industrial Revolution. It was essential for lubricating machinery and 

producing soap and candles, making Nigeria central to Britain’s industrial expansion 

(Aghalino, 2000; Attah, 2014). By the late 1800s, palm oil and kernels accounted for 

nearly 90 percent of Nigeria’s export earnings, embedding the country in the global 

capitalist system (Hopkins, 1973; Dike, 1956). 

Colonial policies prioritized extraction for metropolitan industries through 

plantations, pioneer oil mills, and the regulation of indigenous production (Aghalino, 

2000). Though framed as modernization, these policies served Britain’s needs over 

local development (Adeyeri & Adejuwon, 2012). Indigenous producers were 

integrated into global markets under exploitative terms, with firms like the United 

Africa Company dominating exports (Attah, 2014). A dual economy emerged: 

subsistence agriculture persisted, but fertile lands and labour were redirected to 

export-oriented palm oil (Naibbi & Chindo, 2020). Ecological consequences were 

severe. Expansion led to deforestation, soil depletion, and biodiversity loss in 

southern Nigeria (Izah et al., 2016). Colonial land policies disrupted indigenous 

tenure systems, sowing tensions that foreshadowed future resource conflicts (Jacob 

et al., 2024). Palm oil extraction entrenched extractive governance structures. 

The 1956 petroleum discovery in Oloibiri marked a shift in Nigeria’s 

extractive voyage. Within two decades, oil revenues eclipsed agricultural exports, 

transforming Nigeria into a rentier state (Usman et al., 2015). The first commercial 

shipment in 1958 signalled Nigeria’s new role as a global energy supplier (Abaka & 

Yebrou, 2024). Yet, this transition continued colonial extractive logics (Adalikwu-

Obisike & Obisike, 2019; Abdussalam, 2010). As early as the 1930s, Shell D’Arcy 

had exclusive exploration rights, reflecting the colonial state’s preference for foreign 

capital over indigenous participation (Abdussalam, 2010). The petroleum era 

mirrored the earlier dominance of British firms in palm oil, reinforcing external 

control over Nigeria’s resources (Adeyeri & Adejuwon, 2012). 
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Petroleum amplified colonial-era structural weaknesses. Like palm oil, it 

marginalized food production and entrenched a mono-product economy (Onyambayi 

et al., 2024). Centralized oil rents reproduced authoritarian governance, fuelling 

corruption, elite capture, and regional discontent (Watts, 2004). The Niger Delta, 

once a palm oil hub, became the epicentre of petroleum extraction, environmental 

degradation, and community resistance (Bamidele, 2025). 

Nigeria’s extractive history reveals a striking continuity: both palm oil and 

petroleum served external markets with little regard for local development or 

sustainability. Colonial policies entrenched extractive governance, and postcolonial 

petroleum dependence deepened. Understanding this legacy is key to addressing 

Nigeria’s ongoing struggles with resource dependency, environmental degradation, 

and socio-political instability. 

 

PETROLEUM AND THE NIGERIAN ECONOMY 

 

Nigeria’s economy has been restructured around oil. By the 1970s, crude oil 

accounted for 80–90 percent of export earnings and over 70 percent of government 

revenue (Usman, Ikemefuna, & Fatimah, 2015; Abaka & Yebrou, 2024). This 

dependence created both opportunities and vulnerabilities. Oil revenues funded 

infrastructure, expanded public employment, and elevated Nigeria’s global profile as 

a leading OPEC member. Yet, petroleum dominance entrenched economic 

monoculture, fiscal volatility, and neglect of agriculture and manufacturing (Ekpo, 

2022; Anaele & Ekekwe, 2023). 

The 1970s oil boom epitomized this paradox. Rising prices generated 

massive revenues, but instead of broad-based development, these rents deepened the 

“resource curse” (Watts, 2004). Agricultural exports collapsed as policies and labour 

shifted toward oil (Ohwofasa, Aguwamba, & Adeghe, 2024). Cocoa, groundnut, and 

palm oil exports dwindled, increasing reliance on food imports. This reflects Dutch 

Disease, where resource wealth appreciates currency, making non-oil exports less 

competitive (Otaha, 2012; Raimi, 2025). Before oil, agriculture contributed over 60 

percent of GDP and employed most Nigerians (Ekpo, 2022). By the 1980s, its share 

had plummeted, replaced by oil rents that fuelled consumption over investment 

(Anaele & Ekekwe, 2023). This neglect eroded food security and deepened rural 

poverty, as oil wealth concentrated in urban centres and among elites (Olukunle, 

2022). 
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Nigeria’s emergence as a rentier state reinforced this imbalance. 

Governments relied on external rents rather than domestic taxation, weakening the 

social contract (Akinola, 2022). Oil rents enabled power consolidation through 

patronage, corruption, and elite capture (Afolabi & Bidemi, 2019; Akhere, 2025). 

Centralized revenues marginalized subnational units, fuelling regional discontent, 

especially in the Niger Delta (Akhere, 2025). 

The rentier dynamic fostered fiscal irresponsibility. Booms led to wasteful 

spending and subsidies, while busts triggered debt crises and austerity (Ekpo, 2022). 

This cycle discouraged diversification and left Nigeria vulnerable to global oil price 

shocks (Ohwofasa et al., 2024). 

Petroleum dependency also entrenched corruption. Oil rents became the main 

source of political power, with elites competing for control rather than investing in 

productive sectors (Merit Research, 2022). This exacerbated inequality and 

weakened institutions, as state capacity was subordinated to rent-seeking (Akhere, 

2025). Oil wealth enriched a narrow elite while most Nigerians remained in poverty 

(Afolabi & Bidemi, 2019). 

The consequences are stark. Nigeria, once a net agricultural exporter, now 

imports basic foodstuffs. Its manufacturing sector is underdeveloped, and the 

petroleum industry—despite its revenue dominance—employs less than 1 percent of 

the labour force (Anaele & Ekekwe, 2023). This disconnect underscores the paradox 

of plenty: oil wealth has not yielded sustainable development but entrenched 

dependency and inequality. Petroleum transformed Nigeria into a global oil power 

while embedding the pathologies of the resource curse. Understanding these 

dynamics is essential for charting a path toward diversification and inclusive growth. 
 

ENVIRONMENTAL FOOTPRINT OF PALM OIL 
 

Palm oil production in Nigeria has significant environmental consequences 

that reshape landscapes, ecosystems, and community livelihoods. Once cultivated in 

smallholder systems alongside subsistence farming, palm oil has shifted toward 

industrial plantations and intensified processing, generating major ecological costs. 

Deforestation, biodiversity loss, soil degradation, and water pollution are among the 

most pressing impacts with long-term implications for sustainability. 

 

Deforestation and Biodiversity Loss 

Palm oil expansion has driven widespread deforestation, especially in Edo, 

Cross River, and Akwa Ibom States. Forest reserves like Okomu have lost over 60 
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percent of their cover to plantations (Buba, 2021). This reduces carbon sequestration, 

accelerates erosion, and disrupts hydrological cycles. The FAO ranks Nigeria among 

the countries with the highest deforestation rates globally, with palm oil as a major 

driver (Naibbi & Chindo, 2020). 

Deforestation is closely tied to biodiversity loss. Converting diverse forests 

into monocultures has led to a 35 percent decline in species richness, affecting birds, 

mammals, and invertebrates (Chidi et al., 2025). Wildlife populations in Okomu 

Forest Reserve have plummeted due to habitat destruction (Buba, 2021), 

undermining ecosystem services like pollination and pest control. 

 

Soil Degradation and Water Pollution 

Palm oil cultivation degrades soil by replacing diverse vegetation. Ogunbode 

et al. (2022) found that palm oil mill effluents (POME) reduce nitrogen, phosphorus, 

and potassium levels while increasing heavy metals. Ogorure et al. (2024) observed 

higher acidity and reduced nutrients in Akwa Ibom soils due to unregulated POME 

discharge, threatening productivity and food security. Processing generates empty 

fruit bunches and solid residues. Izah, Angaye, and Ohimain (2016) report that 

untreated POME discharged into rivers depletes oxygen, kills fish, and contaminates 

drinking water. Solid residues contribute to land pollution and greenhouse gas 

emissions when improperly disposed of or burned. 

 

Socio-Economic Impacts and Sustainable Alternatives 

Communities near plantations and mills face reduced access to fertile land, 

declining fish stocks, and polluted water sources. These pressures exacerbate poverty 

and fuel land-use conflicts (Naibbi & Chindo, 2020). The displacement of 

smallholder farmers undermines traditional livelihoods and cultural ties to land. 

Despite these challenges, sustainable practices offer hope. Cleaner technologies like 

biogas recovery from POME can reduce pollution and generate renewable energy 

(Izah et al., 2016). Agroforestry systems that integrate oil palm with food crops and 

forest species help maintain biodiversity and soil fertility (Chidi et al., 2025). 

Certification schemes like RSPO offer frameworks for reducing harm, though 

adoption in Nigeria remains limited. The environmental footprint of palm oil—

marked by deforestation, biodiversity loss, soil degradation, and pollution—reflects 

an extractive model prioritizing export over sustainability.  
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ENVIRONMENTAL FOOTPRINT OF PETROLEUM 

 

The environmental footprint of petroleum in Nigeria is most visible in the 

Niger Delta, a region that has endured over six decades of oil exploration. While 

petroleum revenues have fuelled economic growth, the ecological and human costs 

have been devastating. Oil spills, gas flaring, water pollution, biodiversity loss, and 

severe health impacts define the lived realities of millions in this resource-rich but 

degraded region (Ite, Ibok, Ite, & Petters, 2013; Dzedzemoon & Ferro, 2024). 

 

Oil Spills and Ecological Devastation 

Oil spills are the most notorious consequence of petroleum extraction. 

Between 1976 and 2001, over 6,800 incidents released more than 3 million barrels of 

crude oil (Kadafa, 2012). Causes include pipeline corrosion, equipment failure, 

sabotage, and artisanal refining (Akhere, 2025). The impacts are catastrophic: 

infertile soils, destroyed mangroves, and collapsed aquatic ecosystems (Akpoghelie, 

Igbuku, & Osharechiren, 2021). Mangrove forests, the largest in Africa, have been 

severely affected, with oil-coated roots suffocating vegetation and destroying 

breeding grounds for fish and crustaceans (Adus & Woforodo, 2024). In Ogoniland, 

groundwater contamination has reached depths of five meters, with benzene levels 

900 times above WHO guidelines (UNEP, 2011). 

 

Gas Flaring and Air Pollution 

Gas flaring remains widespread despite pledges to end it. Nigeria burns 

billions of cubic meters annually, releasing carbon dioxide, methane, sulphur 

dioxide, and black carbon (Ajugwo, 2013; Aigbe, Stringer, & Cotton, 2023). 

Communities near flare sites suffer higher rates of respiratory illnesses, eye 

problems, and cancers (Alimi & Gibson, 2022). The World Bank links flaring to 

infant mortality and stunting. It also destroys crops, acidifies soils, and reduces 

yields (Ajugwo, 2013). 

 

Water Pollution and Fisheries Collapse 

Oil spills and effluent discharges have contaminated rivers, creeks, and 

groundwater. Ewim et al. (2023) document widespread pollution from hydrocarbons 

and heavy metals, decimating fisheries once central to local economies. Bello and 

Amadi (2019) note fish kills, reproductive failures, and declining seafood supplies. 

Fishing communities face food insecurity, income loss, and cultural dislocation. 
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Women, central to fish processing and marketing, are disproportionately affected 

(Brisibe, 2022). Polluted water sources expose communities to chronic hydrocarbon 

ingestion, with long-term risks including cancers and reproductive disorders 

(Akpoghelie et al., 2021). 

 

Biodiversity Loss and Habitat Destruction 

The Niger Delta, one of Africa’s most biodiverse regions, has seen its 

ecosystems devastated. Oil pollution has reduced species populations, disrupted 

migratory birds, and destroyed mangrove and swamp forests (Adus & Woforodo, 

2024). Mangrove loss undermines carbon sequestration, shoreline protection, and 

nutrient cycling (Efe & Ogbomida, 2019). 

 

Human Health Impacts 

Petroleum pollution has staggering health consequences. Elevated rates of 

respiratory diseases, cancers, miscarriages, and birth defects are common in oil-

producing areas (Akhere, 2025; UNEP, 2011). Life expectancy in the Niger Delta is 

just 41 years, far below the national average, largely due to environmental 

degradation (Leadership, 2025). Chronic exposure through water, food, and air has 

created a public health crisis. 

 

Governance Failures and Environmental Injustice 

Governance failures underlie these crises. Weak enforcement, overlapping 

mandates, and multinational dominance have perpetuated pollution and delayed 

remediation (Ite et al., 2018; Abbiba, 2024). Compensation is often inadequate, and 

communities are excluded from decisions (Brisibe, 2022). This has fuelled 

resistance, from the Ogoni struggle led by Ken Saro-Wiwa to ongoing militancy. The 

environmental footprint of petroleum in Nigeria is a story of wealth and waste. Oil 

spills, gas flaring, water pollution, biodiversity loss, and health crises have made the 

Niger Delta one of the world’s most degraded regions. Urgent action is needed: 

stronger regulation, corporate accountability, community participation, and 

investment in remediation. Without these, the ecological and human costs will 

continue to overshadow economic gains.  
 

GOVERNANCE, LAW, AND REGULATION 
 

The governance of Nigeria’s extractive industries has been shaped by a 

complex legal and institutional framework stretching from the colonial period to the 
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present. Colonial petroleum laws established state ownership and centralized control 

of natural resources, while post-independence legislation entrenched this model, 

often at the expense of environmental protection and community rights. Despite 

reforms, weak enforcement and regulatory capture have undermined effectiveness, 

perpetuating environmental degradation and social conflict in oil-producing regions. 

 

Colonial Foundations 

Nigeria’s petroleum governance originated in colonial ordinances. The 

Petroleum Ordinance of 1889 and the Mineral Oils Ordinance of 1914 vested 

mineral ownership in the British Crown, granting exclusive exploration rights to 

companies like Shell D’Arcy (Ikpeze & Ikpeze, 2015). This legal structure 

prioritized imperial interests over local development (Agada & Umbu, 2023). The 

principle of state ownership, inherited at independence, became enshrined in 

Nigeria’s constitutions and petroleum laws (Otu, Anyatang, Kooffreh, & Ugbe, 

2024). 

 

Post-Independence Petroleum Laws 

After independence, Nigeria retained and expanded centralized ownership. 

The Petroleum Act of 1969 remains the cornerstone of governance, vesting 

petroleum ownership in the federal government (Sunny-Hart, 2023). It empowered 

the Minister of Petroleum to grant licenses and leases, consolidating control and 

enabling patronage and corruption (Shekarau, 2016). The NNPC Act of 1977 

established the state oil company, while the Oil Pipelines Act (2004) regulated 

pipeline construction and land compensation. More recent laws—the Nigerian Oil 

and Gas Industry Content Development Act (2010) and the Petroleum Industry Act 

(PIA, 2021)—introduced local content requirements and restructured institutions 

(Abe, 2022; Otu et al., 2024). Enforcement remains weak, and environmental 

safeguards are often subordinated to revenue generation (Fayomi, Adigun, & Zubair, 

2024). 

 

Weak Enforcement and Environmental Protection 

Nigeria’s environmental laws include the Environmental Impact Assessment 

(EIA) Act of 1992, the NESREA Act of 2007, and the NOSDRA Act of 2006. In 

principle, these provide protection mechanisms. In practice, enforcement is 

undermined by institutional weaknesses, overlapping mandates, and political 

interference (Dike, Nweke, & Anyachebelu, 2025). The UNEP (2011) assessment of 
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Ogoniland revealed systemic failures, with oil spills left unremedied for decades. 

NEITI (2023) highlights persistent gaps in reporting and accountability. Scholars 

argue that agencies lack the capacity, independence, and resources to hold 

multinational oil companies accountable (Afeonkhai, 2023; Ihugba & Okoro, 2018). 

 

Governance and Community Rights 

A major weakness in Nigeria’s legal framework is the marginalization of host 

communities. While the PIA (2021) introduced a Host Communities Development 

Trust, critics argue it offers limited participation and fails to address historical 

grievances (Bulama & Dike, 2025). Earlier frameworks, like the NDDC Act, were 

plagued by corruption and inefficiency, leaving communities with little benefit 

(Ihugba & Okoro, 2018). This exclusion has fuelled resistance and militancy, linking 

weak governance to conflict.  

From colonial ordinances to the PIA 2021, Nigeria’s petroleum laws have 

consistently centralized control and prioritized extraction over sustainability. Despite 

legal evolution, weak enforcement, regulatory capture, and limited community 

participation continue to undermine environmental protection and equitable 

development. Strengthening enforcement, enhancing transparency, and embedding 

community rights are essential to breaking the cycle of extractive governance. 

 

COMMUNITIES AND RESISTANCE 

 

The Niger Delta has long been the epicentre of Nigeria’s oil wealth and 

environmental injustices. Among affected communities, the Ogoni struggle stands 

out as a landmark in grassroots resistance. The Ogoni people, a small ethnic minority 

in Rivers State, have been mobilized under the Movement for the Survival of the 

Ogoni People (MOSOP) to confront decades of degradation and exclusion. Led by 

writer and environmentalist Ken Saro-Wiwa, their activism reshaped resistance and 

global awareness of environmental justice in the Global South (Osaghae, 1995; 

Udogbo, 2021). 

 

The Ogoni Bill of Rights and MOSOP’s Emergence In 1990  

MOSOP presented the Ogoni Bill of Rights, demanding autonomy, 

environmental protection, and a fair share of oil revenues (Saro-Wiwa, 1992; Tam-

George, 2010). The Bill exposed how Shell and the Nigerian state extracted billions 

while leaving behind polluted rivers and ruined farmland (Human Rights Watch, 
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1995). MOSOP’s non-violent resistance (protests, petitions, and advocacy) set it 

apart from later militant movements (Naibbi & Chindo, 2020). 
 

Ken Saro-Wiwa and Global Environmental Justice  

Saro-Wiwa used literary tools to amplify the Ogoni cause, framing it as a 

human rights and environmental issue (Boele, Fabig, & Wheeler, 2001). His efforts 

drew global attention, earning the Right Livelihood Award and support from 

Amnesty International and Greenpeace (Bassey, 2012). In 1995, Saro-Wiwa and 

eight other Ogoni leaders—the “Ogoni Nine”—were executed after a widely 

condemned trial, sparking global outrage and scrutiny of Shell’s operations 

(Osaghae, 1995; Pegg, 1999). Their deaths turned the Ogoni struggle into a global 

symbol, inspiring movements from Ecuador to Canada (Watts, 2004). 
 

Grassroots Resistance and Broader Niger Delta Activism  

The Ogoni struggle galvanized other Niger Delta communities. Groups like 

the Ijaw Youth Council and Niger Delta Avengers drew inspiration from MOSOP, 

though many adopted militant tactics (Udo, 2013). Civil society organizations, 

including Environmental Rights Action and the Health of Mother Earth Foundation, 

built on MOSOP’s legacy to push for remediation and accountability (Bassey, 2012; 

Bristol-Alagbariya, 2022). Scholars argue that the Ogoni struggle reframed oil 

pollution as structural violence and ecocide, influencing advocacy for stronger laws 

and environmental rights (Bamidele, 2025; Barigbon, 2024). 
 

Legacy and Continuing Struggles  

Despite the sacrifices of Saro-Wiwa and the Ogoni Nine, many issues raised 

in the Ogoni Bill remain unresolved. UNEP’s (2011) Environmental Assessment of 

Ogoniland recommended a $1 billion clean-up, yet progress has been slow. 

Communities still face polluted water, degraded land, and inadequate compensation. 

Still, the Ogoni struggle endures as a reminder of marginalized communities’ ability 

to challenge global corporations and authoritarian states. It marks a turning point in 

Nigeria’s extractive history, showing how grassroots activism can reshape global 

awareness and envision justice and sustainability. 

 

Comparative Analysis: Palm Oil vs. Petroleum  

Nigeria’s economic history reveals parallels between the 19th-century palm 

oil industry and the petroleum sector since the mid-20th century. Both prioritized 

external markets and state revenues over local development. While palm oil reshaped 
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agrarian systems, petroleum’s scale produced far more destructive consequences. 

Palm oil was once Nigeria’s top export, accounting for nearly half of the global 

supply (PwC, 2019). Cultivation and trade were structured around colonial demands, 

with indigenous producers exploited (Abu, Umaru, & Enete, 2024). Its 

environmental impact includes deforestation, biodiversity loss, and soil degradation; 

though significant, these were localized (Izah, Angaye, & Ohimain, 2016). 

Petroleum, by contrast, reshaped Nigeria’s fiscal structure, fueled Dutch Disease, 

and devastated the Niger Delta (Watts, 2004; Ite et al., 2013). 

Both industries relied on foreign capital and technology. British firms 

dominated palm oil exports; multinational oil companies like Shell and Chevron 

control petroleum (Pegg, 1999). In both cases, profits flowed outward while local 

communities bore the costs (Boele, Fabig, & Wheeler, 2001). This reflects persistent 

extractive governance from colonial to postcolonial Nigeria (Agada & Umbu, 2023).  

Petroleum’s destruction far exceeds that of palm oil. Oil spills, gas flaring, 

and toxic effluents have rendered parts of the Niger Delta uninhabitable, triggering 

health crises (UNEP, 2011; Dzedzemoon & Ferro, 2024). Palm oil’s footprint, 

though damaging, did not produce systemic contamination or long-term health 

impacts. Moreover, petroleum dependency has entrenched a rentier state, fostering 

corruption and conflict (Akinola, 2022). 

A final distinction lies in global significance. Palm oil was central to 

Britain’s industrial revolution, but later lost dominance to Southeast Asia. Petroleum 

remains a strategic commodity, tying Nigeria’s fortunes to volatile markets and 

geopolitics (Ekpo, 2022). Palm oil and petroleum represent two phases of Nigeria’s 

extractive trajectory. Both show how natural resources have been harnessed for 

external benefit at the expense of local communities and ecosystems. Petroleum’s 

scale and geopolitical relevance have made its footprint far more destructive, 

embedding Nigeria in a cycle of dependency, degradation, and unrest. 

 

The Niger Delta Development Commission (NDDC) 

Despite the sacrifices of Ken Saro-Wiwa and the Ogoni Nine, many issues 

raised in the Ogoni Bill of Rights remain unresolved. The UNEP (2011) 

Environmental Assessment of Ogoniland recommended a $1 billion clean-up, but 

progress has remained slow and contested. Communities continue to face polluted 

water, degraded farmlands, and inadequate compensation. The Niger Delta 

Development Commission (NDDC) was therefore established in 2000 to address 

regional underdevelopment; it has struggled to fulfill its mandate. Assessments from 
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2020 to 2025 reveal persistent challenges: project delays, poor monitoring, and weak 

accountability mechanisms have undermined its effectiveness. While the 

Commission has launched infrastructure and empowerment programs, many 

initiatives remain incomplete or poorly executed (UNEP, 2011). 

 

PATHWAYS TO SUSTAINABILITY 

 

Nigeria’s extractive history reveals that resource wealth without 

sustainability deepens dependency and ecological damage. To forge a new path, the 

country must prioritize diversification, remediation, and ESG integration as pillars of 

sustainable governance. These are not mere technical fixes but political choices 

shaping whether natural wealth fosters equitable development. 

 

Diversification Beyond Oil  

Reducing Nigeria’s vulnerability to oil price shocks and the “resource curse” 

requires diversification. Agriculture, renewables, and manufacturing offer 

alternatives. IRENA (2023) highlights Nigeria’s solar and biomass potential, while 

the Energy Transition Plan (ETP, 2022) places renewables at the core of net-zero 

goals by 2060 (Chambers & Partners, 2025). Investment in agro-processing, digital 

innovation, and small-scale industries can generate jobs and reduce poverty (Awuchi 

et al., 2023). Policy coherence and financing—like blended finance and local supply 

chains—are vital to accelerate this shift (Sustainable Energy for All, 2024). 

 

Environmental Remediation  

The Niger Delta’s environmental legacy demands urgent remediation. UNEP 

(2011) estimated Ogoniland’s clean-up could span decades and cost billions. 

Progress remains slow due to weak governance and funding gaps (Maduekwe, 

2018). Remediation must restore livelihoods, biodiversity, and trust (Fayomi, 

Adigun, & Zubair, 2024). Community-based resource management boosts 

accountability (Naibbi & Chindo, 2020), while integration with climate adaptation is 

crucial given regional vulnerability (World Bank, 2022). 

 

ESG Frameworks and Corporate Accountability  

ESG principles are essential to align extractive industries with sustainability. 

Despite policies like the Petroleum Industry Act (2021), ESG implementation is 

fragmented (Afeonkhai, 2023). Mandatory reporting, independent audits, and 
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alignment with global standards such as GRI and UN Guiding Principles are needed 

(CISLAC & Oxfam, 2025). Financial institutions can drive responsible behaviour by 

linking loans to ESG compliance (Fair Finance Nigeria, 2023). 

 

Community Participation and Human Rights  

Sustainable governance hinges on host community participation. A rights-

based approach—recognizing the right to a clean and healthy environment—

strengthens accountability (Maduekwe, 2018). Community involvement in decisions 

and monitoring reduces conflict and boosts legitimacy (Njoku, Iwueke, & Emezi, 

2023). The Host Communities Development Trust under the Petroleum Industry Act 

is a positive step, though critics urge more transparency and genuine ownership 

(Bulama & Dike, 2025). 

 

Toward a Just Transition  

Nigeria’s sustainability journey must be framed as a just transition—

balancing economic diversification, environmental protection, and social equity. The 

African Development Bank (2023) stresses that the energy transition must meet 

climate goals while reducing poverty, creating jobs, and advancing gender equity. 

 

CONCLUSION 

 

Nigeria’s voyage from palm oil to petroleum underscores the paradox of 

resource wealth: immense revenues have flowed into state coffers, yet poverty, 

inequality, and ecological devastation persist. As Obi (2010) notes, oil extraction in 

the Niger Delta has been marked by dispossession and conflict, revealing how 

extractive wealth enriches elites while harming local communities. Palm oil 

entrenched colonial extractive logics; petroleum deepened dependency and 

environmental degradation. Both prioritized external markets over local 

development, fuelling cycles of boom and bust, ecological harm, and social unrest. 

Breaking this cycle requires rethinking governance and development priorities. 

Nigeria must diversify beyond oil. Reliance on crude exports has exposed the 

economy to price shocks and weakened agriculture and manufacturing (Ekpo, 2022). 

Investment in renewable energy, agro-processing, and digital industries offer a path 

to inclusive growth. Environmental remediation is also urgent. The UNEP (2011) 

Ogoniland report revealed contamination so severe that clean-up could take decades. 

Without sustained investment, the Niger Delta will remain a symbol of ecological 
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injustice. A human rights approach is essential for accountability and justice 

(Maduekwe, 2018). 

Nigeria must strengthen sustainability frameworks through robust ESG 

integration. While ESG principles are gaining traction, implementation remains 

fragmented (Afeonkhai, 2023). Stronger enforcement, transparency, and community 

participation are vital to ensure extractive industries support long-term development. 

Ultimately, the extractive sector must embrace a just transition, balancing growth 

with environmental stewardship and equity. This requires not only policy reform but 

a cultural shift in valuing natural resources as shared assets. Nigeria’s extractive 

history is a cautionary tale of how wealth can become a curse when governance fails. 

By embracing diversification, remediation, and ESG-driven governance, Nigeria can 

chart a new path toward a more just, sustainable, and prosperous future. 
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