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Abstract

Environmental degradation, has been the bane of the oil and gas producing
communities of the Niger Delta (OGPCND), right from the inception of the
discovery of oil in commercial quantity in 1958. The Petroleum Industry Act
(2021). Official Gazette of the Federal Republic of Nigeria, 108(142), A121-370
(hereinafter referred to as PI Act 2021), was enacted as a panacea to the prob-
lem of environmental degradation in the OGPCND and other challenges asso-
ciated with oil and gas production and development. The PI Act 2021 was in-
tended to reform Nigeria’s petroleum sector by strengthening regulatory over-
sight, enforcing environmental protections, and establishing community de-
velopment frameworks, through the incorporation of the Host Communities
Development Trusts. But, four years after the enactment of the Act, environ-
mental degradation persist in the OGPCND. This paper applies Political Ecol-
ogy Theory to the environmental crisis in the OGPCND, plagued by oil-in-
duced degradation, socio-economic marginalization, and violent conflict. Po-
litical Ecology offers a multidimensional framework that links environmental
degradation to power relations, historical inequalities, and global capitalist
structures. Through this theory, the paper argues that environmental degrada-
tion in the OGPCND is not merely a technical or ecological issue but a deep-
rooted political issue, shaped by elite resource control, global energy demands,
and community resistance. The paper adopted the doctrinal research method-
ology, with primary sources of information derived from PI Act 2021 and other
related legislations, and secondary source distilled from textbooks, journal ar-
ticles and other scholarly periodicals, sourced from the interment. Drawing on
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scholarly literature and empirical evidence, the study highlights how power,
scale, and agency define the environmental struggles in the OGPCND, and
proposes reforms grounded in justice, decentralization, and participatory gov-
ernance.
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Environmental Degradation, Political Ecology, Oil and Gas Producing
Communities, Niger Delta, Human Security

1. Introduction

The discovery of oil in commercial quantity in Oloibiri, in 1958 was a revolution-
ary period in the economic history of Nigeria. With the discovery, oil and gas
became a major revenue earner for the Federal Government (Ukiyedeikimie &
Daniel, 2024). According to data from the National Bureau of Statistics, about
N8535.61 billion was generated from crude oil exports in the third quarter of
2023 (Jaiyeola, 2023) and N450bn between December 2023 and January 2024
(Elewomawu, 2025). In the first six (6) months of 2025 alone, the Federal Gov-
ernment generated N5,21tn from the oil and gas sector (OGS) (Erondu & Nwak-
anma, 2025). However, activities associated with the extraction and development
of oil and gas engendered oil spills and gas flare which have caused extensive
pollution, severe degradation of the environment, social inequalities, and a threat
to the livelihoods and health of the people dwelling in the Oil and Gas Producing
Communities of Niger Delta (OGPCND) (Okonkwo et al., 2022). These problems
taken together compromise the security and welfare of the people (Akinlabi et
al., 2025). Using the doctrinal research methodology, this paper adopts Political
Ecology Theory to examine the environmental crisis in the Niger Delta, arguing
that environmental degradation is inseparable from political and economic
structures that prioritize profit over people and the environment. Through its
primary sources of data collection, this paper explored the provisions of the Pe-
troleum Industry Act 2021, and other relevant legislations. The specific focus was
on the relevant provisions of the PI Act on environmental degradation, and the
provisions for the host community’s development trusts (HCDTs). The focus on
these Sections of the PI Act is based on the contents’ direct relevance to the sub-
ject matter of discourse in this paper. The Sections of the Act that were not di-
rectly relevant to the subject were discarded. Consequently, a content analytical
process was employed to derive significant insights from the PI Act 2021, in line
with the objective of the paper. This paper is divided into 6 parts. The first is the
introduction, second literature review, third is the theoretical framework, the
fourth part highlight the criticism of the theory and how it has been addressed

the fifth part is the recommendations, while the sixth, is the conclusion of this

paper.
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Literature Review

The reviewed literature reveals that environmental laws in Nigeria, including
1999 Constitution (as amended), the Petroleum Act 1969, Environmental Impact
Assessment (EIA) Act, and National Oil Spill Detection and Response Agency
(NOSDRA) Act, 2006 amongst others, have historically aimed to address the neg-
ative impacts of industrial activities (Ite & Ufot, 2016). However, as pointed out
by Akinlabi et al. (2025), the effectiveness of these policies remains limited due to
weak implementation and insufficient political will, which Ite & Ufot (2016), ar-
gues resulted in huge environmental degradation in the OGPCND. Environmen-
tal degradation in the OGPCND has many devastating negative impacts on the
Nigerian economy, the environment, health, and economy of the residents of the
OGPCND. It is estimated that Nigeria economy lost about N28.8 billion (USD$94
million) annually to gas flaring (Ite & Ufot, 2016). Apart from the negative impact
on revenue, Chizoba Chinweze and Gwen Abiola-Oloke et al. (2012), argued that
environmental degradation has enormously impacted the biodiversity and eco-
system services of the OGPCND with its socio-economic consequences, while
Olusola et al. (2022), argued that environmental degradation, as a result of gas
flaring, is a major contributor to greenhouse gas emissions which is responsible
for climate change. Onibere et al. (2018) also posited that decades of oil and gas
exploration have left the people of the OGPCND dispossessed of their land, land
fertility, delta forest, water resources and their livelihood. Scholars, such as
Bruederle and Hodler (2015) pointed at the health implication of environmental
degradation on children and estimated that, in 2012 alone, 16,000 babies died
within the first month of life because of oil pollution in the Niger Delta. This
makes Ugboma Paul Peters (2017) describe environmental abuse and degradation
as the greatest threat to the survival of the people in the OGPCND. On her part,
Adekola et al. (2017) argue that the state of the degradation of the OGPCND’s
environment, is a classic case of environmental injustice where the region dispro-
portionately bears a much higher burden of air, land, and water pollution in com-
parison to other parts of the country. As argued by the Niger Delta Journal.Org
(2024), environmental degradation in the OGPCND is not merely a technical fail-
ure but a consequence of political and economic exclusion. Supporting this argu-
ment, Peekate and Duson (2025) argued that despite the fact that the OGPCND
accounts for over 90% of Nigeria’s export earnings and contribute substantially to
the socio-economic development of Nigeria, there appears to be a conscious and
deliberate policy geared towards the marginalization of the OGPCND, as the peo-
ple of the communities are excluded from the enjoyment of the oil proceeds de-
rived from their land and from assuming important leadership position at the fed-
eral level. Oil wealth is controlled by multinational oil corporations and the Nige-
rian state, while host communities suffer environmental harm. This, Cyril I. Obi
(1999) argues, makes the multinational oil corporations a central player in the
global accumulation of capital, in the context of a global political economy that

simultaneously concentrates wealth and energy both in certain locales and at cer-

DOI: 10.4236/gep.2025.1312023

445 Journal of Geoscience and Environment Protection


https://doi.org/10.4236/gep.2025.1312023

0. Oju

tain social levels by extracting and dispossessing from other locales and social lev-
els. Political Ecology reveals how this elite capture of resources perpetuates ine-
quality and environmental degradation (Ajl, 2023). Oil extracted from the
OGPCND fuels global markets, while environmental costs are localized. This re-
flects ecologically unequal exchange, which Ajl (2023), argues creates ecological
debt, with regions like the Niger Delta paying the price for global energy con-
sumption.

The Petroleum Industry (PI) Act 2021 is a comprehensive legal framework en-
acted to provide legal governance, regulatory, and fiscal framework for the Nige-
rian Oil and Gas Sector (NOGS), the development of the Host Communities, and
for related matters, (see the preamble to the PT Act 2021). According to Olaniwun
Ajayi (2021), the PI Act 2021 is a landmark reform of Nigerian Oil and Gas Sector
(NOGS), intended to provide a stable, transparent, and efficient legal framework
by replacing outdated legislations and addressing issues like overlapping respon-
sibilities and corruption. Dennis Naku (2023), also observed that prior to the en-
actment of the PI Act 2021, broken promises, environmental degradation, and
underdevelopment fueled resentment between the host communities, and the oil
and gas producing companies (OGPC), across the OGPCND. The writer argued
however that, since the enactment of the PI Act in 2021, a quiet transformation
has begun, one that placed communities at the center of oil-funded development
and emphasised accountability, transparency, and mutual benefit, as a result of
the Host Community Development Trusts (HCDTs). Countering this argument,
Promise Agunia (2023) argued that despite the innovative provisions for host
community development under the PI Act and other legal frameworks, host com-
munities still face the problem of underdevelopment due to issues such as exces-
sive control of the HCDTs Fund, non-compliance with host community obliga-
tions, excessive power of the settlor in constituting the Board of Trustee of the
HCDT, and communal clashes among host communities. Supporting this argu-
ment, Adebisi and Ezebuiro (2023) argues that political interference, and lack of
institutional independence may undermine regulatory effectiveness and imple-
mentations of the PI Act.

All of the above literatures have contributed immensely to this paper. Some
have documented the devastating health and ecological effects of oil pollution, and
alluded to the PI Act 2021 as a regulatory reform, the gap in effective implemen-
tation is noted. However, the literatures have offered little strategic reforms
grounded in justice, decentralization, and participatory governance, that can
stratagem the implementations of the PT Act 2021. This paper aims to fill this gap.

Theoretical Frameworks

The whole gamut of the Federal Government policy on oil and gas exploration,
and degradation of the environment in the OGPCND, can be explored through
the lens of political ecology. Political ecology emerged in the 1980s as an interdis-
ciplinary field to address land degradation and development/environmental issues

(Neumann, 2009). Political ecology, seeks to understand the complex relations
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between nature and society through a careful analysis of the forms of access to,
and control over resources and their implications for environmental health and
sustainable livelihoods (Neumann, 2009). Central to the theory of political ecol-
ogy is the notion that environmental modification cannot be understood without
consideration of the political and economic structures and institutions within
which it is embedded (Encyclopedia of Political Ecology, 2020). Thus, political
ecology examines the relationship between political, economic, and social factors
and how they affect environmental issues and resource distribution. It highlights
how power dynamics influence access to natural resources, leading to inequalities
in order to reveal disparities and injustices in the distribution of environmental
costs and benefits (Neumann, 2009). Essentially, political ecology studies how hu-
man power struggles and environmental changes are interconnected, and empha-
sised the key role of outside forces, like international development and economic
modernization schemes in the restructuring of local lives and environment
(Watts, 2017). Political ecology focuses on the power dynamics that influence who
benefits and who suffers from environmental change (Perlego, 2025). For exam-
ple, it investigates how governments and corporations control land and resources,
often displacing local communities and disrupting traditional livelihoods, as seen
in fishing and palm oil cultivation in the OGPCND (Jack, 2025).

At the inception of the development of the concept of political ecology, Marxian
political economy provided the initial primary theoretical influence (Neumann,
2009). Marxian political economy is a framework developed by Karl Marx that
analyzes how economics, class structure, and politics are intertwined, particularly
critiquing capitalism through concepts like class struggle, surplus value, and
worker alienation. It posited that the economic system determines social organi-
zation and that capitalism exploits labor, leading to inherent contradictions and
inequality, and suggests that political systems and social relations are shaped by
the underlying mode of production (Ngo, 2025). According to Karl Marx analysis,
the Capitalist society is divided into two opposing groups, the bourgeoisie and the
proletariat (The Big Thinkers, 2023). The bourgeoisie are the landowners who
owns the means of production and derives income from it. The proletariat, or
working class, comprises the majority of the population that lacks access to the
means of production and are therefore induced to sell their labour power for a
wage or salary to gain access to necessities, goods and services (Institute of Eco-
nomics of the Academy of Sciences of the U.S.S.R., 1957).

Economic exploitation is an essential element of the capitalist mode of produc-
tion. Capitalism’s quest for profits is satisfied through the extraction of surplus
value from workers. Essentially, this means paying workers less than the value of
the fruits of their labour. Surplus value is produced by the consumption of labour
power (The Big Thinkers, 2023). The initiative, skill and intelligence of workers
bring them no reward as they are turned solely to the advantage of the capitalists.
Marx’s critique of capitalism included the notion of alienation. Capitalism has al-

ienated or separated workers from the process of production. Capitalism denies
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humans the experience of free productive labour. Humans do not work to produce
what they need; they work to produce commodities to be sold for profit. Accord-
ing to Marx, work is not a social process, work is not a fulfilling or creative expe-
rience (The Big Thinkers, 2023). Marx theorized that as economic power is con-
centrated in fewer and fewer hands and the impoverishment of the majority of
people continues, a workers’ revolution would be inevitable. Simply put, Marx’s
message is a revolutionary call to action to the working classes of society. “The
workers have nothing to lose but their chains, he said. They have a world to win.
Workers of the world, unite’ (The Big Thinkers, 2023), encouraged Marx.

The Marxian theory of the means of production and the theory of political ecol-
ogy provide critical frameworks for understanding environmental degradation in
the OGPCND as an outcome of power imbalances, resource control struggles, and
the inherent contradictions of a capitalist system focused on profit over sustaina-
bility (Jike, 2014). The theory emphasises the relationship between the ownership
of the means of production, such as land, oil infrastructure and social class dy-
namics (Institute of Economics of the Academy of Sciences of the U.S.S.R., 1957).
In the context of the OGPCND, its relevance lies in the Federal Government own-
ership and control of oil and gas resources; exploitation and profit motive; and

collusion between the Federal Government and oil and gas corporations.

2. Ownership and Control

Significantly, the oil and gas deposits of Nigeria are concentrated OGPCND, with
alarge portion of the world’s oil and gas reserves, over 159 oil fields, 1481 oil wells,
606 on-shore oil fields, and a network of pipelines crisscrossing across the com-
munities (Bayelsa State Oil and Environmental Commission, 2023; Nazmuz Sa-
kib, 2021; Kadafa, 2012). However, it is the federal Government of Nigeria that
solely owns and control all the oil and gas deposits, extraction, production, and
development in Nigeria. Section 44(3) of the 1999 Constitution specifically pro-
vides:

...the entire property in and control of oil minerals, mineral oils and natural
gas in, under or upon any land in Nigeria or in, under or upon the territorial wa-
ters, and the Exclusive Economic Zone of Nigeria shall vest in the Government of
the Federation and shall be managed in such manner as may be prescribed by the
National Assembly.

This constitutional provision is emphatically restated in Section 1 of the PI Act
2021, which provides:

The property and ownership of petroleum within Nigeria and its territorial wa-
ters, continental shelf and exclusive economic zone is vested the Government of
the Federation of Nigeria.

As a result of the above provisions, the host communities do not have any con-
trol or right over the petroleum resources that are found within their territory.
The Federal Government exercise its control over oil and gas deposits and opera-

tions through its appointed agencies, such as the Ministry of Petroleum Resources,
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the Nigerian Upstream Regulatory Commission (NUPRC), established to regulate
the upstream petroleum operations (The Petroleum Industry Act, 2021, s. 4(1), s,
6(a)), the Nigerian Midstream and Downstream Petroleum Regulatory Authority
(NMDPRA), established to regulate the midstream and downstream petroleum
operations (The Petroleum Industry Act, 2021, s. 29(1), s. 30(a)); and the Nigerian
National Petroleum Corporation Limited (NNPC Limited) (The Petroleum In-
dustry Act, 2021, ss. 53 and 54), amongst others. These agencies are empowered
to issue operating licenses to oil and gas companies (OGCs) or Settlors, to extract
and develop the oil and gas deposits of Nigeria, as well as monitor and regulate
the activities of the OGCs companies (The Petroleum Industry Act, 2021, s. 4, s.
32, s. 71, and 81), The OGCs are required to pay rents and taxes to the Federal
Government (The Petroleum Industry Act, 2021, s. 100). Clearly, the Federal Gov-
ernment and OGCs, the multinational oil corporations (MOCs), are the Capitalist
Class or Bourgeoisies who own and control the means of production, which is the
oil and gas deposits, oil wells, pipelines, refineries, etc. The laws, regulations, im-
plementations, enforcement, and all appointments, relating oil and gas regulation,
and of everything concerning the oil and gas deposits of Nigeria, is the exclusive
preserve of the Federal Government. The

The exclusive ownership of oil and gas deposits by the Federal Government, has
led to severe environmental degradation in the OGPCND, occasioned by oil spills,
gas flaring, and lack of proper maintenance of oil and gas infrastructure (Eregha
& Irughe, 2009). The problems associated with environmental degradations, as a
result of oil spills and gas flaring in Nigeria, affects mainly the communities in the
OGPDCND. This has resulted in the destruction of local livelihoods, damages to
the ecosystems, and damages to environmental and human health. The OGPCND
continue to suffer from the environmental damage, while often receiving little of
the economic benefit, a situation described as the resource curse (Onyema, 2018).
It is widely considered inequitable and a form of environmental injustice for the
OGPCND to bear the severe environmental consequences of oil and gas extraction
without having ownership or control over the resources in their communities
(Oladele & Austen, 2015; Owhoko, 2022; Opuowei, 2024). The issue of whether
the people of the OGPCND should bear the environmental and social costs of oil
and gas extraction while not holding ownership of the resources themselves, has
been a subject of significant and long-standing debate (Ojakorotu et al., 2025).
That debate is not the focus of this paper. However, it is pertinent to state that
other communities in Nigeria, where several other minerals resource are located,
suffer the same fate as those in the OGPCND. Although, the level of degradation
they have to contend with, paled into insignificance when compared with that of
the OGPCND.

3. Exploitation and Profit Motive

The primary goal of the Federal Government’s control of oil and gas deposits of

Nigeria, is to maximise profit. This objective is clearly stated in Section 2(b) of the
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PI Act 2021, which provides that one of the objectives of this Act is to “establish a
framework for the creation of a commercially oriented and profit driven national
petroleum company”. This inherent drive for profit, creates a lack of political will
to stringently regulate the oil and gas companies, as doing so might reduce the
income that has been defining Nigeria’s economy for decades (Osuyi, 2012). This
often leads OGCs to prioritize cost-saving measures, such as the cheapest possible
methods of waste disposal, like gas flaring, and insufficient investment in infra-
structure maintenance, leading to environmental disasters like oil spills and pol-
lution (Durodola, 2025).

4. State-Corporate Collusion

Political ecology reveals how the Federal Government often conspire with oil
OGCs, and formulate policies that facilitate exploitation and environmental mis-
management. As argued by Taylor Andre (2022), the Government does this
through weak regulatory framework, failure to enforce and implement environ-
mental regulations, and failure to address mounting ecological catastrophe, which
allows unchecked pollution that threaten the livelihood of millions in the
OGPCND. For example, Section 66(1) (m) of the PI Act stated that one of the
objectives of Chapter 2 of the PI Act, is to ensure that petroleum operations are
conducted in a manner that protects the health and safety of persons, property,
and the environment. In pursuance of this objective, Section 105 of the Act pro-
hibits flaring and vending of natural gas, with certain exceptions, and imposed
penalties for unauthorised flaring or vending. Strangely, Section 104(c), provide a
leeway to the OGCs to continue to fare gas regardless of the prohibition in Section
105, by making provision for a payment of a prescribed fine for OGCs who flare
or vend gas unlawfully, thereby water-down the anti-flare provisions of the PI Act.
Also, Section 103 of the PI Act makes provision for a licensee or lessee to contrib-
ute toward environmental remediation, to management negative environmental
impact. Despite these laudable provisions, 4 years after the enactment of the PI
Act, gas flaring continues unabated, and the environment in the OGPCND, re-
mains degraded and unrehabilitated, thus exacerbating environmental degrada-
tions and the dangers it poses to human security in the OGPCND.

Furthermore, Section 128 of the PI Act stipulated several grounds for the with-
drawal of operational licence from an OGC, amongst which is failure to comply
with applicable law, or failure to comply with environmental regulation as re-
quired by the law. Section 3 of Nigerian Upstream Petroleum Revocation of Li-
cences and Leases Regulations, 2023, highlights the procedure for such revocation.
Despite the monumental environmental degradations in the OGPCND, and the
flagrant disobedience of environmental regulation by the OGCs, the recorded case
of revocation of operating licence by the Nigerian Upstream Petroleum Regula-
tory Commission, was for “several Non-Productive Time (NPT)” (NUPRC, 2025).
In fact, the Commission has rolled out a new policy which emphasised that oil and

gas companies must either begin production within a specified timeframe or re-
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linquish their licenses. The aim of this policy to revitalize the oil and gas sector,

ensure optimal use of assets, and boost government revenue (Olawin, 2025), not

to prevent disobedience of environmental regulations or degradation of the envi-
ronment.

Environmental degradation in the Niger Delta is not due to a lack of environ-
mental laws but rather the result of weak enforcement, inadequate regulatory
framework, and a lack of political will to ensure compliance (Lugar, 2013). Over
the years, the Federal Government of Nigeria have at different times enacted en-
vironmental related policies and legal instruments, such as the Petroleum Act
1998, Oil Pipelines Act 1958, Environmental Impact Assessments Act 1990, and
EGASPIN 1990 etc., to address the problem of environmental degradations in the
OGPCND, However, as observed by scholars, Nigerian Government is known for
formulating good public policies, but lacks the capacity to enforce or implement
them (Offiong et al., 2018). The important role of enforcement and implementa-
tion of environmental regulatory policies, in curbing environmental degradations
in the OGPCND cannot be over emphasized (Zephaniah et al., 2023). Yet, imple-
menting government policy on environmental degradation in the OGPCND is
difficult due to a combination of factors, such as:

1. The federal government’s overwhelming reliance on oil revenue created a sys-
tem that prioritize production efficiency and profit over environmental stew-
ardship and community well-being, directly resulting in extensive degrada-
tion of the OGPCND (Wenibowei, 2018)

2. Federal Government development plans initially focused on rapid develop-
ment through resource exploitation with scant regard for resource conserva-
tion or the environmental and social consequences (Wenibowei, 2018).

3. The Federal Government has historically permitted oil companies to flare as-
sociated gas, a major source of air pollution and greenhouse gases, because it
was seen as more economically viable than developing infrastructure to cap-
ture and market the gas. This practice contributes to climate change and re-
leases toxic chemicals into the air, causing health problems and damaging
crops (Wenibowei, 2018).

4. Agencies established by the Federal Government to mitigate environmental
and socio-economic issues, have often been hampered by corruption and
poor implementation, resulting in minimal impact on the environment (Cli-
mateJusticeCentral, 2024).

5. Widespread poverty in the communities, led some local individuals to engage
in illegal activities like pipeline vandalism and illegal refining (known as
“backyard refining”) as a survival strategy, which further exacerbates envi-
ronmental degradation through uncontrolled spills and burning (Climate]Jus-
ticeCentral, 2024).

Pollution, as a result of gas flaring or oil spillage, has harmful implications on
human health and the environment to an inestimable proportion. The adverse

effect of this activity could have been minimised through effective monitoring and
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enforcement of environmental regulatory provisions. The failure of the Federal
government to prevent the unabated pollution of the environment of the
OGPCND constitute a severe breach of environmental rights of the inhabitants of
the OGPCND (Lugar, 2013; Opuowei, 2024), and a threat to human security. The
failure of the Federal Government to enforce and implement environmental reg-
ulation, is tantamount to a denial of their fundamental human rights of the people
of the OGPCND, and a violation of their right to an adequate standard of living
and enjoyment of physical and mental health, guaranteed under Articles 11 and
12 of the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Right, 1967
(Taylor, 2022).

The impact of environmental degradation on the OGPCND and the unfair dis-
tribution of oil and gas revenues, strained the relationships between OGPCND
and the federal government on one hand, and between the OGPCND and multi-
national oil companies (MOCs) on the other hand (Ukiyedeikimie & Daniel,
2024). Thus, as predicted by Karl Marx in his theory of the means of production,
there were agitations by the people of the OGPCND against the threat that envi-
ronmental degradation pose to their livelihood and existence, against the activities
of the MOCs and the regulatory failure of the agencies established to address en-
vironmental degradation, and the crisis of underdevelopment in the in the
OGPCND. The agitations which began inform of protests and litigations, (for ex-
ample, Morocco-Clarke, 2021; Ogale and Bille Communities v. Shell, 2024), were
largely ignored by the Federal Government (Akpan, 2021). The Federal Govern-
ment choose to support and sided with MOCs, and resort to the use of military
force to subdued the people of the OGPCND and their agitations. This move on
the part of the Federal Government eroded whatever confidence the people of the
OGPCND reposed in the Federal Government’s ability to provide adequate solu-
tion to their plight. Thus, the agitations and resistance against the MOCs and Fed-
eral Government intensified and gathered momentum, inform of protests, com-
munity conflicts, and pipeline disruption by local groups, which led to a loss of
operational days and production for oil companies. These went on, till the FG
arrested Ken Saro-Wiwa and 8 other Ogoni activists and eventually executed them
in 1995 (Ojakorotu, 2008)

Rather than suppressed or subdued the people of the OGPCND and their agi-
tations, the repressive measures adopted by government led to the emergence of
new militant groups, like Movement for the Emancipation of the Niger Delta
(MEND), with renewed waves of violence and insistence on resource control or
the bombing of oil and gas installations (Ibaba et al., 2018). MEND demands a
restoration of the oil polluted environment of the OGPCND, local control of oil
resources and improved standard of living for the people of OGPCND (Ajodo-
Adebanjoko, 2022). MEND insurgency actions sometimes caused production
shortfalls, in crude oil production, of up to 40% of Nigeria’s national output, cut-
ting down daily output, to as low as 380 barrels per day (Bpd) as against its poten-
tial of 3.2 million barrels per day. Thereby affecting Nigeria’s position as Africa’s
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largest producer of crude oil (Ukiyedeikimie & Daniel, 2024). Consequently, there
was a huge loss of revenue to the FG (Otto, 2020). This unprecedented crisis vi-
brated globally, as Nigeria Government could no longer meetup with its daily
crude oil supply, and the MOCs had to shut down their operations. The Presiden-
tial Amnesty Program introduced by the Federal Government in 2009, to a large
extent; restored relative peace to the OGPCND; enables the MOCs to resume their
business operations; give the Federal Government a peaceful atmosphere to em-
bark on a complete reform of the entire Nigerian oil and gas sector (NOGS); ad-
dress wholistically, the problems of environmental degradation, and other inher-
ent problems in the NOGS (Otto, 2020). The reform efforts took a 20 years period
and resulted in the enactment of the Petroleum Act 2021.

The novel provisions of the Act, especially the inclusion of the Host Commu-
nities’ Development Trusts, amongst others, sought to pacify the OGPCND, who
are often at the center of the negative impact of oil and gas exploration and ex-
ploitation (Alex et al., 2022), ordinarily should curb environmental degradations
and foster sustainable development in the OGPCND. For example, prior to the
enactment of the PI Act 2021, environmental laws and policies on environmental
degradations focused on post-impact remediation rather than preventive regula-
tion, and mitigation of environmental degradation was often treated as a corpo-
rate social responsibility (CSR) issue, not a legal obligation. However, by Sections
102 and 103 of the PI Act 2021, environmental protection is incorporated into
operational licensing. The PI Act 2021 mandate OGCs to conduct Environmental
Impact Assessments (EIAs) before commencing operation (The Petroleum Indus-
try Act, 2021, s.102); submit environmental management plan (The Petroleum
Industry Act, 2021, s. 102(1), (b)); and pay a prescribed financial contribution to
an environmental remediation fund (The Petroleum Industry Act, 2021, s. 103).
There is now a legal linkage between environmental performance and operational
rights. Also, Section 235 of the Act, which creates the Host Communities Devel-
opment Trust (HCDTSs), makes community engagement and development a stat-
utory requirement, by mandating 3% of the operating expenses of the oil OGCs
to be allocated annually to the HCDTs (The Petroleum Industry Act, 2021, s.
240(1), (2).

Section 235(1) of the PI Act provides for the incorporation of the HCDTs. The
objective of the Host Communities Trust Fund is to ensure that the OGCs support
the sustainable development of host communities (The Petroleum Industry Act,
2021, s. 239(3)(a)), by funding projects in infrastructure (The Petroleum Industry
Act, 2021, s. 239(3)(b)); education (The Petroleum Industry Act, 2021, s. 239(d));
healthcare (The Petroleum Industry Act, 2021, s. 239(3)(e)); and economic em-
powerment (The Petroleum Industry Act, 2021, s. 239(3)(c)). Some of the objec-
tives of the HCDTSs to: improve the socio-economic conditions of these commu-
nities (The Petroleum Industry Act, 2021, s. 239(f), (g)); foster peaceful coexist-
ence between the communities and oil companies (The Petroleum Industry Act,

2021, s. 234(c)); and provide direct social and economic benefits from petroleum
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operations (The Petroleum Industry Act, 2021, s. 234(b)). The main framework
for the setting up and administration of the HCDTs Fund, is contained in Sections
235 to 257 of the PI Act 2021, and in the Nigeria Upstream Petroleum Host Com-
munities Development Regulations, 2022.

Section 235(1) and (4) of the PI Act, mandates the OGCs or settlors to incor-
porate HCDTs for the benefit of host communities, within the time frame speci-
fied in Section 236, which is within 12 months from the commencement of the
Act, and to appoint and authorize a Board of Trustees, in consultation with the
host communities. By virtue of Sections of 242 of the PI Act, Settlor is empowered
to; to set up the Trust; determine its membership; set the criteria for selecting
those members; remunerate, discipline, disqualify, suspend, and remove a mem-
ber of the Board of Trustees (The Petroleum Industry Act, 2021, s. 242(3)(b)).
Section 7 of the Nigeria Upstream Petroleum Host Communities Development
Regulations, 2022 (hereinafter referred to as NUPHCDR, 2022), set out the re-
quirements for the registration of the HCDTSs, amongst which is; (a) a copy of the
proposed constitution of the trust to be registered, which shall be in compliance
with sections 239(1), 239(2), 240(1), 241, 242(1), 247(1), 249(1), 254 and 255 of
the PI Act and section 827 of the Companies and Allied Matters Act; (b) the details
of the proposed trustees of the trust, intended to form the Board of Trustees as
stipulated in regulation 13(2) of these Regulations; (c) the criteria for the selection
of the trustees, subject to regulation 13(2) of these Regulations; (d) a copy of the
applicant’s licence or lease, with a map identifying the settlor’s area of operations
annexed to it; (e) the list and location of host communities to be covered by the
trust; (f) the host community development plan specifying matters described in
regulation 20 of these Regulations; and (g) a fund matrix specifying matters de-
scribed in regulation 22(1) of these Regulations.

Section 247 of the PI Act provides for the establishment, composition, and pow-
ers of the management committee, to be set up by the Board of Trustees, in ac-
cordance with the provisions of the constitution of the HCDT. The function of
the committee include the general administration of the host community’s devel-
opment trust on an ad hoc basis (The Petroleum Industry Act, 2021, s. 248(1));
preparation of HCDT budgets (The Petroleum Industry Act, 2021, s. 248(a));
management of contracting processes including determination of project award
winners, supervision of project execution (The Petroleum Industry Act, 2021, s.
248(d)); nomination of funds managers for appointment (The Petroleum Industry
Act, 2021, s. 248(e)); and reporting on activities of various actors to the Board of
Trustee (The Petroleum Industry Act, 2021, s. 248(f)), amongst others. Section
18(2) of the NUPHCDR 2022, further provides that; the management committee
shall comprise (a) a representative of each of the host community, nominated by
the relevant host community as a non-executive member; (b) executive members,
who shall be Nigerians of high integrity and professional standing—1) a person,
who is qualified to practice as an accountant in Nigeria, with not less than 10 years’

experience as a practicing accountant in Nigeria, 2) a person, who is a member of
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the Chartered Institute of Project Managers of Nigeria, with not less than 10 years’
experience as a practicing project manager in Nigeria, 3) a person with at least 10
years working experience in the finance sector in Nigeria, and 4) a legal practi-
tioner with not less than 10 years post call experience.

It is important to note the gap, both in the PI Act and in the NUPHCDR (2022),
in not stating clearly, who occupies the position of an executive members of the
management committee, and their respective role, as different from the that of the
non-executive member. One thing that is clear in Regulation is the fact that, the
members representing the host communities in the committee, are non-executive
members. Executive members of the Committee, are to be Nigerians of “high in-
tegrity and professional standing” who may not be members of the host commu-
nity. This is an anomaly. One would have expected that members of the host com-
munities, who are the primarily beneficiaries of the HCDTSs, should be at the
helms of affairs in matters concerning the development of their communities. It
has been observed (Coset, 2024), that in some corporate settings, non-executive
members of committees are given very minimal responsibilities, and are some-
times not permitted to vote on critical issues. That is why is it important that the
PI Act and its Regulations define the functions of each category of members of the
management committee. Also, the power to remove a trustee, is solely vested ar-
bitrarily in the Settlor. There is no provision in the enabling laws, for operation of
the rule of law, or due process, before a trustee is removed. This clearly gives the
settlor an overreaching power that can be counterproductive, other gap has to do
with the requirement that members of the Board of trustees be appointed by the
Settlor in consultations he the host communities. This requirement appears vague,
especially going the provisions of section 318 of the PI Act which defines host
communities as communities situated in or appurtenant to the area of operation
of a settlor, or any other community as a settlor may determine. Going by this
provision, any community, regardless of its geographical location, can be a host
community and be a trustee of the HCDTs, if a settlor designates it as such, while
the actual communities in the OGPCND, risked being excluded.

The final organ that makes up the Board of Trustees of the HCDTs, is the Host
Communities Advisory Committee. Section 249 of the PI Act provides for the es-
tablishment and composition of the committee, while Section 250 of the Act
makes provisions for the functions of the committee. Functions of the Advisory
Committee include nomination of members to represent the host communities in
the management committee, articulate development project to be transmitted to
the management committee, and provide advisory services to the management
committee, amongst others. From the foregoing, it can be argued that the legal
framework for the HCDTs, gave enormous powers to the settlor in the setting up
and administration of the HCDTs, as opposed to the members of the host com-
munities, who have little or no statutorily defined roles. The governance structure
tends to make the settlor, administrators of host communities in the context of
the PI Act (Coset, 2024). This argument is based on the observation that the entire
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governance structure of the Host Communities Development Trust tilts over-
whelmingly in favour of the settlor.

The main objective of the HCDTs is to facilitate and fund development projects
that will improve the life and socio-economic conditions of the people of the
OGPCND. In furtherance of this objective, Section 251 of the PI Act and Section
21 of the 2022 Regulation require the Settlor to carry out host community Needs
Assessment to determine the specific need of each affected community, from a
social, economic, and environmental perspective (The Petroleum Industry Act,
2021, s. 251 (2) (a), (b)). The needs assessment will indicate the effect that a pro-
posed petroleum operations might have on the host communities, and the strategy
for addressing the needs and the effects identified (The Petroleum Industry Act,
2021, s. 251(2)(c).)). The outcome of the assessment determines the development
project to be carried out by the HCDTs in any given community. Needs assess-
ment has become the basis for the host community development plan (The Petro-
leum Industry Act, 2021, s. 251(4)). To some extent, The HCDTs has shown pos-
itive impacts, fostering peace by providing direct benefits through development
projects, which have improved community livelihoods in the OGPCND (Aina,
2025). However, its effectiveness relies on transparent and equitable implementa-
tion. While it has helped reduce conflict and build trust between oil companies
and communities, there are ongoing concerns about its role not replacing the gov-
ernment’s responsibility for development and the need for better community par-
ticipation in the process (Adeniyi & Aleeto, 2022). For the HCDTs to fully achieve
its objective, the needs assessment has to be encompassing, consultative, partici-
patory, and must touch all aspects of the critical development need of the
OGPCND (Adeniyi & Aleeto, 2022). Despite the positive intention, the success of
the HCTF hinges on its proper and equitable implementation to ensure that re-
sources are used effectively for genuine community development (Ovwoshokpite,
2025).

Limitations of the Theory Political Ecology

Scholars have criticised political ecology as sometimes focusing too much on
the political power dynamics between the state and the community, while poten-
tially underestimating the role of other actors, such as the corporate sector, and
their direct impact on the environment (Penna-Firme, 2013). Others have pointed
out that while political ecology is good at analysing power relations, it can some-
times fail to fully capture the ways in which the costs of environmental degrada-
tion are distributed unequally among different groups, exacerbating existing so-
cial and economic inequalities (Ajl, 2023). Still, others critic, that the analyses of
political ecology can sometimes become too abstract and detached from the lived
experiences of individuals and communities, failing to adequately capture the nu-
ances of their struggles for survival and security (Ajl, 2023).

Addressing the Limitation

The limitations of political ecology theories in addressing environmental deg-

radation in the Niger Delta can be overcome by emphasizing the need for a strong,
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assertive Nigerian state with the capacity to effectively enforce environmental laws
and penalize corporate non-compliance, thereby moving from analysis to action.
and by integrating indigenous knowledge and community-based initiatives, such
as local remediation efforts, with the broader political-ecological analysis to en-
sure practical, locally relevant solutions are implemented (Antony & Basil, 2017)
This can be done by; strengthen regulatory framework and remove ambiguities
that makes the regulations difficult to enforce and implement; ensuring that per-
sons of high integrity are appointed as regulators; holden regulators accountable
for non-enforcement and implementations of environmental laws and regula-
tions. If regulators are held accountable for their stewardship, this will move reg-
ulators to ensure that OGCs obey environmental regulations, and curb the ten-
dency for corrupt practices, and weak enforcement. Weak enforcement is the pri-
mary reason for the extensive environmental degradation in the OGPCND, A
strong enforcement culture ensures compliance by OGCs, which radically curbs en-
vironmental degradation and leads to the environmental sustainability. (Okonkwo
& Ekekwe, 2017). A strong state capacity allows for the effective monitoring and
supervision of clean-up operations in polluted sites by ensuring that environmen-
tal restoration is carried out to the required standards and is not abandoned due
to corruption or negligence. It also encourages the adoption of sustainable devel-
opment practices by industries, balancing economic growth with environmental
protection. This includes exploring diversification of the economy away from oil
dependency, which lessens the overall environmental pressure on the OGPCND
(Okonkwo & Ekekwe, 2017). A strong, assertive state moves the focus from profit
at all costs to environmental justice and sustainable management of the Oil and
gas (Okonkwo & Ekekwe, 2017).

Also, it is important to create programs that initiate community-led environ-
mental conservation projects. These grassroots efforts are crucial for sustainable
development and environmental preservation (Egbedi, 2024). Communities pos-
sess invaluable, multigenerational knowledge about local ecosystems, including
sustainable farming, fishing, and forestry practices that prevent resource deple-
tion, Cultural beliefs and spiritual values often act as inherent conservation tools.
Many indigenous practices, such as using specific plant materials to trap oil spills
on water surfaces or using organic waste as manure, are simple, practical, and
readily available, providing immediate, cost-effective responses to environmental
problems (Egeruoh-Adindu, 2022). When communities lead conservation efforts,
they develop a strong sense of ownership and responsibility for their environment,
which is critical for the long-term success of any project (Egbedi, 2024).

Recommendations

This paper recommends the following:

1. Promoting participatory governance: Shifting from state-centric manage-
ment to a more democratic and participatory approach that actively involves
local communities, traditional rulers, and NGOs in decision-making pro-

cesses regarding environmental management and resource control. This can
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be done by; Allowing communities to elect or nominate trustees, rather than
relying solely on settlor appointments; Creating appointment panels, whose
membership include settlors’ representatives, community leaders, and regu-
lators, to balance interests; Publish clear criteria for trustee eligibility, and el-
igibility into the various committees of the Board of Trustees; Where a settlor
appoints a trustee, the trustee should be formally appointed from the vetted
list. And communities should endorse the appointments through a public
signing ceremony. This will promote transparency and accountability, and
reduces suspicion of favoritism or elite capture; and Trustees should undergo
mandatory training in governance, financial management, and conflict reso-
lution.

2. Strengthening regulatory capacity through: Improve legal framework for the
HCDTs, by including clear and unambiguous provisions, clear statutory
functions for all actors, that is encompassing, consultative, and participatory;
Engagement of adequately qualified and competent persons of integrity as
regulatory agent; Provide continuous and adequate training for regulatory
agencies; Provide adequate funding and monitoring equipment; Make the
regulatory agencies truly independent; appoint independent body, like om-
budsman, or NGO, to monitor the activities of the regulatory agencies; Hold
regulatory agencies accountable for non-implementation and enforcement of
the Regulatory laws; and Integrating indigenous knowledge and community-
based initiatives, such as local remediation efforts, with the broader political-
ecological analysis to ensure practical, locally relevant solutions are imple-

mented.

5. Conclusion

Environmental degradation in the OGPCND can be understood as both a multi-
dimensional human crisis and a structural injustice. Political ecology exposes the
systemic nature of environmental degradation in the OGPCND, linking it to the
inherent logic of capitalist resource extraction and the political power dynamics
that marginalize the people of the OGPCND, and their environment. The theory
provides a holistic framework for policy reform, emphasising that sustainable so-
lutions must address both human needs and structural inequalities. The PI Act
2021 introduces new regulatory frameworks and enforcement mechanisms to ad-
dress environmental degradation, improve regulatory oversight, and empower
host communities. Apart from its imprecise language and ambiguities in key def-
inition, such as ‘host community’ which creates regulatory uncertainty, potential
for litigation, and room for manipulation by stakeholders, successful implemen-

tation and enforcement of its provisions, remain its greatest challenge.
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