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ABSTRACT 
This paper examined the problem of environmental degradation and livelihoods vulnerabilities as a result 

of artisanal refining in the Niger Delta region. While existing literature has addressed the menace of 

environmental degradation in the domain of unwholesome activities of local and international oil 

companies, the emergence and proliferation of artisanal refining activities across the region has further 

compounded and exacerbate the problem. Anchored on the qualitative research design the study was 

conducted in 6 communities across the region namely Oruma and Aguobiri communities of Bayelsa State; 

Ido and Bille communities of Rivers State; and Egwa 1 and Tebujoh communities of Delta State. Data 

collection involved the utilization of qualitative participatory tools such as in-depth interviews (IDIs) and 

Focus Group Discussions (FGDs). Participants in the study were purposively selected and these include 

community leaders, chiefs, youth and women representatives, local fishermen and farmers. Interviews 

were recorded using a tape recorder and were transcribed while analysis involved the utilization of the 

thematic analysis technique. Findings revealed that the operations of artisanal refineries are carried out in 

the creeks where the environmentally dangerous hydrocarbons are discharged directly into the water ways 

and atmosphere thereby constituting severe degradation of the marine ecosystem. This in turn negatively 

affects the traditional livelihood activities of the people which are basically fishing, farming and 

mangrove forest harvesting. The study indicates that these traditional livelihood activities are most 

vulnerable to the environmental impact of artisanal refining as fishing and farming grounds and creeks are 

massively devastated. The study concluded that artisan refining has worsened the environmental and 

livelihood vulnerabilities of the Niger Delta region. To curb the menace of artisanal refining it was 

recommended that government should provide relevant basic infrastructure and also establish modular 

refineries to tackle the problem of unemployment in the Niger Delta communities as well as embark on 

enlightenment campaigns to discourage artisanal refining. 
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INTRODUCTION 

The oil rich Niger Delta region of Nigeria is known to be severely impacted by environmental 

degradation arising from oil and gas exploration domiciled in the region. The Niger Delta ecosystem has 

for the last 6 decades endured pervasive oil spillages, gas flaring and associated hydrocarbon pollution. 

The pervasive incidences of oil spillages and gas flaring in the region has been attributed to unwholesome 

activities of international and local oil companies who operate in the region (Kadafa, 2012). 

Environmental degradation in the region has constituted diverse economic, social, cultural and livelihood 

risks for the people of the Niger Delta (Kamalu & Wokocha, 2011). Most significantly, the most 

paramount risks associated with oil spillages and gas flaring in the region is livelihood destruction and 
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increasing livelihood vulnerabilities for the Niger Delta people who largely rely on natural resource based 

livelihood activities such as fishing, farming and mangrove forest extraction (UNEP Report, 2011).  

In recent years, the Niger Delta region is bedevilled with an emergent trend of crude oil theft and artisanal 

refining. Across the region especially in the riverine areas, there is a proliferation of syndicates who are 

involved in large scale oil theft and local refining of crude oil for commercial purposes. The process of 

syphoning crude oil from well heads and pipelines, transporting them in cargos and refining them in the 

creeks is associated with spillages, discharge of hydrocarbon wastes and emission of air pollutants into 

the environment (Ite & Ibok, 2013). The activities of artisanal refining in the region therefore have 

become a significant contributor to the environmental crises confronting the region in recent years with 

attendant impacts on the health and livelihoods of the people. While the environmental impacts of 

artisanal refining have been well established by existing studies (Olaitari 2015), little has been researched 

on the attendant impacts of these illicit activities on vulnerability of livelihoods. This therefore suggests a 

gap in the existing body of literature and it is this gap in knowledge that this study seeks to address. 

Drawing from the foregoing, the study examined the menace of artisanal refining and its impacts on 

livelihoods in the Niger Delta region. Relying on the vulnerability approach, the study explored how 

environmental degradation arising from artisanal refining constitutes livelihood vulnerabilities in 

impacted communities.  

 

Conceptual Framework  

The concept of vulnerability is increasingly becoming a subject of inquiry in the social sciences especially 

within the context of environmental shocks and stress. The central focus of vulnerability analyses is based 

on the human, society-nature systems and political ecology approaches. From the human perspective, 

Wisner et al. (2004), defined vulnerability as the composition of a person or group of persons and their 

circumstances that sway their ability to pre-empt, cope, resist and recover from the impact of a natural 

hazard. The United Nations International Strategy for Disaster Reduction defined vulnerability as the 

condition determined by physical, social, economic, and environmental factors, or processes, which 

increases the susceptibility of a community to the impact of hazard (UNISDR, 2007). This definition is in 

four fold, physical, social, economic, and environmental. These factors make people and systems 

susceptible in the event of stress. By this definition, shocks are caused by combination of any of these 

factors, leading to difficulty for systems or people to confront conditions of impact. It is hence an 

involvement of a combination of risk/hazard, social response and the susceptibility of places (Eakin, 

2005).   

More so, defining vulnerability from the systems perspective, Adger (2006) posit that vulnerability is the 

state of susceptibility to harm from stress in relation with environmental and social change without having 

the ability to adapt. The systems approach shows ambiguity in the forms of susceptibility. Carney (1998) 

explained that livelihoods are affected differently by various environments such as political, social and 

physical, including local market. These he categorized as local and external forces. These changing forces 

are the reason for the vulnerability and uncertainty that confronts livelihoods and which also represents 

the vulnerability context upon which livelihood activities and livelihood assets are carried out and 

exposed to respectively. 

In recent times, the concept of vulnerability has transcended beyond mere susceptibility to external 

stressors but its meaning has been rooted in the varying degree of susceptibility amongst individuals and 

groups to external stressors otherwise known as social vulnerability. Adger (2006) espoused the 

conceptualization of vulnerability as a social construct. This he explains is the openness of group of 

persons or persons to stress resulting from social and environmental change. In this sense, stress means 

sudden alteration and disruption to livelihoods (Adger, 1999). Hence, a society that withstands the impact 

of hazard is described as low in social vulnerability, a society that cannot is described as being high in 

social vulnerability. Groups suffer differently at times of disasters. Some groups suffer much more effects 

than others (Cutter, 1996). The groups that suffer more effects have low levels of social capital, important 

economic and social resources etc. (Peek & Stough, 2010). Contemporary literature on social 
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vulnerability also addresses vulnerability in terms of gender which is to be socially constructed during 

and after hazards. According to Fothergill, (1996), gender influences vulnerability in disaster and the 

exposures to risks since women were more prone to risk due to unavailability of power and status.  

Based on the foregoing, the adoption of the vulnerability context as the conceptual and analytical 

framework of this study is most appropriate as it underscores not only the impact of artisanal refining on 

livelihoods in the Niger Delta it further uncovers what social categories or livelihood categories are most 

impacted in the communities.  

 

MATERIALS AND METHODS 

The study was conducted in the three core Niger Delta States of Bayelsa, Rivers and Delta where artisanal 

oil refining activities are most predominant. The field work was conducted in six communities; Oruma 

and Aguobiri in Bayelsa state, Ido and Bille in Rivers state and Egwa 1 and Tebujoh in Delta state. The 

qualitative research design was adopted in which data were collected with in-depth interviews (IDIs) and 

Focus Group Discussions (FGDs). The purposive sampling technique was adopted to select participants 

in the study such as community leaders, chiefs, youth and women representatives, local fishermen and 

farmers who are directly impacted by the environmental malfeasance arising from artisanal refining in 

their communities. The data obtained through key informant interviews and focus group discussions were 

stored with audio tape device as well as notes taken concurrently. The recorded discussions were 

transcribed and the thematic analysis technique was utilized to analyse the data. Ethical considerations 

such as respondents’ right to participation, anonymity, and confidentiality were all respected and ensured. 

 

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION OF FINDINGS 

The data analysis and results from the analysis are presented in this section according to the following 

thematic considerations: 

Nature of Crude Oil Artisanal Refining 

Artisanal crude refining in the Niger Delta is an illegal and informal economy within the oil industry. The 

value chain includes oil theft, transportation, refining and retailing. The refiners use local gin distillation 

technology of fractional distillation to refine crude to various petroleum products such as diesel, kerosene 

and prime motor spirit.  

 

 
Plate 1: Artisanal crude oil refining activities along Escravos River.                  

                  Source: Fieldwork, 2018 
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According to a publication by HEDA Resources (2012), the rapid growth of oil refining camps across the 

Niger Delta has resulted in a semi-structured, informal and highly entrepreneurial economy that is 

independently managed in each local area along a discreet value chain. The chain has five key parts as 

follows: 

Stage 1: Tap Installation:  Skilled welders are engaged for this illegal task carried out at night. Taps are 

installed in pipelines either underwater or on dry land.  

Stage 2: Operating the Tapping Point: After the installation of the tap, they operate it using the oil 

pressure and a rubber hose to siphon crude oil from the tap into a vessel. Tapping points are usually 

dangerous places as they are well protected by armed groups. 

Stage 3: Supply of Stolen Crude for Export and Local Refining Once a vessel has received stolen oil from 

a tap, it distributes it to the camps situated along riverbanks and to oil tankers waiting off the coast. Local 

camps process about 25% of the stolen oil while others are moved for national, regional and possibly, 

international markets. 

Stage 4: Refining Stolen Crude into Products: Stolen crude oil that is not shipped out of the Delta is 

refined locally in camps. When it arrives by boat from the tapping point, camp workers transfer the cold 

crude oil to a storage tank using a rubber hose and pump. 

The process as indicated above involves the installation of the tap at the tapping point, after which they 

operate it using the oil pressure and a rubber hose to siphon crude oil from the tap into a vessel. Once a 

vessel has received stolen oil from a tap, it distributes it to the camps situated along riverbanks and to oil 

tankers waiting off the coast.  The stolen crude pours into the river when ferried in boats to the refining 

destination. When it arrives by boat from the tapping point, camp workers transfer the cold crude oil to a 

storage tank using a rubber hose and pump. 

Impact of Artisanal Crude Oil Refining on the Environment and Livelihoods 

Environmental quality and sustainability in the Niger Delta region are severely undermined by artisanal 

oil refining activities. According to the United Nations Development Programme report on the Niger 

Delta, the people of the region mainly depend on the natural environment for their livelihoods, thus they 

are adversely affected by environmental degradation (UNDP, 2006). The report warned that the 

continuous activities of unauthorized oil refining would lead to the eradication of mangrove habitat in the 

affected areas. Artisanal oil refining which arose as a result of several underlying problems of oil 

exploration and production in the region is one reason for oil pollution. The impact of artisanal oil 

refining induced pollution is severe. Asimiea and Omokhua (2013), posits that illegal refining of 

petroleum products has caused floristic composition of woody plants found within and around illegal 

(artisanal) refineries to show severe mortality of merchantable trees, giving rise to massive destruction of 

vegetation in the affected areas. The attendant environmental degradation affects the livelihoods of the 

people. Air, Water and land are all degraded. Mainly situated in the swamps for security reasons, the 

spills, leaks and heat from their operations degrade aquatic, animals and vegetation. 
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Plate 2: Mangrove Destruction in Artisanal refining camp, Oruma Community 

       Source: Fieldwork, 2018 

 

The riverine location of the studied communities placed them at a naturally advantaged location for 

fishing. Fishes were more in the rivers and creeks prior to the emergence of artisanal crude oil refining. 

Their strategic location gave them a comparative advantage. Hitherto, fishes were caught and sold in 

larger quantities even after subsistence use. Artisanal crude oil refining has caused the destruction of 

rivers and fisheries. The polluted water has made it difficult for fishes to breed well. Poor fish catch by 

fishermen have led to reduced income, which is economically harmful to them. Fishing equipment such 

as nets, hooks, baskets, canoes etc. are not only difficult to replace economically, but easily gets damaged 

by the polluted waters. 

 
   Plate 3: Burning of artisanal refineries bound crude oil loaded vessel, Koloama River 

  Source: Fieldwork, 2018 

Respondents in the studied communities expressed concern for the level of destruction of rivers and fishes 

caused by water pollution. Communities in the salt water areas who have only fishing as a major 
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livelihood activity dwelt more on this. Communities in fresh water areas engage in both farming and 

fishing while those in the salt water areas are purely fishermen. The change of the ecosystem for the worst 

is agonizing to these rural dwellers. 

The communities now experience shortages with regard to fish and other aquatic foods. The dumping of 

wastes and spills from these refineries into the rivers and creeks causes serious pollution. Men and 

women who engage in fishing catch less and as such, find it difficult to meet subsistence and commercial 

needs. Water pollution is harmful to fishes in several ways. The destruction of fishing equipment caused 

by oil contamination was a major complain by respondents. Fishing equipment comprises nets, hooks, 

baskets etc. In one of the FGDs conducted, some participants pointed out that: 

“Fishing is our main occupation. They have polluted our river and made life difficult for us. Now 

we don‟t catch enough fish. This is caused by oil refining. The oil in the water from the refineries 

destroys our fishing equipment like nets, hooks, baskets etc. This equipment no longer last as they 

used to. Before, we use to catch a lot of fish but now we are unable to catch enough” 

(FGD/EGWA 1). 

The situation as described above has severe implications for the livelihoods and well-being of the people 

as environmental pollution and reduction in income of the people amounts to poor living standards in the 

communities.  

 

Vulnerabilities in Traditional Livelihoods 

The traditional livelihoods of communities in the study locale is fishing and farming; whereas both 

livelihood activities are impacted by the negative environmental externalities of artisanal refining, it was 

observed that fishing and mangrove forest harvesting is the most vulnerable livelihood activity while 

fishing communities are most vulnerable to the negative impacts of artisanal refining than farming 

communities.  

The operations of artisanal refineries are carried out in the creeks where the environmentally dangerous 

hydrocarbons are discharged into the waters. The pollution of the creeks which had continued to mark the 

real story of the operations of artisanal refineries flows into the rivers, lakes, ponds, and mangrove 

swamps etc. In view of this, creeks, rivers, mangrove swamps, ponds lakes etc. are the most polluted by 

artisanal refining activities. The entire mangrove environment is affected. A fundamental point to note is 

the fact that operations of artisanal refining starts with oil theft. This comes by way of oil spill that is 

traceable to ruptured pipelines. Taps are installed in pipelines either underwater or on dry land.  

The research participants averred that artisanal refining activities have negatively interfered with the 

mangroves. That the mangroves amongst other functions serve as breeding grounds for fishes during 

rainy seasons.  The participants made reference to the dwindling number of fishes, periwinkles, crabs, 

water snails and other aquatic species arising from this water pollution. Apart from the reduced number of 

fishes, the quality and sizes are also affected thereby resulting in the reduction in the number of those 

engaged in fishing. These were highlighted by participants in the study as follows: 

“You can imagine the quantity of spills that flows into the rivers and creeks within the periods of 

moving crude oil around rivers. Finally, at the point of refining, the spills continue to pure into 

the waters at much larger quantities. And the consequences for all these are depletion of fishes, 

low income, reduction in the number of those into fishing” (FGD/ORUMA)  

 

„‟Fishing is now very difficult because most of the fishes have escaped from the river due to oil 

pollution. It is unfortunate to note that our entire river and other waters are seriously polluted. 

This oil refining thing is a big cause of the problem.” (FGD/EGWA 1) 

 

“It is not surprising that almost all our fishes are gone. The amounts of pollutants that are 

directly discharged into the waters are just too dangerous. We eat more of imported ice fish and 

fish bought from some other communities these days due to shortage of our local fish.” (KII/CBO 

rep/BILLE) 
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“Fishing is the most affected by pollution amongst all the livelihoods. The oil refining impact is 

direct into the river. Do you know the number of refining business going on? Look we have over 

one hundred refineries in our creeks. In fact, all of these are discharging their bad and dangerous 

chemicals directly into the water. That explains why most of the fishes escaped to deep sea 

areas.” (KII/CHIEF/BODO) 

 

“We have always known that our fishing work is under threat. How can all these numerous 

poisonous substances be continuously poured into the creeks and we think something bad will not 

happen. It is like having constant oil spillage pouring into the river. We know what we suffer 

whenever there is oil spill all over the waters. The night mare of having these numerous oil 

refining camps is worrisome. Apart from killing or driving away fishes, the oil floating around 

the water destroys fishing tools like nets. Fishes always slip through or avoid such fishing tools. 

The end result of all this is low income to those fishing and high cost to buyers.” 

(FGD/AGUOBIRI)  

 

From the foregoing, it shows that the creeks and various waters accumulate the direct inflow of spills 

containing dangerous chemicals such as hydrocarbon. The impact on the water bodies is very direct and 

devastating and by extension destroying aquatic life and livelihoods of fishermen in the region. 

 

Loss of Cultural Knowledge 

Arising from the shortage of fish catch due to oil pollution from artisanal refining, there is a seeming drop 

in fishing activities. This is a fundamental problem because it undermines the transfer of fishing expertise 

or knowledge to the younger generation. Those engaged in fishing usually possess the knowledge of 

understanding tides of seas, rivers and seasonal movements and habitations. This worrisome trend was 

captured by the respondents during the KII and FGD sessions thus: 

“Following the drop in the quantity of fish catch due to oil refining, it is apparent that some 

persons are getting disinterested in fishing. The outcome is loss of knowledge of transfer of 

fishing ways to the younger generations (KII/CDC Rep/ORUMA) 

 

“A lot of persons have left the fishing work because of the shortage of fish in the rivers. One 

major implication of this is the effect on the acquisition of fishing knowledge by the younger 

generation. The knowledge of fishing is usually passed on to ensure continuity. That assured 

knowledge transmission to the younger generation is broken due to the departure of several 

fishers.” (FGD/BILLE)  

 

The situation described above is far worse in Tebujoh community of Delta state where it was observed 

that the men in the community have completely abandoned fishing for other activities due to artisanal oil 

refining effects on fish catch. This situation has a significant implication for cultural knowledge transfer 

which might result in environmental and livelihood insecurity for generations unborn. 

 

CONCLUSION 

The study examined the menace of artisanal refining and its impact on livelihood vulnerabilities in the 

Niger Delta region. It explored the conditions leading to the worsened effects of the direct discharge of 

hydrocarbons into rivers and creeks by practitioners of artisanal oil refining. The fundamental point to 

note is that the first point of artisanal refining induced oil spill is traceable to ruptured pipelines followed 

by series of activities up until the refining stage. This creates massive and devastating environmental 

effects that deplete fishes in the rivers. An overview of the effects showed not only depletion of fishes in 

the river but also a clear indication that fishing is the most vulnerable livelihood activity in the Niger 

Delta region with severe implications for poverty as well as transfer of cultural knowledge to the next 

generation. The study concludes that this can be reversed if the drivers of illegal oil refining are tackled 
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by the government through a dedicated and sustainable strategy that will engender development rather 

than relying strictly on police and military enforcement. 

 

RECOMMENDATIONS 

i.  The discharge of hydrocarbons into the rivers in the Niger Delta environment through artisanal 

oil refining has devastated the rivers of the Niger Delta leading to economic and social 

consequences. The government should thus ensure that appropriate remediation is carried out 

in every polluted site irrespective of the cause of the pollution. Acting promptly to clean up 

spills is a basic way to minimize the effects. 

ii.   The government, non-governmental organisations and other agencies should launch vigorous 

sensitization campaigns to educate the rural dwellers in the Niger Delta region on the need to 

protect the environment by desisting from environmental unfriendly activities such as 

artisanal oil refining, pipeline vandalism etc.    

iii. Artisanal refining activities should be discouraged and stopped to protect the environment and 

rural livelihoods of the Niger Delta people. The issues that drive and sustain the existence of 

this informal sector should be addressed by the government.   

iv. The federal government should establish modular refineries to tackle the problem of 

unemployment in the Niger Delta communities. The government should tackle the drivers of 

artisanal refining strategically.  

 

REFERENCES 
Adger, W. N. (2006). Vulnerability, global environmental change, 16, 268-281Tyndall Centre for Climate Change 

Research, School of Environmental Sciences, University of East Anglia, Norwich NR4 7TJ, UK   

Carney, D. (1998). Implementing the sustainable rural livelihood approach, in Carney, D (ed),  Sustainable Rural 

Livelihoods, what contributions can we make? Department for International  Development (DFID), 

London,3-23, 1998.  

Cutter, S. (1996). Vulnerability to environmental hazards. Progress in Human Geography, 20(4), 529-539   

Eakin, H. (2005). Institutional change, climate risk, and rural vulnerability: case from central Mexico, World 

Development, 33 (11), 1923-1938.  

Enarson, E. (1998). Through women's eyes: A Gendered Research Agenda for Disaster Social Science, Disasters, 22 

(2), 157-173 

Human and Environmental Development Agenda Resources Centre (2012). 

Ite, A.U. Ibok U.J, Ite, M.U. & Petters, S.W. (2012). Petroleum exploration and production: past and present 

environmental issues in the Nigeria’s Niger Delta. American Journal of Environmental Protection, 1, 

(4),78-90.  

Kadafa, A.A. (2012). Exploration and Spillage in the Niger Delta of Nigeria, Dept. of  Environmental Management, 

Fac. Of Environmental Studies, University of Putra,  Malaysia, 2, (3), 2012. 

Kamalu, O. J. and C. C. Wokocha, (2011). Land resource inventory and ecological vulnerability: assessment of 

Onne Area in Rivers State, Nigeria, Research Journal of Environmental and Earth Sciences, 3 (5), 438-

447, 2011.  

Olaitari, D.I. (2015). Environmental impact of oil spillage and degradation in the Niger Delta Region of Nigeria. 

World Journal of Soil, Water and Air Pollution Vol. 2, No.1, August 2015, pp. 1- 15,ISSN: 2377-5300 

(Online) Retrieved from  

            http://www.wjswap.com 

Peek, L. & Stough, H. (2010). Children with disabilities in the context of disaster: A social vulnerability perspective, 

child development, 81(4), 1260–1270 

United Nations office for disaster risk reduction, (2007). Terminology. From 

http://www.unisdr.org/we/inform/terminology  

United Nations Environmental Programme (UNEP) Report on Ogoniland, 2011 

Weichselgartner, J. (2001). Disaster mitigation: the concept of vulnerability revisited, Disaster  Prevention and 

Management10 (2), 85 – 95,  

Wisner, B., Blaikie, P., Canno n, T. and Davis, I. (2004) At risk: Natural hazards, people’s vulnerability and 

disasters, 2nd ed. Routledge, London and New York. 

Odubo & Onyige …… Int. J.  Innovative Soc. Sc. & Hum. Res. 7(4):45-52, 2019 

 


