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ABSTRACT 
The development of a rogue economy in the Niger Delta of Nigeria has been acknowledged by all the 
stakeholders in the oil and gas industry in Nigeria. The role being played by the youths in the 
sustenance of the economy which is anchored on oil theft and illegal refineries has not been fully 
addressed by researchers. This paper which tries to underscore the role of the youth in the economy, 
employs the doctrinal research methodology and argues that the time of liberalization of the rules of 
engagement is becoming past for the inclusion of the indigenous people of the delta and calls for 
critical integration and legal regulation to encourage the indigenous technology beneath the creek 
economy.   
Keywords : Creek Economy, Youth, Niger Delta, Technology and Legal Regulation. 

 

INTRODUCTION 
There appears to be great controversy on the extent of the size of the creek oil rogue economy, the 
theft and illegal refining involved in it and the extent to which it constitutes a monumental challenge 
to the economy of the Nigerian state to the extent that certain sections of the media have insinuated 
that the oil and gas industry in Nigeria is headed for extinction as a result of crude oil theft.

1
While the 

literature reveals a bifurcation of opinion, one tending to show that it is infinitesimal, a mere ‘quantity 
shock’

2
 and therefore negligible and unworthy of consideration, the other tends to show that it is huge 

and capable of thwarting and toppling the petro-state of Nigeria if all hands are not on deck. However, 
the literature which magnifies the problem is more trenchant and speaks in louder voice, greater 
volume and from a higher pedestal. 
At Powerlist 2014 in London while delivering the keynote, Alison-Madueke, ex-Minister of 
Petroleum Resources,

3
 declared that the ugly episode of oil theft has continued to thwart efforts on 

sustained economic growth because the effect of the scourge reverberates across the entire spectrum 
of the Nigerian economy. The grave phenomenon and its global support system represent another face 
of terrorism counteracting the efforts at sustaining the trajectory of high-growth economy, the stability 
of the society and the enhancement and wellbeing of the people. 
Efforts at combating the menace locally, according to the ex-Minister, are made more complicated 
because of the international slant to the crime which is of the magnitude that is equally highly 
technical. It is aided and abetted by syndicates outside Africa who are the patrons and merchant-
partners of the thieves! The ex-Minister states: ‘This crime…must be resisted as we simultaneously 
deploy in-country resources to fight the menace…which perpetuates criminality, defrauds economies 
and discourages investment… It threatens not only Nigeria’s oil and gas sector, but also…the security 
of the Gulf of Guinea, and by extension…the global economic order.’

 4 

 

 

_______________ 
1NNPC Boss says war against vandalism, oil theft yielding result. www.legaloil.com. September 26, 2013. See also, 

http://www.channelstv.com/home/2013/09/26. Se 
2Oil theft: FG may lose $12bn in 2013 – Okonjo-Iweala. www.legaloil.com. http://www.vanguardngr.com.2013/11. 

November 4, 2013  
3Alison-Madueke, Oil theft, another face of terrorism. www.vanguardngr.com. October 29, 2013.   
4 Id 
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Yet, in as much as there is the urgency to tackle this scourge, the Minister lamented that officials 
outside Nigeria were aware of the problem but trade and diplomatic partners have taken no real action 
and no stakeholders within Nigeria has a record of sustained and serious engagement with it. Rather, 
it has been estimated that whatever the size of the problem, stolen Nigerian crude oil represents only a 
tiny fraction of global crude supply and consumption and a diminishing share of rising light sweet 
crude production globally. In fact, it is estimated at 0.0003 of the global supply that is lost to theft.

5 

 

Recrescence and Resilience of the Rogue Economy 
But again, there is also a greater consensus of opinion between state and non-state actors on the 
recrescence and resilience of the creek economy. A report based on research by SDN (Stakeholders 
Democracy Network) 

6 
describes in significant and relevant details the economics of artisanal refining 

in the delta signifying that it is already having a dramatic impact on the communities and stability in 
the region. Although Tope Adeboboye

7
 submits that no one seems to know precisely how much the 

nation losses to crude oil theft and operators of illegal refineries, it is believed that in a single month 
in the first quarter of 2013 alone, not less than $1.2 billion oil revenue was lost by the state. SND on 
the other hand states ‘that oil theft has reached an unprecedented sustained level with approximately 
100,000 – 150,000 barrels of crude oil stolen everyday’. The vast majority of this oil is sold 
internationally and involves complicated insider industry networks as noted by Chatham House (the 
Royal Institute of International Affairs).

 8
 However, 25 percent of the stolen oil stays in the creeks of 

the Niger Delta for refining and consumption. 
SDN research shows that the illegal refining business of the creek economy is worth about $28 
million per month or $336 million per annum which far exceeds the revenues reaching affected 
communities through the legitimate Local Government Councils and makes refining by far, the 
highest valued local employer. It submits that the sheer scale of the illegal business in the creeks 
explains why campaigns by the petro-state of Nigeria to stifle and end it risks being met with stiff 
resistance or an unpredictable backlash. And as Biakpara notes, ‘as long as the government continues 
to fight and destroy the activities of the small oil refineries in the creeks, more will be springing up.’

9 

Furthermore, Biakpara argues, ‘since illegality has been attached to the people’s activities in the 
coastlines, because of the way they access the crude oil, oil theft can only stop when government sells 
crude directly to the people’. But SDN (Stakeholder Democracy Network)

10
 on the other hand 

advances a caution that unless the economic and political drivers of crude oil theft and illegal refining 
are dealt with stability of the sector is at risk and this risk includes, but is not limited to militancy and 
the potential shut in of the primary revenue stream of the nation. 
With over 5,779 oil wells, 9,717 kilometers of pipelines, 112 flow stations, 16 gas plants, and 126 
production platforms, floating storage, offloading platforms as well as other critical maritime assets 
and infrastructure in the delta,

11
 the increasing theft of oil may lead to the development of an 

‘alternative rogue economy’ which may break away from Nigeria to retain and control the enormous 
funds accruing to it according to Yinka Omorogbe. An alternative rogue economy could lead to a 
group’s cessation from the state so as to keep the stolen crude  oil trade and prevent the armed forces 
of Nigeria from maintaining law and order. Such a cessation can be accentuated by the local 
community which would harness the energy and strength of the youth in the rogue economy to sustain 
the flow of oil illegally.

12
 ‘Jonathan knows those who are stealing the crude oil, he knows what they 

are doing with the money, they are preparing for war and Nigeria will defeat them’ according to El-
Rufai.  
_________________________ 

5 Alison-Madueke Dezani, Oil theft: I have had enough – Petroleum Minister. www.legaloil.com. November 15, 2013. 
6 SND Report: Communities not criminals – Illegal oil refining in the Niger Delta. www.stakeholderdemocracy.org . October 
16, 2013. 
7Tope Adeboboye, How oil thieves wreck havoc on Niger Delta, http://sunnewsonline.com/news. August 23, 2013.   
8Oil theft, Chatham House and the Ribadu report, www.vanguardngr.com/.../ oil-theft…October 8, 2013. 
9Peter Biakpara, No illegal refineries in Niger Delta but local expertise. www.vanguardngr.com. September 16, 2012. 
10SND Report, Loc. Cit.  
11Oladeji Bayo, Oil theft and the economy. www.legaloil.com. http://leadership.ng/news/171013.     October 17, 2013. 
12Yinka Omorogbe, God given wealth, man-made poverty and the rule of law in Nigeria, in: Okulaja Ayo, Increased crude 

oil thefts. Don warns of Niger Delta cessation. www.legaloil.com. October 25, 2013.  
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Those that are stealing crude oil and buying arms and stockpiling should know that it is not the 
number of arms that determines who wins a war, he canvassed further.

13 

For Nwamu Adiebo
14

 therefore, the problem is more deep-rooted than what the authorities know and 
reveal. Oil theft was thriving before the first civil war and after a scion of the Niger Delta became 
President, the thieves and militants in the creeks seemed to feel more confident and at home. As it 
stands, no force or arms can dislodge the oil thieves in the creeks without causing a war. The 2015 
presidential election was not just about voting it was a watershed in the fight against oil theft because 
it was believed that as long as ex-President Jonathan sat at the helm, he would not supervise the 
annihilation of his own people in the creeks. Nigeria was thus, almost reaching the end of its tether. 
The first civil war was fought because of oil. Can Nigeria survive a second war for oil?  

 

The Youth Connection 
Concern for intra-communal conflicts in the creeks of the Niger Delta arising from the phenomenon 
of oil theft and illegal refineries vis-à-vis the aspirations of the Nigerian state to stamp out the crime is 
also developing. The conflict is multi-dimensional but the one that is more articulated by scholars and 
relevant for this study is the dimension of the conflict between the youths and the elders. Right from 
the Ogoni Eight and Nine to the Kula intra-communal conflicts, the evidence has become clear that 
the youths and the elders of communities in the creeks of the delta have had no love lost between one 
another. 
In its most ideological perspective, Governor Uduaghan of Delta State, who chairs the Security 
Strategy Committee (SSC) of the National Executive Council (NEC),

15
 while charging royal fathers of 

the state to cooperate with the state and security agencies to checkmate incidents of oil theft, makes 
them to believe that they would be worst hit by the scourge. In veiled ideological terms, he stated that 
until the prosecution of all those caught in vandalism of pipelines and oil theft is taken seriously, no 
matter their status, the end of the problem might not be in sight and that it was not the money being 
lost through oil theft that was the issue, but the damage to the environment through vandalism and 
sabotage. ‘It was not in our interest as we bear the brunt of the physical damage associated with oil 
theft especially the contamination of the air, water and food chain and the genetic mutations for years 
to come.’

 16 

Studies by Jike,
17

 Ikelegbe 
18

 and Ifeka
19

 have shown that the ‘oil complex’ considers the elders as 
part and parcel of its body politick and are therefore in symbiotic relationship while the youths 
consider the cooperation that exist between the elders, the multinationals and the state as exercises in 
sell-out and tokenism. There is no doubt that much of the resistance in the creeks of the delta and in 
fact the scourge of oil theft and illegal refining are being committed by the youths of the communities. 
Although there is a certain degree to which the elders and the youths have the same agenda against the 
multinationals and the state, the overwhelming evidence is that the youths have taken over the 
gauntlet of the challenge of the Nigerian state and the multinationals in the creeks and that the elders 
have left them in the lurch.  
The factors which have given room to this state of affairs are equally tremendous and numerous. 
Firstly, the youths are more in number, they are quick to provocation and reaction; they are by far 
better exposed to the issues of resource curse and control. They are futuristic in disposition. On the 
other hand, the elders are compensated with contracts and consequential gifts. As stated by the 
Scholars, local elders have formed strong corporatist ties with multinationals providing them ‘low  
__________________________ 

13. El-Rufai names Jonathan as godfather of oil thieves in Niger Delta…Says VP Namadi Sambo a disaster . 

www.legaloil.com. http://ireports-ng.com/2013/08/10. 
14. Nwamu Aniebo, Oil war comes closer. www.legaloil.com. July 21, 2013.    
15. Okafor Chineme, NNPC lauds NEC’s approval of N15b for pipeline protection. www.legaloil.com. September 28, 2013. 
16. Amaize Emma, Kidnapping, oil theft down in Delta – Uduaghan. www.legaloil.com. September 27, 2013. 
17. Jike, V. (2010) Oil companies and host community: A probable scenario for reciprocal empowerment. Journal of Human 

Ecology. 30 (2), 131-142. And Jike, V., (2004) Environmental degradation, social disequilibrium, and the dilemma of 

sustainable development in the Niger-Delta of Nigeria. Journal of Black Studies 34 (5), 686-701. 
18. Ikelegbe, A., (2006) Beyond the threshold of civil struggle: Youth militancy and the militiaization of the resource conflicts 

in the Niger Delta region of Nigeria. African Study Monographs 27 (3), 87-122. 
19 . Ifeka, C., (2006) Youth cultures and the fetishization of violence in Nigeria. Review of African Political  Economy. 110, 

721-736.   
 

Okwelum..…. Int. J. Innovative Legal & Political Studies 8(4):99-105, 2020 

 

http://www.legaloil.com/
http://ireports-ng.com/2013/08/10
http://www.legaloil.com/
http://www.legaloil.com/
http://www.legaloil.com/


 102 

penetration cost and cordial relations whilst receiving contracts and large sums of money under the 
guise of corporate social responsibility’ to make them pliant to the ‘oil complex’.   
As stated by the Scholars, local elders have formed strong corporatist ties with multinationals 
providing them ‘low penetration cost and cordial relations whilst receiving contracts and large sums 
of money under the guise of corporate social responsibility’ to make them pliant to the ‘oil complex’.  
As argued by the trio of Jike, Ikelegbe and Ifeka the typical youth sees the elders as the epitome of the 
colossal failure (selfish, opportunistic, sycophantic, corrupt and compromised) in the bid to harness 
the resources of the area and provide good leadership. The elders turn a blind eye to the plunder of 
their lands by the oil multinationals as their days are numbered. The loss of faith in the local elders’, 
the state’s and the multinationals’ ability to provide development is the single strongest reason given 
for the emergence of youth at the centre of the struggle against the state and the multinationals in the 
creeks.

20 

On the other hand, there is a high degree to which the youths are also held in suspicion by the state 
and the multinationals. This has been eloquently expressed by the ‘greed not grievance’ scholarship to 
the effect that militancy is a greed-driven strategy to gain access to oil wealth and rents through 
clientalist networks; and militants groups involved in oil theft and illegal refineries are nothing more 
than a vast criminal syndicate operating across the creeks offering social justice rhetoric while 
following strategies of self-enrichment.

21
 But it is an open secret that the opacity which envelopes the 

petro-state complex is a deliberate design to create an atmosphere for perpetration of abuses, fraud, 
theft, willful mismanagement, sundry misdeeds and crass corruption on a very large scale far out of 
proportion with the illegalities of the youths and militant oil thieves and illegal refiners.

22 

 

Sundry Misdeeds of the Petro-State 
In The unending fraud in the petroleum sector,

23
 some of these sundry misdeeds of the Nigerian petro-

state in very recent times were highlighted. Firstly, the Revenue Mobilization, Allocation and Fiscal 
Commission (RMAFC) showed that the NNPC (seen as the face of everything wrong with the sector) 
failed to remit to the Federation Account, the correct amounts of money from the sale of oil. 
Secondly, Berne Declaration, a Swiss-based advocacy group, showed how NNPC colluded with Vitol 
and Trafigura commodity trading firms in Switzerland and seven Nigerian companies to defraud 
$6.8b in subsidy payments from 2009 to 2011 through ‘letter box companies’. Thirdly, ex-House of 
Representatives Committee Chairman, Dakuku Peterside in a Lagos Chamber of Commerce and 
Industry seminar showed that N634b was spent by NNPC on kerosene subsidy from 2010 to 2012 and 
close to 3 billion litres of the kerosene it supplied from 2012 to 2013 did not reach the market. 
Fourthly, NNPC is confronting a controversy of inability to account for the balance of N500b out of 
the N800b subsidy withdrawal in the management of the Subsidy Re-investment and Empowerment 
Programme (SURE-P) fund.  
The NNPC’s fraudulent controversy is viral and indeed unending so much so that the ex-Finance and 
Economic Development Minister, Ngozi Okonjo-Iweala,

24 
admitted that the Federal Government 

would recover over N232 billion overpayments to fraudulent oil marketers. As Nuhu Ribadu
25

 
captures it, ‘we have been led in total incompetence, inefficiency, close to total failure of institutions, 
including the law enforcement agencies, the military and so on.’ Now, a critical youth cultured in this 
environment of sleaze and crass corruption who understands the age old philosophy of the social 
contract cannot but be appalled by this state of affairs and can be predisposed to lawlessness and 
violence. If the state is found to be corrupt and is not providing the basic amenities of life in an 
environment in which it gets 90 percent of its resources but rather chases its citizens around with guns 
not to be involved in the same economy, social  
_______________ 
20. Joe Sutcliffe, Militancy in the Niger Delta: Petro-Capitalism and the politics of youth. www.e-ir.info/2012/06. June 25, 
2012 
21. Id  
22. The unending fraud in the petroleum sector. www.legaloil.com. November 15, 2013. 
23. Id  
24. Akpan Udeme, Indigenous operators express worry as cost of oil theft hits N15.6bn. www.legaloil.com. 
http://nationalmirroronline.net/news/... November 12, 2013.  
25 Umar Abdullahi, Nigeria loses $6bn annually to oil theft – Ribadu. www.legaoil.com. September 25, 2013. 
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and legal tendencies are that the citizens would be appalled by the immorality of the state and seek 
alternative redress and initiatives. It is this alternative redress and initiative Professor Yinka 
Omorogbe

26 
terms ‘alternative rogue economy’.      

Now, it is this ‘alternative rogue economy’ that this paper addresses for recognition and 
decriminalization. It is the rogue economy that the Nigerian Labour Congress

27
 complains the 

government’s effort to kill cannot yield result because of the involvement of offic ials, military, 
businessmen, and politicians with local and international collaborators. It is this rogue economy that 
the Congress submits that in spite of the deployment of security armada it would continue to rise from 
‘strength to strength like an infant Jesus’. It is this rogue economy that the Congress advises against 
government iniquity of bombardment and rather, commitment to harnessing the crude refining process 
of the local communities and individuals instead of the futile boot tactics of a Task Force. 
 
Casting the Rogue Economy in Bad Light 
Yet, it is this same alternative rogue economy of the creeks that then Governor of Central Bank of 
Nigeria, Mallam Lamido Sanusi, once suggested to a Joint Committee of the House of Representative 
‘that these illegal refineries should be bombed’; that Kinsley Kuku, ex-Presidential Official on 
Amnesty,

28 
has placed N156 trillion as the cost of its direct impact on the environment and the cost of 

restoring aquatic life destroyed as a result of spillages arising from the same. It is the same rogue 
economy that has already undermined the nation’s social structures and if allowed to fester, would 
turn the entire delta into ganglands. Kuku submits, ‘already people in the chain of oil theft are feared, 
revered or even admired as people who are doing well in some communities and those at the top of 
the chain are probably considered as prominent international oil traders by an unsuspecting public’. It 
is this rogue economy that Igwe Uche considers that concerned stakeholders should evolve 
sustainable means to deal with it to maintain the fragile peace in the delta: a holistic approach of 
ensuring that the involved criminals are gainfully employed in the future.

29
 

 
Drivers of the Rogue Economy  
What then drives this illegal economy and what are the legal options out? Udo Bassey in Don’t 
abandon PIB for national conference

30
 has comprehensively tackled the knotty issue of the roots from 

where the theft and illegal refining are coming. The motivations are classified into four basic sources, 
aligning each with corresponding conspiracy doctrines: theft as a way of business is aligned with 
economic conspiracy theory; theft as a struggle for justice with the socio-cultural conspiracy theory; 
theft as a way of sustaining oil politics is aligned with political conspiracy theory; and theft as a form 
of criminality and lawlessness is aligned with the international conspiracy doctrine. Udo Bassey 
considers that weak regulation and low cost of entry into the illegal business drives the economic 
conspiracy doctrine. 
Systemic inequality, environmental degradation, regional poverty vis-à-vis resource splendour, public 
distrust and crass corruption in government and deplorable human development index as a result of 
unemployment are the drivers of the socio-cultural and struggle for justice conspiracy. Lack of 
transparency and accountability, corruption and impunity are the drivers of the political conspiracy 
theory; and rising and falling crude oil prices at world market and trans-border crime, lack of political 
will to enforce lethargic and weak legal regimes and arms proliferation drive the international 
conspiracy doctrine. Although these motivational factors and their compartmentalization are sound for 
purposes of  
 

_______________________ 

26. Okulaja Ayo, Increased crude oil theft: Don warns of Niger Delta cessation. www.legaloil.com. October 25, 2013. 
27. Ahiuma-Young Victor, Why government can’t curb oil theft – NLC. www.legaloil.com. http://vanguard.com/2013/11/... 

November 5,  2013. 
28. Akpan Udeme, Loc. Cit. 
29. Igwe Uche, Oil theft: what Nigeria must do. www.legaloil.com. July 10, 2013. 
30.Udo Bassey, Don’t abandon PIB for national conference. www.legaloil.com. 
http://premiumtimesng.com/business/147069/html. October 22, 2013. 
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scholarly discussion, there is no doubt that they are intricately related and to attempt to isolate them as 
done by Udo Bassey

31
 is for emphasis, deeper understanding and study. 

 

CONCLUSION 
The emergence of a rogue economy in the Niger Delta of Nigeria built around oil theft and illegal 
refineries has already been acknowledged by all stakeholders in the industry. The influence of the said 
informal economy on the Nigerian State has also been considered as far reaching.  The growing 
unemployment of the youths of the Delta and their lucrative engagement in the rogue economy pose 
major hurdles to the fight against oil theft and illegal refineries in the creeks. The sundry misdeeds of 
both the Nigerian State and the multinational oil companies in creating the environment in which theft 
and illegalities trive can also not been over-emphasized. To address these various negative influences 
by way of military engagement in the creeks may also aggravate the situation. A middle course 
approach may therefore be more beneficial to all the stakeholders involved. 

 

RECOMMENDATION  
The Nigerian petro-state should diversify its economic base by liberalizing the rules of engagement in 
the oil and gas sector to encourage greater and far reaching participation of the local, indigenous 
people in the operations of the industry, particularly the recognition of the local refiners in the creeks 
of the delta. The times that the oil and gas sector was made the exclusive preserve of the state and the 
multinationals are long past. The critical integration of the emerging local refiners through regulation 
and encouragement of the technology beneath same should come to stay for peace to reign. 
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