
One billion dollars to clean up the Niger delta 

UN report: ecological disaster. The government and oil companies accused 

Despite his name, Nigerian president Goodluck Jonathan was given a one billion dollars bill by the 

UN. According to a UN report presented in early August, in fact, this is the amount required to 

clean up a 1,000 sq. km area of Ogoniland, in the Niger delta, devastated by half a century of oil 

activities. 

Damage – The UN Environment Programme (Unep) has announced that oil spills caused the 

disaster, which carries catastrophic consequences for the human health and the wildlife. According 

to the report, at least ten Ogonis communities drink water contaminated with hydrocarbons. In 

Nisisioken Ogale, in western Ogoniland, benzene levels in drinking water overtake more than 900 

times those allowed by the World Health Organization. “The impact of oil on mangrove vegetation 

has been disastrous – the report says -. In many creeks oil pollution has left mangroves, which are 

nurseries for fishes and natural pollution filters, without leaves and stems and with the roots coated 

in a layer of bitumen-type substance, whose thickness is sometimes more than one centimeter”. 

Furthermore, air quality is compromised and spills cause frequent fires that destroy the vegetation 

and compromise it for years to come. Fishes habitat has been ruined, surface waters contain 

hydrocarbons and “pollution of soil is extensive, widespread and severely impacting”. 

Conclusions - Cleaning the area will take up to 30 years and cost $ 1 billion. The amount should be 

paid by the government and the oil companies, both stand accused of the disaster: the first for its 

rules about oil activities, among the least stringent in the world; the second for the inadequacy of 

controls and maintenance of oil infrastructure. “The oil industry has been a key sector of the 

Nigerian economy for over 50 years, but many Nigerians have paid a high price. It is Unep’s hope 

the findings can break the decades of deadlock in the region”, Achim Steiner, a UN under-

secretary-general and Unep's executive director, said. 

Controversy – Shell, for many years the most active in the region, is considered one of the major 

responsible for the oil spills. The Anglo-Dutch multinational, which haven't produced oil in 

Ogoniland since 1993, attributes the majority of the oil spills in recent years to sabotage, theft, 

illegal refining and Mend’s (Movement for the Emancipation of the Niger Delta) assaults. The 

rebels, instead, question the impartiality of the research, commissioned by the African government 

and financed by the company itself. In June 2009, Shell settled the lawsuit on its involvement in the 

death of poet and activist Ken Saro-Wiwa, who fought against the methods of extraction and 

exploitation of Nigerian oil wealth, by paying 15.5 million dollars. The oil giant has always denied 

any involvement, stating that it has agreed to find a settlement to help the “process of 

reconciliation”. 
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