


“Oil creates the illusion of a completely changed life, life without
work, life for free.... The concept of oil expresses perfectly the eternal
human dream of wealth achieved through lucky accident.. .. In this
sense oil is a fairy tale and, like every fairy tale, a bit of a lie.”

Ryszard Kapuscinski, Shah of Shahs

Michael Watts
Sweet and Sour

child for all of the ills and failed promises of what Ryszard Kapuscinski calls the fairy tale of oil. In the 1960s the town
had a population of 10,000; it is now a wretched backwater, a sort of rural slum home to barely 1,000 souls who might as
well live in another century. No running water, no electricity, no roads, and no functioning primary school; the creeks
have been so heavily dredged, canalized, and polluted that traditional rural livelihoods have been eviscerated. “I have
explored for oil in Venezuela and...Kuwait,” said a British engineer, “but | have never seen an oil-rich town as impoverished
as Oloibiri” In the last few years the town has been rocked by youth violence; the Aso Rock armed “cult group” dethroned
the traditional ruler amidst allegations of corruption and half-finished community development projects.

It is a bleak picture, a dark tale of neglect and unremitting misery. Oloibiri, said one local, is now a “useless cast-away snail
shell after its meat has been extracted and eaten by the government and SPDC” (Shell Petroleum Development Cornpany).
When [ visited in 2001, the Chief, drunk on local gin, thrust into my hand a tattered copy of the original lease agreement
with Shell, hoping that I might be able explain why the terms of the agreement had been abrogated. As if to mock the sad
fact that Oloibiri is now a sort of fossil, rotting detritus cast off by the oil industry, a gaudy plaque dating from a presidential
visit in 2001 sits next to Well No. 1. It is a foundation stone for the Oloibiri Oil and Gas Research Institute, and for a museum
and library, an homage to Oloibiri and the early history of oil. Noble ideas. But the ground has not been broken, and never
will. Regularly defaced, the plaque is policed by touts looking for a commission from erstwhile visitors who want to record
where it all began, the ground zero of Nigeria's oil age.

Oloibiri’s intimate association with oil contains another crucial lesson, this time a sort of prophesy. It was here that Isaac
Adaka Boro, an law nationalist and leader of the Niger Delta Volunteer Service (who proclaimed, “Remember your petro-
leum which is being pumped out daily from your veins, and then fight for your freedom™) was born at midnight on September
10, 1938. Declaring an independent Niger Delta Republic on February 24, 1966, Boro's famous “Twelve Day Revolution” was a
foretaste of what was to come 20 years later as the abandonment and despoliation felt so harshly by Oloibiri was replicated,
with terrifying fidelity, across the Niger Delta oil fields. Boro's immediate successors in the struggle for self-determination and
resource control were Ken Saro-Wiwa and the Ogoni people. The meteoric rise of the Movement for the Survival of the Ogoni
People (MOSOP) during a brutal moment in Nigeria's sad parade of military governments ended with a kangaroo court and
the hanging of Saro-Wiwa and eight of his compatriots in November 1995. A novelist and poet by disposition, Saro-Wiwa was
a complex and contradictory figure: a member of a ruling family yet a self-proclaimed man of the people; an Ogoni national-
ist yet at loggerheads with a posse of influential Ogoni elders whose politics he vigorously opposed; a well-connected and
savvy politician who had served in various levels of federal and state government yet staunchly committed to improve the
plight of the poor and oppressed; a fierce critic of the ethnic majorities who dominated post-colonial Nigeria yet a fearless
advocate for ethnic minorities who bore the full brunt of what he felt compelled to call genocide.

However history chooses to judge Saro-Wiwa, his legacy will rest on his commitment to democratic nonviolence and his
condemnation of what he called the “slick alliance” of Big Government and Big Oil. His charismatic leadership spawned a
raft of other ethnic nationality movements (the [jaw most importantly but also the Isoko, the Urhobo and the lisekeri) even
as MOSQP itself fell into political disarray and internal squabbling after his death. Yet as he had predicted, and feared, the
nonviolent struggle could and would turn violent in the face of business-as-usual politics. An Amnesty report entitled Nige-
ria: Ten Years On: Injustice and Violence Haunt the Oil Delta, released to mark the 10-year anniversary of Ken Saro-Wiwa’s
death, confirmed his worst fear, that conditions across the oilfields remained the same, only worse. Security forces still oper-
ated with impunity, the government failed to protect communities in oil-producing areas while providing security to the oil
industry, and the oil companies bore responsibility too for the appalling misery and the political viclence across the region.

The pipe-smoking writer equipped with the power of the pen has now been replaced by the figure of the masked militant
armed with the ubiquitous Kaloshnikov, the typewriter of the illiterate. But even Saro-Wiwa's gravest fears could not have
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The Niger Delta’s long festering crisis is nourished by a gigantic reservoir of anger and dissent. The reality on the ground now
is a dizzying and bewildering array of colorfully named militants (Thank God “Mopol" Musi, Livinus “Lokiri” Odudu, Nathan-
iel “Commander” Bidei, Whiskey Ebikabowei) and militant groups, militias, and cuits. Over fifty operating military camps
are dotted around the creeks. A large survey of Niger Delta oil communities by Professor Aderoju Oyefusi published in 2007
discovered that an astonishing 36.23 percent of those interviewed expressed a “willingness or propensity to take up arms
against the state.” The incontestable fact, as Ledum Mittee the Ogoni human rights campaigner has noted, is that there is
overwhelming popular sympathy for what the militants are doing. Some sources estimate the number of trained militants now
operating in the creeks at over 25,000 commanding monthly salaries of over N50,000—well above the wage that might be
secured by an educated youth employed in the formal sector. For their part, the oil companies have lost their license to oper-
ate. How did it all come to this? How did a story that began with wildcatters and company officials preaching the virtues of oil
to chiefs and traditional diviners in Oloibiri culminate in car bombs, rocket-propelled grenades, and counter-insurgency?

Bonny Light. Nigeria's benchmark crude for international oil markets. Like all naturally occurring crude oil, it consists of
a complex mixture of hydrocarbons of various lengths. Shorter hydrocarbons are typically considered to be natural gas
or natural gas liquids; longer chains are viscous and heavy (the longest chains are paraffin wax). Conventional crude oil
typically contains non-metallic elements such as sulphur, nitrogen, and oxygen, and depending on its geological configu-
ration, petroleum is recovered in combination with water and gas. Bonny Light is a “light” crude—it possesses an Ameri-
can Petroleum Institute (API) gravity rating of 36.7 degrees which means that it floats on water. It is “sweet” crude (low in
hydrogen sulfide and carbon dioxide, unlike the “sour” crudes from Venezuela), much sought after by refineries worldwide
for the high-quality distillates, liquefied petroleum gas, gasoline, and naptha that it yields. In the fall of 2007 the landed
costs of Nigerian Bonny Light crude in the U.S.—the consumer of almost half of Nigerian oil—was over $80.00 per barrel.

Oil is, in other words, a natural resource and a commodity——perhaps the mother of all commodities. It happens to be the
fuel of our modern, turbo-charged hydrocarbon capitalism and an item of exchange capable of yielding unimaginable
wealth (“black gold™). In the long march toward the modern world system, mass commodities of various sorts—sugar,
silver, slaves, palm oil, petroleum-—have been its beasts of burden. They have come to serve not only as markers for entire
epochs—the Era of Slavery, the Age of Oil—but enter the world market bearing the hallmark of what Hanna Arendt once
called “the original sin of primitive accurmulation,” dripping with blood and dirt. The annals of oil, after all, are an uninter-
rupted chronicle of naked aggression and the violent law of the corporate frontier. Iraq, was forged by this dreadful trinity
of oil, empire, and markets.

Commodities define the modern history of the Niger Delta. The Delta was the “Oil Rivers” long before it became a global
supplier in the world oil and gas market. Bonny Island, near the shores of the Bight of Biafra, was a slave port by the
seventeenth century and later became a prosperous city-state exporting 25,000 tons of palm oil each year to a surging
British industrial economy. One hundred and fifty years later it is home to a massive export terminal and one of the world's
largest liquefied natural gas complexes. The great hulks of the Royal Niger Company moored in the estuaries of the Niger
Delta in the nineteenth century—serving as consulate, treasury, hospital, prison and residence—were forerunners of the
oil barges, the offshore platforms, and the massive Floating Production Storage and Off-Loading (FPSO) vessels that now
populate the Delta mangroves and Nigeria's coastal waters.

Mass commodities with their blood and dirt still attached have always provided the Niger Delta’s point of entry into a world
economy, its calling card to the capitalist cosmos. If the commodity is what Karl Marx called the economic cell form of
capital, oil is a perfect expression of contemporary capitalism’s most basic genetic material. Oil's power as a commodity in
the market derives from its twofold identity. It comes first with its usefulness—its expediency—and then with its price tag.
Both seem straightforward and unambiguous but price, and the pricing of oil, is mysterious, confusing, and bewildering,
part of a world of appearances that obscures the operations of the system of which oil is part. Walter Benjamin, the great
German critic, said that the commodity has a phantom-like objectivity. Commodities are not what they seem and for this
reason are subject to all manner of mystification; they come with their own aura.

Take oil. The great Polish journalist Ryszard Kapuscifiski was witness to the spectacular oil boom in West Asia during the
1970s. In his book Shah of Shahs, he says oil is “a filthy, foul-smelling liquid that squirts obligingly up into the air and falls
back to earth as a rustling shower of money.” It is a resource that “anesthetizes thought, blurs vision, corrupts...[it] kindles
extraordinary emotions and hopes, since oil is above all a great temptation.” Oil has always been vested with enormous,
often magical powers. It has been called a “resource curse,” the “devil’s excrement,” the source of the “Dutch Disease.” Oil
distorts the organic, natural course of development. Oil wealth ushers in an economy of hyper-consumption and spectacu-
lar excess: bloated shopping malls in Dubai or corrupt Russian “oilygarchs.” “Oil has weakened our collective morality,"
says a Venezuelan journalist; “It obliges you to be corrupt.” There is even a psychological appellation to describe the condi-
tion: the Gillette syndrome. ElDean Kohrs studied the booming coal town of Gillette, Wyoming in the 1970s, and was wit-
ness to how a commodity boom brought a corresponding wave of crime, drugs, violence, and inflation. It would afflict new
gas fields of Wyoming, indigenous oil communities in Ecuador, and the rough-and-tumble Russian oilfields of Siberia.

There is inevitably an economic and political form of the Gillette syndrome. Development guru Jeffrey Sachs believes
that every increase in oil dependency (measured as the proportion of exports to Gross National Product) produces a
corresponding decrease in economic growth. For Oxford University economist Paul Collier, oil and civil war are evil twins.
il encourages extortion and looting through “resource predation” and it is the feasibility of predation that determines the
economics—that is to say the funding—of civil war. Others argue that “oil hinders democracy” (as if copper might promote
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Aerial view of the riverine system of the Niger Delta near the Cawthorne Channel.

Ogoni, Ikwerre, ltsekeri, Urhobo, Isoko, Andoni, Efik, Ibibio, and so on—begs the very important question of what ethnicity
means, its shifting political significance and why the language of the 1950s—"ethnic minorities"—has now been replaced by
a new lexicon: “ethnic nationalities” and “oil minorities.” Some form of ethnic identity is of great historical depth and antig-
uity. But the growing European presence after 1500, and in particular British colonists who deployed “the tribe” as the basis
for indirect rule and political administration, has radically shaped the character of ethnic identity. Whether real or fictive, the
British used local chiefs as representatives of primordial ethnic loyaities and in this way the prerogatives of customary rule
and traditional forms of authority were reinforced. It produced what has been called a system of “decentralized despotism.”

At Independence, Nigerian nationalist leaders provided civic rights for all Nigerians but provided a bonus, namely
customary rights for what they termed “indigenes.” In effect this perpetuated the parallel system of governance rooted
in chieftaincy. Nigeria had to decide which ethnic groups were indigenous—{ypically the original settlers who occupied
different niches within the delta as a result of successive waves of migration and settlement dating back millennia. Columbia
political scientist Mamood Mandani says that as a result “the effective elements of the federation are neither territorial units
called states nor ethnic groups, but ethnic groups with their own states.” A federal mandate predicated on customary and civic
rights meant that every ethnic group was compelled to seek, particularly with the discovery of oil, its own state or local govern-
ment council to gain access to the oil-revenue allocation process. Only in this way can we understand why Nigeria, with four
regions and 50 local governments in 1960, now possesses by 36 states and 774 local governments. But with each new political
entity, the non-indigenes continue to grow. Once law endorses cultural identity as the basis for political identity, inevitably
ethnic mobilization provides the idiom in which access to oil wealth—a national resource after all—is fought over.

Nowhere is this more the case than across the oilfields where oil has been, in the popular imagination, stolen through araft
of illegitimate laws and the corruption of the principles of derivation (the right to take a significant proportion of the value
of a resource by virtue of its location within a given territory). It is no accident that Saro-Wiwa promoted the establishment
of a state dedicated for Ogonis. At the same time, the Eleme, a small ethnic group related to but with a tense historical
relationship to the Ogoni, promoted their own state (Nchia) as a response to claims of Ogoni sovereignty. Recently there
has been a proposal by some militants for the establishment of two new “ljaw States” (Itoru-Ibe and QOil Rivers). Oil minori-
ties are one expression, then, of this contested and fractious process—resource control is another—operating against a
backdrop of historical marginalization and neglect in the wake of the opening up of the oil frontier.

Anthropologist Martha Anderson has made the point repeatedly that the process of human occupancy in the Niger Delta,
by which settlers reached the outer mangrove swamps some time around 800 CE, produced what she calls a “unique fabric
of cultural resemblance and difference.” The communities are fiercely autonomous—Ilarge-scale ethnic mobilization is
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new government, according to Petroteurn Minister Odein
Ajumogobia, expects 0 invest over $75 billion in oil and
gas over the next five years.

The enormity of the oil presence in the Niger Deltaishard to
fully appreciate. Virtually every inch of the region has been
touched by the industry directly throughiits operations orin-
directly through neglect. Over 6,000 wells have been sunk,
youghly one well for every 10-sq-km quadrant in the core
oil states. There are 606 oilfields (355 on shore) and 1500
“host communities” with some sort of oil or gas facility or
infrastructure. There are 7000 km of pipelines, 275 flow sta-
tions, 10 gas plants, 15 export terminals (six onshore at Qua
tboe, Pennington, Forcados, Escravos, Brass, and Bonny, -
and nine FPS0s), four refineries, and a massive LNG and Qil rig on the 500-naita note. Fredrick Nauman, Panos.
gas supply complex. The sixtrain Bonny LNG facility pro-

duces 22 million tons each year, with new plants in train at Brass, Olokola, and Escravos. The national oil company (NNPC)
and its joint-venture partners (Shell, Exxon, Mobil, Agip, and TOTAL) directly employ an estimated 100,000 people.

0Oil has seeped deeply and indelibly into the political economy of Nigeria. In 2007 over 87 percent of government revenues,
90 percent of foreign exchange earnings, 96 percent of export revenues, and almost half of Gross Domestic Product (GDP) is
accounted for by just one commodity: oil. With oil prices now close to $100 a barrel, oil rents—what economists call
unearned income—will provide the Nigerian exchequer with at least $50 billion annually. Nigeria is an oil state, driven by two
cardinal principles: how to capture oil rents and how to sow the oil revenues. Like other OPEC countries—by most estimates
the 13 OPEC members will pocket over $700 billion in oil revenues in 2007 alone—Nigeria is currently awash in petrodollars.
According to the consultancy group PFC Energy, itis entirely possible that between now and 2020, Nigeria might pocket over
half a trillion dollars in oil revenues. What this oil wealth has wrought, and is likely to bring, is another question entirely.

An El Dorado Nigeria is not. Flying into Port Harcourt or Warri at night—viewing the panorama of harsh gas flares burning
bright—conveys a sense of the Dantean universe one is about to enter: the unforgiving, ruthless, and austere world of oil.
To compile an inventory of the achievements of Nigerian petro-development is a salutary, if dismal, exercise: 85 percent
of oil revenues accrue to 1 percent of the population. According to former World Bank President Paul Wolfowitz, at least
$100 billion of the $600 billion in oil revenues accrued since 1960 have simply “gone missing.” Nigerian anti-corruption
czar Nuhu Ribadu claimed that in 2003, 70 percent of the country’s oil weaith was stolen or wasted; by 2005 it was “only”
40 percent. By most conservative estimates, almost $130 billion was lost in capital flight between 1970 and 1996. Over the
period from 1965 to 2004, the per capita income fell from $250 to $212 while income distribution deteriorated markedly.
Between 1970 and 2000, the number of people subsisting on less than one dollar a day in Nigeria grew from 36 percent to
" more than 70 percent, from 19 million to a staggering 90 million. Over the last decade GDP per capita and life expectancy
have, according to World Bank estimates, both fallen. The Bank put it this way in 2007: “Per capita GDP in PPP [purchas-
ing power parity] terms fell 40 percent from $1215 in 1980 to $706 in 2000. Income poverty rose from 28.1 percent to 65.5
percent and other indicators of welfare—notably access to education and health—also declined.” According to the United
Nations Development Program (UNDP), Nigeria ranks in terms of the Human Development Index [HDI]—a composite
measure of life expectancy, income, and educational attainment—number 158, below Haiti and Congo; over the last 30
years the trend line of the HD! index has been upward, but barely.

Nigeria appears close to the top of virtually everyone’s global ranking of corruption, business risk, lack of transparency,
fraud, and illicit activity. If readers of this book have any association with Nigeria it is probably through email fraud—"Dear
Sir- 1 am a former oil minister and 1 have the privilege of requesting your assistance in transferring $47 million"—what are
called “419 scams” in Nigeria. Nigerian fraud has its own FBI website. Nigeria is not a country, as someone once noted, itisa
profession. To suggest, as the International Monetary Fund has, that $600 billion dotlars have contributed to a decline in the
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Local youth guard the decrepit site in Oloibiri where the first wellhead was drilled in the Niger Delta. Symbolic of the failure of oif in this region,
instead of a monument to success, the remains at this spot reflect the lack of development and frustration of the local community.

oil industry; a national oil company (NNPC) that operates through joint ventures with international oil majors who are
granted territorial concessions (blocs) as Oil Prospecting Licenses (OPLs) or Oil Mining Leases (OMLs); a phalanx of state
security apparatuses often working in a complementary fashion with the private security forces of the companies to secure
“national oil assets™; and a political mechanism by which oil revenues are distributed. In the center of the petro-state is the
national oil company which stands as the blackest of black holes: a dark star of theft, corruption and fictiona] accounts,
typically under the direct control of the president. State oil, said one commentator, “is like a party with the lights out and
the music on full blast.”

The history of oil development in Nigeria is the history of the politics of oil revenue distribution. Nigeria possesses four key
distribution mechanisms for oil revenues: the federal account (rents appropriated directly by the federal state), a state deri-
vation principle {the right of each state to a proportion of the taxes that its inhabitants are assumed to have contributed to
the federal exchequer), the Federation Account (or States Joint Account) which allocates revenue fo the states on the basis
of need, population, and other criteria, and a Special Grants Account. The latter includes monies designated directly for
the Niger Delta through a raft of the notoriously corrupt designated entities such as the Oil and Mineral Producing Areas
Development Commission (OMPADEC) founded in 1993 and abandoned in the late 1990s, the Niger Delta Development
Commission [NDDC] founded in 2000, and the new (2006) Consolidated Council on Socic-Economic Development of the
Coastal States of Nigeria.

Since 1960, the shifting geometry of this quartet of mechanisms has a clear trend-line. There has been a process of radi-
cal fiscal centralism in which the principle of derived income has diminished while the oil revenue flowing to the federal
account has expanded dramatically. As a consequence, the oil-producing states have lost and the non-oil producing
ethnic majority states have gained. By 1980 the non oil-producing states accounted for over 75 percent of total federal
allocations; derivation had fallen by 1985 to barely 1 percent from 50 percent in 1960. ~

Driven by the popular pressures for resource control from below, Niger Delta states were able to roll back the secular
decline in derivation income. In 1999, President Obasanjo was compelled to up derivation to 13 percent. As oil prices rose
after 2001, enhanced derivation inserted a vast quantum of monies into the oil-producing states through the machinery
of state and local government. Nobody believes, of course, that all of the legislated quantity of money actually reaches
the beneficiaries. But the indisputable fact is that Rivers and Delta States, for example, garnered in excess of $1 billion in
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a profound sense of the unraveling—the un-imagining—of Nigeria as a nation. The patchwork quilt that is Nigeria is now
deeply frayed, its stitching pulled apart at the seams by all manner of forces. At Independence in 1960, Obafemi Awolowo,
the first Nigerian Premier of the Western Region, said that Nigeria was not a nation but a “mere geographical expression.”
Today, after a half century of oil, it is the same, only more so.

* * ¥ * *

And what of the future? The April 2007 elections were recognized as being perhaps the most corrupt in Nigerian history.
Nowhere was electoral fraud and intimidation more pronounced than in the Delta. Deeply flawed elections and a victory
by the ruling People’s Democratic Party produced nevertheless an ljaw vice president, Goodluck Jonathan from Bayelsa
State, with strong connections to a younger generation of activists and civic groups. Musa YarAdua, the new Nigerian
president, is a machine politician from an influential Katsina political family in northern Nigeria, and has clearly putsome
stock in his Niger Delta running mate’s capacity to address the insurgency. Whether the President can sell the northern
powerbrokers on increased derivation or greater control of what Delta ethnic nationalities see as “their oil” is another
matter. There were some positive signs early on: the release from detention on June 14, 2007 of ljaw leader Asari Dokubo,
and on July 27, the freeing of Chief Alamieyeseigha, met key demands of many of the ljaw militants. Alamieyeseigha, the
former Governor of Bayelsa State, was apprehended in London for money laundering but escaped, dressed in drag, to
triumphantly return to the Delta where in some quarters of the [jaw community he is viewed as a freedom fighter. Whatever
their respective track records, both are seen as ljaw heroes to many across the Delta.

A one-month truce was declared by MEND on June 15, 2007. The vice president himself met with insurgents on June 28
at Okerenkoko, the heart of MEND territory. Several all-night meetings were held in July and August 2007 in the creeks.
Senator David Brigidi and other representatives of the Niger Delta Peace and Conflict Resolution Committee, established
on July 2, 2007, were present. While the government has in principle agreed to the insurgents’ preconditions for negotia-
tions—including the rebuilding of Odi and Odiama, two towns destroyed by federal forces, as well as the demilitarization
of the Delta on the part of federal forces—one has to say that the prospects for some sort of resolution remain unclear.
In late summer of 2007, the Rivers State Peace and Rehabilitation Committee was doling out one million Naira to anyone
who professed to be a “cultist,” a term which covers a multitude of sins but implies gang membership, and rejected the life
of the “cultism.” Gang leaders and thugs were subsequently reported in the local press as parading through the Govern-
ment House chapel clutching bibles and preaching redemption. Port Harcourt devolved into street fighting and mayhem
in July 2007 surrounding a contested Governorship in Rivers State, and since October, MEND, in the wake of the arrest in
Angola of one their operatives and reputed arms merchants, Henry Okha, has resumed its activities. Hostage taking has
now become simply another growth industry for organized crime in which gangs and government representatives split the
dividends of hostage payments. The fact that the new 2008 budget has an enlarged national security line item (20 percent
of the budget) is also cause for concern.

Profound changes will be required if there is to be lasting peace. Some of the needs—Ilarge-scale training programs and
mass employment schemes, major infrastructure projects, and environmental rehabilitation—will take many years, per-
haps even generations. To confront resource control—not as a matter of money but as a legal, constitutional, and political
project—will need to address questions like corruption, the reform of the electoral commission, and transparency with-
in a notoriously ineffective, indeed pathologically unaccountable system of local government. The oil companies must
radically rethink by the same token what passes as responsible business practice. It will necessitate building new demo-
cratic institutions from below, perhaps trust funds for oil-producing communities and a radical strengthening of the weak
citizenship that currently passes for Nigerian democracy. As Isaac Osuoka puts it, “Civic groups cannot offer the struggle
‘governance’.... There need to be concrete goals and a political program.”

Building such a peace in a post-9/11 world will not be easy. In the background stands the U.S. empire, energy security
policy, tight oil markets, and the global war on terror. African oil has become of considerable national strategic interest to
the U.S. General James Jones, in testimony offered to the Senate Armed Services Committee in 2005, claimed that the U.S.
goal must be “to eliminate ungoverned areas, to counter extremisim, and to end conflict and reduce the chronic instability,”
because of Africa's“potential to become the next front in the global war on terrorism.” A year later at the African Seapower
Conference in Abuja, Admiral Harry Ulrich, the European commander of U.S. Naval Forces Europe and Africa, in referring
to Shell’s massive Bonga oilfield—Nigeria's largest oilfield, costing $3.6 billion to develop and lying within Nigeria’s territo-
rial waters—admitted that American ships were patrolling Nigerian oilfields within the 200 mile limit. In the wake of the
establishment of an African Command in February 2007, the U.S. is now in search of a forward operating base capable
of securing oil assets in the Gulf of Guinea. The perception that Nigeria is being squeezed from the north (the pan-Sahel
anti-terror initiative) and from the south (the militarization of the Gulif of Guinea) is likely to be a major source of tension
and destabilization as the Nigerian government attempts to reap the potentially vast benefits of a peace dividend in the
Niger Delta.

There is, nonetheless, a window of opportunity here, even though the current negotiations have stalled. The grand com-
mander of MEND, Tompolo, garners enormous respect and authority across the creeks and among virtually all of the
militant groups. A peace pact was brokered on December 6, 2007 under the auspices of the Bayelsa Government—but
predictably an avalanche of email followed in which MEND accused the government of stage-managing “rent-a-militants”
in a "bad B-grade movie." It will not be easy. In some small way, we hope that Curse of the Black Gold may contribute to a
better and deeper understanding of what it will take to defuse and rebuild the violent economies of the Niger Delta.
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