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#. Chapter titlePreface

Life in Africa is hard. I say this without denying the many 
pleasures and joys of living in Africa or the experience of its 
many diversities and riches. We are a deeply religious people. 
Religion is integrated into every aspect of our culture and 
shapes the very fibre of our being. This in itself is a gift from 
God, and it forms our wholeness, binds our interrelatedness 
to all humanity and to creation, and expresses our belonging 
to God. 

 But like many things in life, our practice of religion has 
been diminished by sin and finitude. Patriarchy and other 
forms of injustice especially have damaged our wholeness. 
Our reception of Christianity as Africans has been no less defi-
cient. For many of us, Christianity has become more a means 
of escape than an act of true worship. In our religious prac-
tice, we become entrapped in so many church programmes 
–revival meetings, church group activities, board meetings—
that we lose sight of the test of pure religion, which is care for 
orphans and widows, among other things (James 1:27). We 
often forget the many dimensions of God’s church to which 
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God has called us. We live and breathe injustice, and we find 
ourselves helpless in the face of strong traditional values that 
silence efforts toward just societies. 

Our cries for justice are as real as the air we breathe—air 
polluted through the inhuman methods of oil exploration 
and the discharge of gas. Our cries for justice are as urgent 
and desperate for the person living with disability as they are 
for those who, because of the loss of a spouse, face abuse and 
marginalization. Our cries for justice are strong where gen-
der discrimination deprives people of expressing their God-
endowed gifts. 

In responding to the invitation from the WCC to con-
tribute to this series, I felt it natural to begin the book with 
a prayer: Giver of life, hear our cries for justice. Justice is not 
and should not be limited to the “big issues.” I believe that 
the daily cries of all people need to be heard and discussed as 
well. This book is an attempt to hear them. 

Our efforts to bring these voices and these cries to the 
fore, to proffer solutions where appropriate, and to seek jus-
tice have been minimal and sometimes immature. But we 
continue in the hope that we can make a difference, no matter 
how small or insignificant. My contributions have emerged 
as a Christian person, a woman, a pastor’s wife, a mother, 
and a person with an understanding that the gospel calls me 
to this commitment—a commitment to God’s people and 
God’s world. This commitment has become my life and I 
hope that it shapes my engagements. 
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In each chapter, I have shared a summarized true story—
narrated from the point of view and in the voices of those 
affected—reflecting on the issues of the chapter title and 
seeking answers, finding justice in everyday living. I have 
dared to raise questions while calling for concerted action to 
address glaring issues of injustice. I close the chapters with 
poetic prayers as expressions of surrender to the God of life, 
who gives abundant life in Christ Jesus. 

The four main chapters of this book deal with issues 
of ecological justice, African practices of widowhood, the 
challenges of disability, and gender discrimination. Each 
story takes on a life of its own, the narrative voices relating 
their experiences in styles ranging from brusque assertive-
ness to satire. I am not a trained theologian, but have only 
put forward stories about people and their land that beg for 
attention. 

In my journey of learning to tell stories and write poems—
often with shaky hands and lips—I have been blessed with 
people who have stopped to listen. To these people, I offer 
my gratitude.  

To Nyambura Njoroge, who is God’s special gift to me, 
inspiring me and motivating me to continued commitment 
to being a true African daughter of God. Her friendship 
across the oceans has been a constant source of strength. 
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To my friends, who trusted me with their stories in the 
expectation that I would tell them well, and who were pleased 
with the outcome on reading the draft. 

 To Nnimmo Bassey, the immediate past executive direc-
tor of Environmental Rights Action/Friends of the Earth, 
Nigeria, who edited the chapter “I Search for My Land” and 
commented that it was very captivating. 

To the WCC, for giving volume to my voice. 
To my family, to whom I owe a debt of lifelong appre-

ciation: my daughter Tomi who patiently read and listened 
to me read the stories in this book; my husband Ben, with 
whom I have shared more than three decades of uncondi-
tional love and friendship, and who has been a true partner 
in God’s call to commit to justice, righteousness, and healing. 
Ben read and edited this book, with true insight into these 
stories about people with whom we have worked and shared. 

Most of all, I give all glory to the God of life, who truly 
hears our cries for justice and who, in Christ Jesus, has given 
us a taste of God’s freeing grace. 

I am indebted to all who have contributed to this book, 
but I own every deficiency as mine.
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1. I Search for My Land

I try to smile! I am afraid of smiling. It is no longer natu-
ral to me—smiling, I mean. I am making an effort, but it is 
fruitless. My face has taken on a default expression—one of 
shock and pain. I feel raped, like the rape on my land, and 
we both bleed in ways beyond comfort. We have so much in 
common, my land and I: raped by the people we trusted and 
now only breeding death, with everything seeming bereft of 
life. I search for my land. 

I grew up in a land filled with joy and safety. The children 
played in the open fields after school and went to the river-
bank to fish for dinner. The fish was always fresh and tasty: 
the shrimps and crabs and periwinkle and oyster, snails—or 
as we call them in our mother tongue, okpro, ngolo, isam, 
ofingo, mgbe, akiko—were the benefits of the sea that sur-
rounded us. We enjoyed the freedom to be children. The 
music of the sea was magical. The colour blue was unique, 
as the sky merged with the waters in an endless stretch of 
electrifying beauty. 
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This was my land, with masquerades held in their season, 
giving culture and tradition a colourful face. We danced to 
folk songs, bringing joy to the young and old alike. My land 
was fun-filled, with play groups of ekpo, owuama, ekpekpelebo, 
seki, oferima, and iyobolo, each group dancing to the rhythm 
of the sea tunes beneath clear skies. My land offered fresh 
drinking water from the streams, and we bathed freely in the 
rivers that made up our unbounded, giant swimming pool. 
The water was the mainstay of my people. It was our liveli-
hood. We were people of the water. 

 My father was a fisherman. I do not know why my 
mother was not called a fisherwoman—she spent most of her 
time away from us at the sea front, cleaning the catch and 
selling what was not brought home for food. The sea gave 
my people their main occupation. Those that did not fish 
the waters were canoe men—water transporters who ferried 
people to and from the banks of the neighbouring river vil-
lages. It was a happy place, my land. There was no room for 
idle hands or violent fights or crimes of theft and betrayal, or 
other such ugly things. A great number of the people were 
gainfully and happily busy and there was enough to go round 
without greed. The sea gave enough to us and we were grate-
ful—we were co-stewards of the earth, each satisfied with our 
share of work. 

We had enough dry land—enough to build our houses 
and make them into happy homes. Each home had within 
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its “compound” a small space of fertile land to plant some 
vegetables, with some space left for children to play. It was 
enough to plant some bitter leaf, ugu, pepper, ashawu or 
scent leaf, plantains and bananas, all species of yams—water 
yam, cocoa yam—and other vegetables that did not need any 
mechanized farming. Of course, there had to be proper man-
agement of land to locate a couple of schools, a health centre, 
and some offices; but that was not our concern. Around us 
were beautiful sights that literally took our breath away. 

The mangroves were a sight to behold. The beautiful 
luxurious greens of the mangroves stretched far into the sea, 
weaving through a large expanse of space to create scenery of 
peace. The mangrove had a complex and dangerous appeal 
that was a mystery in itself—at least so it seemed to us as 
children. But we could not stay completely away from the 
mangrove plants, especially since some of the species seemed 
undecided whether to strive in water or on land—with a 
single tree taking nutrients both from the sea and the land. 

Every part of this massive plant provided food and shel-
ter for many living creatures—the branches for the birds to 
roost, the roots for the fish and other sea animals, the large 
stems for the sea snakes and crocodiles, while the monkeys 
darted from tree to tree on every part above water to find 
food and shelter and play. We believed the mangroves kept 
the sea clean, as their interlocking roots act as sieves for the 
gushing waters that came towards our water banks. 
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I loved the sea. Everything around us seemed to be 
happy, even the sea. How else do you explain the dancing 
waves, which seemed to take pleasure in a continuous rip-
pling motion, with every surge stronger than the last? We 
did not know anything about the much celebrated activity 
of surfing on the waves. The sounds of the waves invoked a 
deep relaxation that rejuvenated the mind and the body. The 
air by the sea was a great stress reliever, and we would quickly 
do whatever chores needed to be done for a chance to be by 
the sea. We were one with nature and the clarity of all that 
it carries was a real blessing from the heavens. This is what 
I remember of my land—a place of comfort and safety. But 
that was before the rape on the land began. 

So much has changed in my land. My land bleeds con-
tinuously from savage and wicked rape. Nothing and no one 
is happy anymore. Everything has taken on a new expres-
sion—that of shock and pain. It began with the sudden falls. 
My little brother walked into the patch of land close to our 
house to pick some vegetables and found himself on the 
ground. He slipped on the slippery ground. We laughed and 
mocked his clumsiness. He insisted his feet gave way because 
of the popular suspicion that there was oil in the little farm 
by the house. We all laughed and turned to something else. 

Then my mother began to wash the vegetables. Tiny 
bubbles floated on the water and settled on the vegetables. 
Her hands felt smooth, like she had just rubbed Vaseline 
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ointment after a bath. This was not funny anymore. What 
had happened to her vegetables—where was the oil com-
ing from? Too many questions for one night! We waited for 
morning to see if these things were so—oil in the garden and 
on the vegetables. But the morning brought more surprises. 

The vegetables that months ago were bright lively green 
were now dull brown in colour with weak stems and leaves. 
We did not notice the gradual change in the colour of the 
leaves. The natural manure had disappeared from the ground 
giving way to black slimy substance that ran slowly through 
the earth as though on a steady unstoppable mission. What 
was this? We asked our mother. This is how she explained it. 

Many years ago some people visited our land. They dug 
for years and finally they found oil in the ground. Our gov-
ernment was very happy. Our little land became a beehive of 
activity as very important people visited our community, and 
soon they built some structures above the sea and on the land 
in our community. There was jubilation in the air. So much 
was promised. The oil was going to bring a new lease on life 
for the people. 

Never again would 90 percent of the population of my 
community be fisher men and women; many would join the 
company that had found the oil and be part of the company. 
Never again would we all wait in line for one health centre 
without doctors and nurses and drugs; they would build us 
hospitals duly furnished with free drugs. Never again would 
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our source of drinking water be from the streams; they would 
bring pipe-borne water. Never again would our source of 
light be the sun, the moon, and the little lanterns alone; they 
would bring electricity and light up the entire communities. 
Our lives would change forever, and they promised it would 
change for good. But first they had to drill sufficient amounts 
of oil from the ground to sell outside our country. 

My mother explained how everyone was expectant. 
Slowly they dropped the nets and waited on the company 
for the promised jobs at the drilling site; but, of course, the 
company could not engage everyone. Competition of a dif-
ferent kind set in at the village: the chiefs were the ones deal-
ing with the company and, before long, the chief ’s houses 
had a new look, their relatives got jobs, and their dress-code 
changed. The people wondered what was going on. The chiefs 
were happy; the people were not. The men were angry. They 
returned to the sea to repair their nets in the hope that the 
people who had promised change were different and would 
someday remember that the promise made was for all and 
not just for the chiefs. There was so much talk about this oil. 

They said this same company, Shell BP, had discovered 
oil first in Oloibiri, in Bayelsa State on Sunday, 15 January 
1956. Within six months, the company had begun full-scale 
exploration and in two years were exporting to other coun-
tries. Oloibiri became the historic town of oil and gas indus-
try in Nigeria and set off a chain of intense activities that saw 
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the influx of other multinational oil companies into Nigeria 
for oil. They followed the trail that had been set by Shell, 
thereby ending decades of unsuccessful oil explorations in 
Nigeria. 

There are some firsts for Oloibiri: it had the first com-
pleted oil field in Nigeria in June 1956; the first oil well from 
which crude oil was pumped for export in February 1958; 
and the first crude oil pipeline, laid from Oloibiri to Port 
Harcourt on the Bonny River (the Bonny Export Terminal).1 
And Oloibiri is not that far away from my community! We 
did not know how much their lives changed, but we’d heard 
there were lots of activities, commercialization, visitors, and 
make-shift buildings springing up in the small village. 

We were still hopeful that we would see the positive 
impact of this oil on our land—after all, this same Shell was 
the company in my community. So we watched Shell toil and 
as the months came and went, our hopes kept rising and our 
dreams increased. 

Surprisingly, the oil company appeared to be doing very 
well in its drilling expedition. The well head, or point from 
which the oil is explored, had a somewhat mysterious object 
called the “Christmas Tree.” Pipes of different sizes line the 
ground surrounding the well head, taking the crude oil to 
flow stations and refineries, or wherever it is the company 
chose. These flow lines or pipelines are built through thick 
forests and mangroves, at times destroying and disrupting the 
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flow of water into and out of our streams. The water flowing 
from these was often no longer fit for human use. This was 
sad, because we were not yet seeing the associated benefits of 
the oil. 

The drilling of the earth for oil had disturbed the fragile 
land that aided our small-scale fishing and farming, and we 
had no alternatives for our livelihood. The jobs our people 
hoped for were scarce, and what jobs were available were 
taken by people who came in from outside. The companies 
were in a hurry to get the oil out of the land; they had no 
time or patience to train locals for the jobs. And for most of 
the jobs, they already had people—some with whom they 
already worked with at the oil wells in Oloibiri!

This was really a surprising time. People walked around 
the town helpless and hopeless, wondering what had gone 
wrong and when! Was the oil found in our land really a bless-
ing? Everything was going bad –there seemed to be so much 
frustration in the air that you could touch it. The youths were 
becoming restive. The young people who came in to work 
for Shell were no different from the locals, yet these “foreign” 
Nigerian youths were earning real big money and living real 
big lives and luring all the village beauties away with their 
wealth. 

Something was not right. The visions of prosperity, of 
possibilities and positive changes, now seemed like mirages 
on a hot sunny afternoon –illusions of what should be. As 
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the years passed, the hopes dimmed. It was a nightmare. Our 
swamps were full of riches, and yet we could not pick any—
we did not know how to and those who did bamboozled 
us with sweet talk and took our very lives away. We lived as 
though dead. We were shadows of our former selves. 

Our fathers were hit the worst. They could no longer 
support their families, and their frustrations turned violent. 
Happy homes turned into battlefields, and our mothers took 
the brunt of it. Instead of being in the sea fishing, men were 
now walking about aimlessly or sitting in airless huts without 
anything to do. 

They would return to the sea, even if the pipes were 
intruding into the very depths of the sea and chasing the fish 
away or making the fish unfit for consumption. They would 
return to the sea, even if their abandoned nets needed mend-
ing and their canoes needed repairs. They were born fisher-
men; generations before them were fishermen; it was in their 
blood and a few years of idleness could not erase their skills. 
They still had a responsibility to feed their families and send 
the children to school. So they pulled themselves together 
and prepared to go back to what they were used to, and that 
was when the problem began in a new direction. 

It has been difficult to see or understand the oil that was 
found in the ground. It was unlike anything we were used to. 
Especially since the pipes and flow lines carried the crude oil 
directly to the flow stations and to the respective refineries. 
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Apart from the destruction of the forests and mangroves in 
the course of navigating their path from the well head and 
the subsequent lack of manageable routes to fishing posts, the 
villages did not suffer much inconvenience. But that changed 
as the men prepared to return to the sea to fish. 

No one could explain what had happened to the land 
or to the sea. The oil in the ground was now all over the 
land—black thick slimy liquid flowing slowly. Because no 
one knew the source of the flow, no one knew how to stop 
it. But the consequences were clear. What was happening was 
an uncontrollable oil spill. Shell had put the infrastructure to 
drill the oil and to transport the oil years ago, and without 
regular inspection and maintenance, the facilities had failed, 
causing leaks. Repairing a leak is a very expensive project, and 
as the oil company delays, the spill can go on for days, weeks, 
and months, causing unimaginable pollution with devastat-
ing effects. 

The oil company was quick to blame the community, 
citing acts of theft by the locals as the reason for the spillage. 
Locals, desiring to share the wealth from the oil that eluded 
them, would extract the oil illegally from the pipelines. This 
would sometimes cause damage to the pipeline, thereby pro-
ducing a spill. 

 What the oil company failed to state was that over 20 
percent of oil spills occur during oil production, and over 
50 percent through corrosion of pipelines due to long usage 
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and lack of maintenance.2 Theft, sabotage, and third-party 
interference accounts for only about 28 percent of oil spills.3 

Damage to pipes can go unnoticed for days and weeks, and 
repairs often take longer. The spills pollute the soil and water. 

See the effect on the men of my land. There were no lon-
ger any fish! The pollution of the water serious depleted the 
fish population. Those fish that survived went deeper into the 
ocean, out of the reach of the small canoes and local fishing 
rods. The effects of oil contamination on the fish population 
consequently affected the farmers that rely on fishing to sup-
port their families. The fish that are caught are often covered 
in oil or have ingested crude oil, making them toxic. But 
a larger number of the fish die—either from the poisoned 
water,from the inability to breathe, or from lack of food—
thereby decreasing the number to catch. It is difficult to pad-
dle small domestic canoes in oil-coated waters, and the acidic 
oil itself can cause damage to the canoe. The oil not only 
brought destruction to the land and sea, but also poverty as 
never before seen by our people. Where were the promises of 
a better life to be experienced with the discovery of oil? 

Animals as well are not spared death caused by oil pollu-
tion. Ponds, farmlands, trees, and entire fishing swamps are 
taken over by the spill. It was once unusual to see dead birds 
at the banks of our beautiful sea side: now we see them almost 
every day. They ingest the polluted oil and die; they become 
stuck in the muddy oil and cannot get out; they find no food 
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because the fish have been poisoned by the oil. Marine mam-
mals and reptiles such as dolphins, whales, and turtles must 
to come to the surface to breathe, but the layer of oil makes 
this difficult, and so the animals drown and die. The destruc-
tion of the animals takes its course, and also the destruction 
of the livelihood of my people. 

Right before our eyes, the land continues to be raped in 
different ways beyond our comprehension, and no one seems 
to notice. When we allowed the company to dig into our 
ground with machines we had never seen before, we hoped 
they would make our lives better. Now we see that we were 
wrong. We allow “vampires to sink their fangs into the necks 
of our poor community”4 and there is no life left in us. 

 It is no wonder that Nigeria’s ERA/FoE (Environmental 
Rights Action/Friends of the Earth) campaigns that everyone 
should “leave the oil in the soil,”5 because, according to its 
executive director, Nnimmo Bassey, the cost of oil produc-
tion is far greater than its benefits. If there are any benefits 
at all, the host communities—the communities that contain 
the “Christmas tree”—have no share in them. At least, not 
any visibly meaningful share!

Maybe, the communities are in fact “Father Christ-
mas”—they give out all their toys and go home with empty 
bags. The difference is that these days Father Christmas is a 
professional who gets paid to say “Ho ho ho!” to children, 
and gives them gifts that the parents had inadvertently paid 
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for as gate fees! The communities are actually giving their all, 
including their blood, and do not get even a thank you in 
return. 

The oil spills take away our beautiful mangroves! These 
floral communities rely on clean water and sunlight for their 
existence. Oil spills acidify the soil and starve the roots of vital 
oxygen, destroying the habitat for rare and endangered spe-
cies. The oil corrodes the healthy mangroves, which provided 
food and shelter for animals, and these are replaced by an 
invasion of water hyacinths—plants that thrive in polluted 
environment. These water hyacinths completely clog the 
water ways, blocking the sunlight and oxygen to the marine 
mammals and making water transportation impossible. 

Oil spills are not the only evil accompanying the oil. The 
relentless heat of gas flares enters the body and mind, mak-
ing rest and relaxation unattainable. Fire shoots out of the 
earth into the skies, spreading ash and heat.6 Gas flaring is a 
calculated process implemented by oil companies to release 
and burn off the excess natural gas produced during drilling 
or extraction of oil. It is considered less expensive to burn this 
excess than to separate out the commercially viable gas or to 
convert it into usable gas or re-inject it into the soil. 

Oil companies choose the less expensive option in spite 
of the known fact that gas flaring releases toxic emissions 
into the atmosphere, which are not only fatal to human and 
animal life but adversely affect the climate. Many consider 
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gas flaring a criminal act and insist that perpetuators should 
be tried for murder. Nigeria flares more natural gas associ-
ated with oil and gas than any other country in the world. It 
is estimated that 75 percent of the gas produced in Nigeria 
is flared—despite the landmark ruling by a Nigerian High 
Court in 2005 that “gas flaring is unconstitutional.”7

In spite of numerous international campaigns calling for 
changes in corporate behaviour affecting climate change, the 
people living in the oil communities are still waiting for inter-
national actions that will compel the multinational oil com-
panies in Nigeria to halt economic activities that are inimical 
to our health. People are sick from the polluted air they 
breathe daily.8 As Nnimmo Bassey described, “[our] people 
are born into pollution, they live in pollution and they are 
buried in pollution.” The pollution has become hazardous to 
our health. It causes miscarriages in women. Children born 
stand the risk of respiratory problems such as asthma and 
chronic bronchitis. Leukemia and other blood-related dis-
eases are rife. 

A study by Climate Justice9 estimates that exposure to 
benzene (one of the major poisonous chemicals emitted 
through oil production) would result in “8 new cases of can-
cer yearly in Bayelsa State [of Nigeria] alone.” Other health 
problems include rashes and itching, burns, continuous inter-
nal heat, general body discomfort, stomach ulcers, dealing 
with the strong smell of chemicals, irregular menstrual cycles, 
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arthritis, and eye problems. Of course, pre-mature deaths 
occur as these diseases silently take their toll on the natives, 
destroying the body’s immune system. A very sad sight to 
see at the gas flaring sites is that of local women drying their 
food to preserve it. Despite knowing that food processed in 
this way is poisonous and harmful to human health, the oil 
companies point to this activity as an economic benefit and 
justification for the gas flaring. 

In 1984, the Nigerian federal government established 
regulations prohibiting gas flaring. In 2000, the government 
set the date of 2008 to end the flaring, and multinational 
oil companies indicated a commitment to abide by this 
deadline.10 But this was not to be, and although the govern-
ment changed the date from 2008 to 2010, these compa-
nies continue to deliberately flare gas– clearly indicating that 
human lives are worth less than the oil they drill. They would 
rather sacrifice people and the climate than touch their swol-
len pockets. Every day, they rape us. Any oil drilled without 
appropriate measures to safeguard life is a rape of the Nige-
rian state, and we bleed while they take our lives mercilessly 
and heartlessly. 

In Western Europe, 99 percent of gas associated with oil 
extraction is used or re-injected into the ground to protect 
the environment and preserve human lives while drilling 
for oil.11 While efforts are made worldwide to minimize gas 
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flaring, it is done with impunity in Nigeria, and the practice 
is growing proportionally with oil production. 

We have government agencies charged with the respon-
sibility of monitoring the activities of the oil companies, to 
ensure they comply with laid down statutory laws regard-
ing oil exploration and its related processes. The Nigerian 
National Petroleum Corporation was established in 1977 
to manage the joint venture between the Nigerian federal 
government and the foreign multinational corporations. 
Our country also has a specific monitoring agency called the 
National Oil Spill Detection and Response Agency, whose 
job is to detect and coordinate oils spills and facilitate the 
appropriate response. 

The existence of an agency dedicated to oil spillage is not 
surprising. Nigerian oil producing communities have battled 
with oil spills since the early days of oil drilling. As of today, 
it is estimated that at least 300 (major and minor) spills occur 
yearly.12 Many of them are not cleaned for many weeks and 
months, forcing the communities to abandon their ways 
of farming and fishing and seek alternative means of liveli-
hood—alternatives that are not within reach. 

Much of the exported crude finds its way to the United 
States and Western Europe, and we often wonder why these 
countries, which are so cautious of spills in their domains, 
would sit back and watch the rape of our land. Our blood 
runs in all the crude oil that reaches foreign lands. The 
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countries of the five main multinational firms engaged in oil 
exploration in Nigeria—Royal Dutch Shell from the Neth-
erlands, France’s Total, Italy’s Agip, and Exxon Mobil and 
Chevron from the United States—have also failed to hold 
these corporations accountable for their wicked acts, which 
destroy the climate and the people of our country. Do these 
countries not have the ethical and social responsibility to 
ensure that the lands that enrich them are not impoverished 
in the process?

The hypocrisy at play in our world is so outrageously 
alarming that it would appear justice has taken flight. In 
2010, an oil spill in the Gulf of Mexico13 flowed unabated for 
three months. The media world was awash with reports of the 
oil spill. High level teams were dispatched to assess the extent 
of damage and effects on the local communities around the 
Gulf. After many panels and court sittings, the oil company 
involved, BP, set up US$20 billion for compensation of vic-
tims of the oil spill. In mid-2012, some employees of BP were 
arrested and charged in connection with the spill, and in late 
2012, the US government banned BP from undertaking any 
contract with the US for “lack of business integrity” during 
the Gulf of Mexico oil disaster. 

Yet this is a very small spill compared to what happens 
in various parts of the oil-producing communities of Nigeria, 
spills that continue despite proven records of abuse and rape 
by Shell. It is worthy of note that the Bodo community in 
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Ogoni filed a case in the High Court of London suing Shell 
for damages to their ecosystem and community.14 In 2011, 
Shell admitted liability. Unfortunately, the company contin-
ues to spill oil, and in December 2011, Shell admitted to 
spilling 40,000 barrels of crude oil at their Bonga floating 
platform off the coast of the Niger Delta. According to Shell, 
this was the worst offshore spill in a decade. Who will stop 
Shell from the continuous rape of Nigeria?

In 2011, the United Nations Environmental Program 
(UNEP) Report assessing the environment of Ogoni land 
found that “in 49 cases, UNEP observed hydrocarbons in 
soil at depths of at least 5 [meters].” Further, all the bodies of 
water in Ogoni land are polluted. The report also noted that 
in approximately 90 of the locations, the levels of benzene 
known to cause cancer is more than 900 times above accepted 
WHO standards. The UNEP estimated that it would take 25 
to 30 years to clean up Ogoni land and water systems and an 
estimated one billion US dollars to begin the clean-up.15

This is a little fly compared to the compensation for Mex-
ico –only 5 percent of the amount, not to mention the huge 
amount expended on clean up exercises. The UNEP Report 
further revealed that “some areas, which appear unaffected 
at the surface, are in reality severely contaminated under-
ground and action to protect human health and reduce the 
risks to affected communities should occur without delay.”16  
A year after the submission of the report to the Nigerian 
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government, in August 2012, the federal government estab-
lished the Hydrocarbon Pollution Restoration Project to fully 
implement the UNEP Assessment Report on Ogoniland. 

But until decisions of the courts are upheld and imple-
mented, until the federal government agencies and projects 
produce results, until the oil companies show ethical and 
social responsibility, the people of the oil communities, frus-
trated and poor, may continue their unorthodox means to get 
a share of the liquid riches, whether they “fire a gun, sabotage 
a pipeline or kidnap a foreigner.”17 The frustration grows as 
the promises of the oil companies to make our land and lives 
better remain just that—promises, or should we say, “hope-
less speeches.”

Our land is further insulted with make-shift structures 
that serve no useful purpose other than to give the oil compa-
nies and the chiefs opportunities to feel good. In Oloibiri, the 
first iron “Christmas Tree” built in 1956 still stands as a testi-
mony to what once was. Chief Osobere Inengite, in respond-
ing to a question by Tom O’Neill, said, “Oloibiri is supposed 
to be compared to Texas … in Texas have the people in 50 
years seen one second of darkness? But look here [Oloibiri] 
we have no light, no water, no food, no jobs!”18 There is noth-
ing to show for the amount of money pumped out of the 
land. The people have lost their occupation. The land and sea 
that gave food and work is gone. 
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At first, it was just groups getting together to find ways 
to confront the oil companies, to ask them to give the land 
and the people of the land their due from the oil proceeds. 
The sharing formulae of the federal government did not 
trickle down to the rural people, and that was disturbing to 
the people. These groups did not mean any harm; the people 
were not even armed. But the oil companies’ high-handed 
responses, backed by state security, angered the already angry 
youths. The genuine concerns of small communities meta-
morphosed into countless groups claiming the economic 
struggle to fight oil poverty. Ethnic militia groups sprang up, 
and before long, with small arms proliferation unchecked, 
weapons found their way into the hands of these groups. 

The oil companies got armed support from the govern-
ment and met force with force. The rest, as they say, is his-
tory. Our fathers were caught up in the fight—some had 
become chiefs who, bribed by the oil companies, gave fake 
press releases or shut their eyes to the rape of the land and 
the people. By 2005, some groups had structured themselves 
into organized militant groups. These intensified attacks on 
oil platforms and pumping stations mostly operated by Shell, 
destroying flow lines and kidnapping foreign oil employees.19

A state of acute insecurity reigned in our land. The region 
teamed with angry, frustrated, poor, and hopeless people who 
had nothing to lose. They were ready to die for the struggle 
for their land. Others before them had been assassinated. Ken 
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Saro Wiwa was killed in 1995 after a government kangaroo 
court found him guilty of murder—but the world knows he 
was killed for his campaign for eco-justice for his homeland, 
the Ogoniland.20

So many things stood against the success of the good 
intentions of the militia groups. Reports say they became 
greedy and lost sight of the reason for the movement, namely, 
the cleaning up and development of the land; they rather 
wanted cash payments, which again did not filter down to 
the grassroots. The ransoms paid for kidnapped persons were 
used by the leaders of the groups for their selfish, extravagant 
lifestyles. On the other hand, the cancer of corruption deeply 
embedded in the Nigerian system encouraged the oil compa-
nies to continue, undisturbed by the activities of the militant. 

The oil companies were ready to make ransom payments, 
relocate their workers, and bribe all levels of government per-
sonnel rather than clean up their mess and provide the infra-
structure and amenities needed by the communities. Internal 
wrangling and disunity were playing out in the groups, 
resulting in break-away factions. Brothers and sisters were 
now fighting one another while the multinational compa-
nies looked on, making deals with one against the other. Our 
land, raped by foreigners, became a battleground on which 
our brothers and sisters killed one another. 

And we were praying! That is what the churches (and 
even the mosques) asked us to do. Pray! We have prayed for 
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so long that now we more often pray “against” our broth-
ers and sisters whose ways have become evil in our eyes. We 
pray against the corruption in the government, against the oil 
companies and their greed in not living up to their responsi-
bilities and promises, against whatever keeps our sisters, our 
brothers, and our parents in the swamps and would not let 
them return home. We pray against the rape of our girls. 

The church is praying “silently.” But some have started 
praying loudly. However, the loudness of these is mainly in 
their voices—and not sufficiently in organized actions. There 
are many local and international nongovernmental organiza-
tions that campaign for the rights of the environment. Many 
organizations speak against the practices of the multinational 
corporations in Nigeria, the environmental devastation they 
leave behind, and their destruction of the lives and neglect 
of the rights of the local populations. Many churches meet 
in their Presbyteries and Synods and General Assemblies and 
barely mention these issues. Some mention them, but with-
out thorough theological articulation. Environmental issues 
are left to the government. Once in a while, churches send 
in communiques scripted by the office staff and published 
in national newspapers. All this, while we continue to pray, 
only, in the loudness of voices. 

Shall we continue to just pray while the oil spills into 
our land and destroys farms and seas; while the air is pol-
luted and we die of diseases that have no cure; while we carry 
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high-risk pregnancies and our children are born with termi-
nal illnesses? Shall we continue to pray alone as our men and 
women roam, frustrated, waiting to join the militant groups? 
For even the government’s amnesty programme to disarm the 
militants cannot detract from the lure of the gun. But who 
will pray when we all have been wiped out? What actions do 
we need to take to force the oil companies to be accountable 
for activities that destroy our very livelihood?

What has happened to our clergy that we seem very satis-
fied with the salvation of souls and forget the full implication 
of the whole of creation waiting for redemption on this earth? 
Why has active ecological responsibility not been made part 
of our gospel in this part of the world? Or put differently, 
why do we not feel guilty of sin when we are ecologically 
irresponsible or when we make personal gains from the oil 
that destroys our people, reduces the future of our children, 
and keeps us ever under the thumb of the rest of the world? 
Why are we satisfied speaking only in individualistic terms of 
the fullness of life that Christ promised in John 10:10? Why 
do we face so poorly the redemption of creation, of our own 
settings and contexts, of the very life-giving gifts of God that 
have become toxic death, dealing deadly blows on us?

Can we dare to hope that our prayers will soon be 
answered and the oil companies will be forced or shamed 
into stopping the harmful practices that accompany their oil 
exploration? This possibility makes me want to smile, but it is 
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difficult to smile in the face of a history of impunity and eco-
cide and the many promises that have never emerged from 
the pipelines. 

But I must hope, for I still look forward to a better 
tomorrow. I am a child of the Niger Delta—my land. 

What we want is our land back;
Where the fishermen find fish;
Farmers bring home the harvest;
Where the air is good and
The people are happy again. 
God of justice, redeem our land and grant us your help. 


