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Abstract

The Movement for the Emancipation of the Niger Delta (MEND) emerged in 2006 as an
umbrella organization of militia groups in the Niger Delta, pursuing common political objectives
of freedom and development. However, MEND s engagement tactics of taking hostages, attacks
on oil infrastructure and the placement of bombs and other explosive devices in public places
suggest to many observers that this organization'’s members should be considered terrorists.
Using a perspective which views terrorism as crime, this article illustrates how MEND's
engagement tactics can be viewed as acts of terrorism.

Introduction

Oil-related conflicts in the Niger Delta [1] date back to the 1970s when Oil Producing
Communities (OPCs) began agitations against transnational oil companies (TOCs) over concerns
about oil-induced environmental devastation, TOCs reluctance to support community
development, and inadequate compensation for damages to properties caused by the operational
activities of the TOCs. The failure of the Nigerian Government to adequately address the myriad
grievances instigated several developments, resulting in the formation of militia groups that
mobilized a violent struggle against the Nigerian State. [2] The Movement for the Emancipation
of the Niger Delta (MEND) emerged in this context as an umbrella organization of several
militia groups in the region.

As the name suggests, MEND postures itself as a liberation movement. But its use of violence as
a strategy of engagement and method to communicate political objectives has raised concerns as
to whether their activities fall under the heading of terrorism. However, the meaning and
applicability of such a term is highly debated; it elicits different meanings to different people,
and at times different things to the same person in different contexts. While it can be viewed
through the prisms of crime, politics, communication, religion and warfare, [3] there have been
many attempts to create a definition of terrorism that can be applied to various contexts. For
example, Article 2 of the UN draft Comprehensive Convention on International Terrorism
classifies acts of terrorism as unlawful and intentional means when resulting in:

“Death or serious bodily injury to any person; or serious damage to public or
private property, including a place of public use, a state or government facility, a
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public transportation system, an infrastructure facility or the environment; or
Damage to property, places, facilities, or systems (place of public use, a state or
government facility, a public transportation system, an infrastructure facility or the
environment) resulting or likely to result in major economic loss, when the purpose
of the conduct, by its nature or context, is to intimidate a population, or to compel a
government or an international Organization to do or abstain from doing any

act.” [4]

While the aforementioned classification could easily apply to MEND’s tactical behavior in
Nigeria, the question is then whether it can be viewed as a criminal act (when international and
national legislation proscribe it as constituting a terrorist act) and/or a method of warfare (when
terrorism is seen as a tactic in which civilians or non-combatants are deliberately attacked). [5] In
regards to MEND’s engagement tactics, both perspectives are relevant. For example, kidnapping/
hostage-taking of TOC personnel, attacking security personnel, and planting explosives in public
places are common tactics employed by MEND - these deliberately target non-combatants. On
the other hand, MEND’s attacks against the Niger Delta’s abundant oil infrastructure point more
towards a crime perspective.

The main objective of this article is to discuss MEND’s targeting behavior and locate it within
the context of terrorism. In doing so, it adopts the view that the crime perspective of terrorism is
actually more relevant given that the situation under which MEND operates cannot be strictly
described as war-time, especially since attacks on oil infrastructure as well as oil company
personnel have occurred regularly outside armed confrontations with the Nigerian Armed Forces.
When MEND forces have engaged the military in direct combat, such as in the May 2009
confrontation in Gbaramatu Clan [6] of Delta State, non-combatants were not targeted by
MEND. Although attacks by MEND have led to the deaths of non-combatants, these are not
judged to be deliberate acts. Although the crime perspective of terrorism has been criticized for
not distinguishing between terrorism and other forms of violence, [7] it nonetheless captures
essential attributes of terrorism—use of violence and the goal of instilling fear in a target
population. [8] It also reflects the view by Schmid that terrorism is about the means of
engagement, while liberation struggles refers to ends of a struggle. [9] These definitional aspects
provide a useful framework for discussing MEND and the use of terrorism in the Niger Delta. As
follows, this discussion will proceed with a brief theoretical explanation of the conflict, followed
by analyses of MEND and its tactics. It concludes with some suggestions on the way forward.

The Context of Violence in the Niger Delta

Why do conflicts occur in society? This question has elicited different theoretical perspectives
and explanations, as captured by the diversity of conflict literature represented in Table 1.
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Table 1: Summary of Selected Theoretical Explanations of Conflict

" Type of | Explanation of Conflict
Theory |
Structaral | This blamses conflict on the structure and oeganizaton of societses and hussan
Conflict | reactions to it. For example, people's rosponse %o injustics, marginalization,
Theory | exploitation, poverty, etc.
Realist | These attribute conflict 1o man's selfish sature whach rellects i his
Theories | persomalized pursuit of power for self interest

Frastration. ' This attribetes conflict to the owtcome of frustration triggered by the gap
Aggression | between noeds expoctatson and peod attainment of what is referrad 10 a8 the

Theory | “want-get-ratio”™, People tend to be aggressave when what they get falls below
| expectation.

Physiclogical These theories note that aggressson is inberent in human nature, bet this

Theores | aggression only resslts im conflict if # is activated by man's environment and

his responses 10 failure, success or pecessity

Economic These attribute conflict to resource scarcity and comnpetiticn, and the

Theones | commoditization of violence
Psycho- | This explains conflict as the outcome of ethoic identity and a culture of conflict
Cultural
Conflict
Theory
Hursan Needs | These blamse conflict on the competition 10 satisfy humsan needs.
Theories
Systemic | These explain how conflict lies in the social context within which it cocurs,
Theores wnd is triggered by challenges 10 human comfort and existence such as
ployment, envis | degradat dominat ete,
Relational | These attribute conflict to the imerdependence of sociclogical, political,
Theores :et-xwmicandhnkxial."‘ hips among people. Examples mchade hastory
! of magration and stereotypes on mfenonty-supenonty relationships and past

i conflicts

Biologscal | These postulate that coaflsct is inherent in man due to hormonal composition
Theores | that is aggrossion prone

A

Source: Ademola, 2006 [10]

It is important to recognize how these theories of conflict overlap; conflict settings can hardly be
adequately explained from the standpoint of a single theory. Further, the nature and state of mind
of the individual is central to the occurrence of conflict, and thus, the same situation can lead to
different trends of conflict just as different situations can result in similar dimensions of conflict.
From this perspective, conflicts — particularly those involving terrorist or insurgency tactics —
must be seen as the product of complex and dynamic interactions between individuals,
organizations, and their surrounding environment. [11]

In recent times, the greed thesis of Collier and Hoeffler [12] has been used to explain wars in
Africa. This explains violence as the outcome of the activities of conflict entrepreneurs and
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profiteers. Thus, insurgency and civil wars are blamed on the greedy behavior of rebel groups
seeking to capture natural resource wealth or rents. Whereas this is true to an extent, it fails to
explain agitations that are not driven by greed. However, the grievance perspective remedies this
deficiency as it blames violence on grievances resulting from deprivation. Relative deprivation
(the gap between aspirations and achievements), polarization (greater inter-group heterogeneity
combined with intra-group homogeneity), and horizontal inequality (inequality among culturally
defined heterogeneous groups) have been noted as variations of grievance theory that account for
conflict in different settings. [13]

While this theory goes some way in explaining civil strife in the Niger Delta, it does not do so
adequately since the reasons for conflict are not limited exclusively to greed and grievance. In
fact, some conflicts interface between these two areas; being triggered by grievance but ending
as greed. This view is supported by Collier, who argued that:

“A political entrepreneur seeking to fund a loot-seeking rebellion may need to
rekindle dormant grievances to generate start-up finance...Grievance may enable a
rebel organization to grow to the point at which it is viable as a predator,; greed may
sustain the organization once it has reached this point.” [14]

In the Niger Delta, deprivation grievances related to the locally produced oil wealth have
motivated conflict, but the proliferation of armed groups and other intervening issues resulted in
the use of the conflict for personal aggrandizement, leading to oil theft and kidnapping/hostage
taking for ransom. It is noteworthy that the need to finance armed groups could lead to illegal
exploitation of a country’s natural resources. This should not be confused with greed driven
conflict.

Though the link between oil, deprivation and conflict in the Niger Delta has been extensively
discussed in the literature, it is important to underscore some of the issues related to the Niger
Delta context. Four interrelated factors have created conditions for the conflict. First, the Niger
Delta is the hub of Nigeria’s oil industry. Second, oil is the mainstay of the Nigerian economy
and has generated huge revenues for the country, contributing 40% of GDP, about 90% of total
earnings, and about 80% of national gross income. [15] Third, oil related environmental
problems - such as oil spills and gas flares - have undermined environmental quality and the
productivity of the local economies where oil is produced.[16] Fourth, the Niger Delta is a
strange paradox as it represents one of the extreme conditions of poverty and lack of
development in the country, despite its oil and gas resources. These main factors have motivated
conflicts against the Nigerian government, accused of development neglect and deprivation, and
against the oil companies for neglecting corporate social responsibility in the region.
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Neglect by the Nigerian government is linked to the country’s federal system and ethnicity-based
identity politics. Nigeria is a federation of 36 states, [17] but the division of governmental
powers, skewed in favor of the central government and the placement of natural resources under
the control of the federal government has resulted in the states being subservient to a
domineering central government. [ 18] For example, the federal government determines tax laws
just as revenues are nationalized and paid into a common account called the Federation Account.
On a monthly basis, finance officials of the federal and state governments gather at Abuja, the
capital city, to share monies from this account based upon criteria fixed by the federal
government. [19] This implies that although oil is located and produced in the Niger Delta, the
federal government owns and controls everything—such as granting licenses to TOCs to explore
and produce oil, regulating the industry, and determining the monetary value of compensation for
damages to properties caused by oil production activities. The local disempowerment arising
from all these issues can be linked to the lack of regional development, which is central to the
conflict in the region.

The other issue is ethnic politics. The nationalist movement in Nigeria broke into ethnic
identities, following the politicization of ethnic consciousness that emerged under colonial rule.
This resulted in ethnicity-based political competition after independence in 1960. Ethnic groups
engaged in competition for power to advance their group and parochial interests as against the
national interest or public good. State laws and policies reflected local ethnic interests, [20] thus
undermining good governance. This is a fundamental source of the conditions which have
created violence in the Niger Delta, as the people attribute their under-development plight to the
outcome of ethnicity-based political domination. This, in turn, is linked to the changes in the
revenue distribution criteria, in particular, the derivation component. Derivation has been a
major, yet contentious criterion for revenue allocation in Nigeria. At independence in 1960, the
derivation share of revenue allocation to the federating units in Nigeria [21] was 50%. However,
this was reduced to 45% in 1970, 20% in 1975, 2% in 1980 and 1.5% in 1984; before it was
increased to 3% in 1992 and 13% in 2000 due to protests and agitations by the people. [22] In
other words, during the period 1960-2000 the percentage of national revenues allocated to the
region from which those revenues were derived substantially decreased. This, along with the
widespread environmental and economic damage that oil exploration and extraction has caused
within this region, result in grievances against both the Nigerian government and the oil
companies.

The coincidence between the displacement of agriculture as the mainstay of the nation’s
economy by oil and the reductions in the derivation component of revenue allocation in 1970,
[23] is cited by many to vindicate the link between ethnic politics and deprivation in the Niger
Delta. Agricultural products such as ground nuts, cocoa, cotton and palm oil, produced in the
homelands of the major ethnic groups [24] were the primary source of the country’s economy
from independence until 1970, when oil became the revenue generator for the economy. While a
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50% derivation was allocated to the regions during the period that agricultural products drove the
economy from 1960-1970, as noted above the derivation began to decrease dramatically when oil
became the nation’s dominant economic product beginning in 1970.

The decreases in the percentage share of derivation is perceived by those living in the region as
intended to checkmate the shift in revenue from the majority ethnic groups, the custodians of
state power, to the politically powerless minority groups. [25] However, this resulted in the Niger
Delta being denied of an equitable share of national resources and development funds; both of
which brewed discontent. Poorly regulated, abusive resource extraction and production activities
— both the fault of the government and TOCs — that resulted in broad environmental degradation
further added to the region’s discontent. Oil spills arising from operational failures and gas flares
have impacted negatively on the economies, leading to productivity declines, occupational
disorientation and forced migration of people from their land in search for jobs in other
communities. [26] In the face of an unresponsive government, poverty was exacerbated and the
communities turned to the TOCs, demanding compensation for damages caused by oil
production activities [27] and community development. [28] The lack of support, however, by
the oil companies pitched the TOCs against the inhabitants and thus triggered conflicts. Later
events transformed the conflict as civil society and youth groups emerged to make political
demands, such as resource ownership and control, increase in the derivation component of
revenue allocation, and abrogation or amendment of laws governing the oil industry. Militia
groups, which emerged later, began using violence as engagement tactic in pursuit of these
demands, which are considered the basis of disesmpowerment and deprivation in the region.

Mapping the Emergence of MEND

Militia violence in the Niger Delta dates back to 1966, when the Niger Delta Volunteer Service
(NDVS), led by an Ijaw, Major Isaac Adaka Boro, declared the Niger Delta Republic and took up
arms against the Nigerian State. The revolt lasted less than a month, beginning February 23,

1966 and ending a few weeks later on March 6th when leaders of the rebellion were taken into
custody by federal troops. They were prosecuted on charges of treasonable felony and sentenced
to death, but were later pardoned and released from jail. [29] During the Nigerian Civil war,
which lasted between 1967 and 1970, agitations in the Niger Delta died down even though
development neglect—arising from ethnicity-based political domination cited as a main reason
for the rebellion—was not addressed.

With the end of the civil war in 1970, community protests against TOCs operating in the region
emerged. The reasons were centered on demands for development assistance, employment
opportunities, payment of compensation for damages to properties caused by oil production
activities, awarding of contracts to community members, and environmental protection. The
failure of the Nigerian government to effectively address the issues in contention aggravated the
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conflicts, which have turned particularly militant and violent since 1997 [30]. It burst into full
blown insurgency in 2005. [31] The foundation for militia activities was laid by factors such as
inter-ethnic conflicts, intra-community and inter-community conflicts, piracy/oil theft and the
use of violence during election campaigns (involving the hiring of armed youths to ensure
electoral victory). The thread running through all these factors is the formation of cults/gangs and
militia groups, and the proliferation of arms. During 1997 in Delta State, for example, inter-
ethnic conflict between the [jaw and Itsekiri was triggered by the relocation of the headquarters
of a local government council (Warri South Local Government) from Ogbe-Ijoh (an Ijaw town)
to Ogidigben (an Itskeri community). This led to the formation and proliferation of youth groups,
particularly on the side of the [jaws who were the aggrieved party. [32] Groups such as the
Federated Niger Delta [jaw Communities (FNDIC), Meinbotu Ogbo, Dolphin Ogbo, among
others, emerged in this context. [33]

In Rivers State, inter-and intra ethnic contests for oil benefits, intra-community struggles for
chieftaincy space, urban-based struggles for the control of illicit business space such as drug
dealing, struggle for supremacy over oil theft/bunkering space, and the commoditization of
violence in the electoral process by politicians are cited as having instigated the formation and
multiplication of armed youth groups. [34] The point to emphasize here is that the existence of
armed groups preceded the violent phase of the Niger Delta conflict. These groups merely keyed
into the oil-related conflict and transformed into militia groups when the need for a violent
response to state repression arose. The militia groups—which can be categorized as private,
ethnic and pan-ethnic (see Table 2)—have sought to achieve a variety objectives, including the
eradication of injustice and neglect, empowerment and survival of ethnic groups, true federalism,
and increases in security, the share of oil revenue, development, self-determination and political
representation. [35] Essentially, they sought to liberate the Niger Delta from ethnicity-based
political domination, and anchored it on self-determination and resource control. They drew
inspiration from the Major Adaka Boro-led revolt in 1966, considered to be an unfinished
revolution by the [jaws. [36]

Table 2: Categories of Militia Groups in the Niger Delta

| Private Militia Ethnic Militia | Pan-Ethnic Militia |
1. Niger Delta People 1. The Mcinbutus | 1. Movement for the J
Volunteer Force 2. Arugbo Freedom Emancipation of the Niger
(NDPVF) Fighters Declta (MEND)
2. Adaka Mannes 3. Iduwini Volunteer 2. The Coalition for Militant
3. Martyrs Brigade Force (IVF) Action in the Niger Delta
4. Niger Delta Volunteers | 4. Egbesu Boys of Africa (COMA)
5. Niger Delta Militant 3. The Niger Delta People
Force Squad (NDMFS) Salvation Fromt
6. Niger Delta Coastal
Guerrillas (NDCGS)
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Source: S.1 Ibaba and A. Ikelegbe [37]

Militia activism was preceded by the mobilization of a number of civil society groups who used
enlightenment, declarations, dialogue, rallies and protests as their strategies. [38] Such groups
include the Movement for the Survival of the Ogoni People (MOSOP), Ijaw National Council
(INC), the Ijaw Youth Council (IYC) and Movement for the Survival of the [jaw Ethnic
Nationality in the Niger Delta (MOSIEND). While the activities of MOSOP brought the Niger
Delta question—and in particular, the plight of the Ogoni ethnic group—to the fore of
international discourse, the murder of the Ogoni leader Ken Saro-Wiwa and eight other of his
associates in 1995 by the General Abacha-led military government set in motion a process of
radicalization of youth groups. This radicalization was consummated in 1998 when the Nigerian
Government responded violently to the 1998 Kaima Declaration — a document produced from a
meeting held by [jaw youths in Kaiama, Bayelsa state who met to discuss the survival of the [jaw
nation in Nigeria. The ten-point resolution that was born out of the meeting included the
following passages:

“All land and natural resources (including mineral resources) within ljaw
territory belong to ljaw communities and are the basis of our survival....we cease
to recognize all undemocratic Decrees that rob our peoples/communities of the
right to ownership and control of our lives and resources....we demand the
immediate withdrawal from Iljaw land of all military forces of occupation and
repression by the Nigerian State.....we demand that all oil companies stop all
exploration and exploitation activities in the ljaw area.” [39]

The youths resolved to implement these decisions from December 30, 1998, yet their attempts
met state repression that lead to violent confrontation between the youths and security forces —
consequently providing the setting for the transformation of youth groups into militia
organizations. In addition to casualties and damages to personal property, there were larger
confrontations such as the total destruction of the Odi community in Bayelsa State by federal
troops in November 1999, a reprisal attack for the killing of eight policemen by militias based in
the community. Similar circumstances led to military attacks and destruction of the Odioma
community of Bayelsa State in 2005. Another event included military attacks on Okerenkoko, an
Ijaw Community in Delta State, by federal troops with the objective to destroy the base of youths
engaged in oil theft/bunkering. Many observers describe the three-day attack, which took place
February 15-18, 2005, as the primary reason for the birth of MEND. Several [jaw militia groups
united their efforts under one umbrella (MEND) with the political objective of liberation. [40] In
sum, MEND emerged in 2005 as an umbrella organization of the militias in the region, in an
attempt to unite forces for effective engagement with the Nigerian government. Before the
formation of MEND, the different militia groups in the region operated in an uncoordinated
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manner. The leaders of these groups - which met to create MEND — sow that they were ill-
prepared for dealing with the firepower of the Nigerian military, making them vulnerable to
defeat. MEND emerged to address this challenge.

The Engagement Tactics of MEND: Acts of Terrorism?

As already noted, terrorism can be viewed as both a tactic of politico-military engagement [41]
and as a criminal act. [42] Combining the two perspectives produces a framework of analysis
that can be used to make the case that MEND’s use of violence as an instrument of engagement
or insurgency that amounts to terrorism. This is particularly reflected in three kinds of activities:
hostage-taking, attacks on oil infrastructure, and placing bombs in public places.

(1) Hostage-Taking as Instrument of Engagement

One of the prominent tactics used by MEND to drive home its political objectives of resource
control and self-determination has been the targeting and seizure of foreign oil workers as
hostages. Unlike other groups described as fringe elements by Okonta [43] —who saw hostage
taking as a commercial enterprise and thus exchanged those seized for ransom—MEND’s
hostages were viewed as political tools meant to draw the attention of the Nigerian government
and international community to the local grievances and the groups demands. [44] Table 3
provides data on the trend of attacks by MEND to demonstrate the intensity of violence and the
discernible elements of terrorism.

Table 3: Trend and Nature of Attacks by MEND: 2006-2008

Object/Target/Location of Attack Number per Year
2006 | 2007 | 2008
Ol Company Personnel/ofl infrastracturs 113 18 120

Non-oil related infrastructure/facility | - 2 -
Security Personnel 4 3 6
Number of hostages 45 41 |31
Number of Deaths 41 80 179
Number Injured NA 130 2

Source: NDTC Report [45]

As illustrated in Table 3, MEND took a total of 119 hostages between 2006 and 2008, while 300
deaths were recorded in the course of attacks. In 2006, 28 of those killed were soldiers, while
three were security guards and two were oil workers. In 2007, 71 of those killed were neither oil
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workers nor security personnel. However those killed in 2008 were oil workers and security
personnel. The high number of “civilian” deaths in 2007 was due to MEND’s attack on public
places such as a filling (gas) station owned by the Nigerian government in Port Harcourt, the
Rivers State capital. Also, 11 of the hostages in 2007 were leaders of the Peoples Democratic
Party (PDP) [46] in Ondo State; they had been taken hostage for local political demands.
Although hostage-taking is a distinct activity of MEND, it requires attacks on oil workers and
facilities and thus sometimes results in unintentional deaths. Though MEND typically apologized
for such deaths it cannot exonerate itself from the deaths caused by its actions.

The use of hostage-taking helped achieve some of MENDs political demands such as the release
of Alhaji Asari Dokubo, the leader of the Niger Delta Peoples Volunteer Force, from prison. The
insecurity that resulted from such hostage-taking incidents also negatively impacted oil
production activities: TOCs withdrew their personnel (in particular, foreign workers in
vulnerable areas), leading to the closure of operations and reduction in oil production. This, in
turn, achieved one of MEND’s objectives of instilling fear in the TOCs as a means of forcing
them out of the region and disrupting production. [47] Furthermore, such actions would qualify
as terrorist acts under the draft UN Comprehensive Convention on International Terrorism, as
they resulted in deaths and injuries, and were meant to compel the Nigerian Government and the
TOCs to meet their demands

(2) Attacks on Oil Infrastructure

In addition to hostage-taking, direct attacks on oil infrastructure were also meant to disrupt
production and thus force the Nigerian Government and the TOCs to respond to MEND’s
political demands. This should be considered separate from the profit-motivated sabotage of oil
installations, which is done to enhance oil theft/bunkering or cause environmental pollution that
can then be blamed on the oil companies for property damages and compensation. MEND’s
attacks on oil infrastructure—such as oil pipelines, flow stations, manifolds and well heads—
have damaged facilities and equipment, disrupted production and reduced oil production and
export. For instance, in 2008 Nigeria’s oil production capacity was nearly 2.6 million barrels per
day, but attacks had reduced this production to just 1.1 million. [48]

The intense militia attacks on oil infrastructure and the drastic cut in oil production is regarded as
the reason that the Nigerian Government created and launched the 2009 amnesty program in the
Niger Delta. [49] This program sought to restore peace and ensure unfettered oil production in
exchange for pardoning the militias who revolted against the state. Although the amnesty
program was part of several recommendations made by the Niger Delta Technical Committee in
2008, [50] the acceptance and isolation of the amnesty policy from others suggests that the
government was forced to do so due to the dwindling oil revenues caused by attacks and the
dangers this presented to the Nigerian economy.
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Classic definitions of terrorism often include the use of violence to compel a government or
society to act in a certain way. [51] Indeed, the draft UN Comprehensive Convention on
International Terrorism partly views terrorism as the compulsion of a government to take an
action due to the threat of violence. [52] Similarly, the UN draft Convention also describes
terrorism as the use of violence to cause damage to the environment. One consequence of attacks
on oil infrastructure is damage to facilities and equipment such as oil pipelines and manifolds,
which results in oil spills. Significant oil spills are known to have caused severe damage to the
environment, resulting in the destruction of fauna and flora, soil nutrients, crops, economic trees
and marine life. [53] Thus, this tactic of engagement by MEND also warrants the label of
terrorism.

(3) Placement of Bombs and Explosives in Public Places

Another common characteristic of terrorism is the placement of bombs and explosives in public
spaces, resulting in property destruction and loss of human lives. Significantly, this tactic has
been employed by MEND in its mobilization and revolt against the Nigerian State. In 2006 for
example, MEND detonated car bombs in Port Harcourt and Warri. Although the bombs were
exploded in military locations (headquarters of Amphibious Brigade of the Nigerian Army in
Port Harcourt and headquarters of the Joint Task Force in Warri), the Port Harcourt explosion led
to the death of three civilians. [54] Also in March 2010, MEND placed and detonated two
vehicle bombs near a Delta State government guest-house in Warri while political leaders and
other stakeholders were inside for a meeting to discuss policy interventions for sustaining the
peace in post-amnesty Niger Delta. Three persons were reported to have died in the incident. [55]
Again, on October 1, 2010, MEND detonated a car bomb near the Eagles Square in Nigeria’s
capital city Abuja, where guests, including President Goodluck Jonathan and foreign friends of
the country had gathered to celebrate Nigeria’s 50th independence anniversary. Twelve persons
died, while 17 were injured in the Abuja blast. [56] In all these incidents, MEND claimed
responsibility and linked it to its political struggle which seeks to emancipate the Niger Delta
from ethnicity-based political domination and its consequences which is linked to the region’s
lack of development.

But MEND'’s attack on public places indicates a shift in its targeting objectives from energy to
non-energy infrastructure. Although the organization had used car bomb attacks in the past, these
were targeted at soldiers and security operatives. Thus, civilian deaths were unintentional. But its
recent attacks on public places, as witnessed in Abuja and Warri, had direct consequences for
civilians and made it appear that the civilian population was the actual target. MEND linked
these attacks to its political objectives of self-determination and resource control. The Warri
attack was intended to draw attention to the fact there has been too much talk but little action in
attempts to resolve the Niger Delta crisis. In MENDs view, concrete plans and actual
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implementation was required rather than conferences and workshops. Again, MEND justified its
Abuja attack on the grounds that President Jonathan has been slow to address the regions
concerns. But the respective March (2011) and June (2011) bomb threats suggest a disconnect
between the groups targeting behavior and political objectives of self-determination and resource
control. In March 2011, MEND threatened to bomb Abuja, Lagos and the Niger Delta, and
advised Nigerians to stay away from political campaign venues of President Jonathan. Although
it noted that the bomb threat was due to the President’s reluctance to address their concerns, the
advice that people should stay from his campaigns suggests other undeclared objectives. In June
2011, the movement threatened to attack oil infrastructure of the Italian ENI Group in the Niger
Delta, citing allegations that ENI was supporting the NATO-led bombing of Libya. The attacks
were to be carried out as a mark of solidarity with the Libyans. [57]

Conclusion

MEND took shape in 2005 and emerged in 2006 as an umbrella organization of militia groups in
the Niger Delta to advance the political objective of liberation started by Major Isaac Adaka
Boro and the Niger Delta Volunteer Service in 1966. The goal of freedom from ethnicity-based
political domination was reactivated by the youth movement in the late 1990s after both the
Nigerian Government and TOCs had failed to resolve conflicts that had erupted in the early
1970s. The youth movement embarked on anti-state mobilization, requesting development and a
fair share of the oil wealth. Yet the Nigerian government’s ineffective policy initiatives and
violent responses set in motion a process of radicalization, resulting in the formation of several
militia groups who had the capacity to directly confront the military and other security
organizations such as the anti-riot police. [S8] MEND, which became the arrowhead of this
plethora of groups, adopted demonstrative public violence as a strategy of engagement.

Drawing from the perspectives of terrorism as, on the one hand a crime and, on the other a
violent tactic for the achievement of political goals, this analysis of MEND’s engagement tactics
(i.e. use of hostage-taking, attacks on oil infrastructure and the placement of bombs and other
explosive devices in public places) concludes that they are rightly considered to be acts of
terrorism. The deaths and injuries, the destruction of oil infrastructure and damages caused to the
environment arising from its politically motivated actions are also in line with the description of
terrorism in the draft definition of the UN Comprehensive Convention on International
Terrorism. [59] Even though the MEND organization seeks freedom for its people, its tactics and
behavior undermine the moral claims and strength of the organization and, ultimately, the
attainment of peace in the region. Ending the use of violence and bringing dialogue and
negotiation into MENDs engagement tactics are thus essential requirements for the resolution of
the Niger Delta conflict and for the restoration of peace in the region. The current relative peace
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pervading in the region as a result of the Nigerian Government Amnesty Program [60] vindicates
this point.

The Anti-terrorism Act recently by passed by the Nigerian parliament will certainly support the
containment of terrorism by groups such as MEND. But it’s uncertain — if not unlikely — that it
will end such activity as previous legislative efforts failed to do so. For example, in 1975 the
Nigerian government enacted the Petroleum Production and Distribution (Anti-sabotage) Decree
35 to steer people away from the sabotage and disruption of oil production. Despite the fact this
law “empowered the military to execute without civil recourse, anyone preventing the
procurement or distribution of petroleum” [61] it did not deter groups, such as MEND, from
attacking oil installations and disrupting production. Presently, MEND appears to be led and
driven by militants who are either dissatisfied with the implementation of the Amnesty Program
or who do not support the program. This suggests that a more violent MEND could re-emerge
and start another campaign of violence if the conditions which created the conflict are not
addressed. At the moment, the Amnesty Program has neglected non-armed youths, focusing
instead on ex-combatants. This appear to be a reward for engaging in violence and ,with the
fundamental conditions which triggered violence intact, it is highly probable that MEND may
become prominent again in the future as a violent non-state actor. Furthermore, if not properly
managed, MEND may become a franchise for perpetrating terrorism. With the leadership
vacuum created by the acceptance of the amnesty offer by the Nigerian Government, the
organization can be hijacked by faceless groups or individuals to pursue goals other than those
which originally motivated the Niger Delta struggle. To overcome this danger, one likely option
will be for the ex-MEND leaders to transform the organization into a civil society organization
that will pursue their original goals within the context of peaceful democratic mainstream
politics.
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