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Understanding the Socio-Economic and Structural Factors Influencing Piracy in the Gulf of Guinea

The Gulf of Guinea has two forms of piracy1 , which have a different relationship with socio-
economic drivers.  On the one hand subsistence pirates – local people, whether fishers or 
traders who turn to piracy to supplement their income with small-scale and localised attacks 

or offer protection to more sophisticated pirates. While poverty and grievances can influence the 
prevalence of subsistence piracy, neither are sufficient explanations of the drivers for piracy. IUU 
fishing in particular is frequently cited as a driver for piracy, however the link between IUU fishing 
related job losses and piracy is assumed rather than evidenced, and there are strong indications 
that IUU fishing is a weak explanation for piracy. 

Sophisticated piracy is a form of organised crime, with syndicates adapting their business model 
in response to naval capacity and external factors, such as shifts in oil prices. Accordingly, socio-
economic drivers have even less influence. Syndicates are part of a deeply embedded patron-
client relationship that tie lower level criminals to senior officials in government and industry in 
a political-criminal nexus. While Nigeria is the epicentre for sophisticated piracy, there are still 
many knowledge gaps on the precise details, such as where pirates come from and return to after 
operations, as well as how, where and why they were recruited.

Rather than being driven by socio-economic factors, piracy arises from a combination of push, pull 
and enabling factors. Push factors, such as economic and social marginalisation amidst oil wealth, 
and state kleptocracy, push individuals away from legitimate economic activity or make legitimate 
activity difficult. Pull factors describe the factors that draw in individuals towards criminal activity, 
which in Nigeria includes the social acceptability of criminal entrepreneurship; low opportunity cost, 
low risk and perceived chance of substantial income, and access to the ‘national cake’. Enabling 
factors, such as corruption, pirate maritime capabilities, geographic features, availability of arms, 
inadequate law enforcement and presence of armed groups and gangs, makes criminal activity 
sustainable and allows it to consolidate into organised crime.

An equilibrium has emerged that poses an obstacle to breaking the gridlock between these factors. 
A majority of stakeholders find the status quo sufficiently attractive to resist change. Accordingly, 
responses need to be comprehensive, there is no silver bullet; they need to be embedded in 
the regional institutions; and they need to be slow. Unpicking the equilibrium upsets many 
vested interests and time needs to be taken to do this slowly to avoid and address unintended 
consequences. 

The piracy problem requires a comprehensive strategy involving both the regional level and the 
main Nigerian stakeholders, government, maritime enforcement agencies, and local communities 
in the Delta, as well as G7++ stakeholders according to their relative strengths. While the Yaoundé 

¹ Piracy is in this context takes place in the Gulf of Guinea, from Angola to Senegal.

Executive Summary 
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architecture is still building up to full operating capacity, its existence should be strengthened by 
working in partnership. The ICC can establish an anti-corruption section where countries report 
on anti-corruption initiatives in maritime sector to support champions. This broadens the focus on 
corruption beyond Nigeria, as it also affects other countries in the region. In addition, the ICC can 
be encouraged to take up an intelligence gathering and holding role, drawing on law enforcement 
and intelligence in member states, with support from the G7++. There are also areas where UK 
Government has a specific experience, such as cross agency intelligence sharing and maritime 
expertise. 

Implementation of the comprehensive strategy requires political will and ownership particularly 
from the Nigerian government, and as such its principal components must be sensitive to the 
political situation nationally, regionally and internationally. Regardless of its detailed formulation 
and components, the strategy should as a minimum facilitate resolution of the necessary – but not 
necessarily sufficient – recommendations set out at the end of the report.

This includes:
• Closing key evidence gaps through additional research
• Tackling subsistence piracy while rebuilding the social contract. While this is primarily the 

responsibility of the Nigerian government and those of other GoG governments, it can be 
supported by the ICC and the G7++

• Unpicking the equilibrium – there are a range of options that slowly unpick the equilibrium 
without rocking the boat too much that it results in serious negative consequences, such as 
an increased fatality rate among hostages    

http://rhipto.org
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Understanding the Socio-Economic and Structural Factors Influencing Piracy in the Gulf of Guinea

Introduction 
The Gulf of Guinea has two forms of piracy2, 

which have a different relationship 
with socio-economic drivers.  On the 

one hand subsistence pirates – local people, 
whether fishers or traders who turn to piracy 
to supplement their income with small-scale 
and localised attacks or offer protection to more 
sophisticated pirates. These ‘pirates’ often come 
from isolated communities with dire economic 
hardships and limited prospects. In contrast to 
these are the organised pirates – with a higher 
level of sophistication, ambition, resources 
and violence. The latter have links to other 
organised crime groups (OCGs) that facilitate 
movement of money and goods into regional 
and global markets. This division is evident in 
figure 1.

Most sophisticated piracy originates from Nigeria and has Nigeria as its centre of gravity (see Annex 
1). This is most clearly evident in that all hostages taken in kidnap for ransom (KfR) piracy events 
have been taken to the Niger Delta, and no outsiders are able to operate in the Delta, because the 
entire area is controlled by local groups, colloquially known as ‘area boys’3.

Thus, the prevalence of sophisticated attacks in other countries – even inside their Exclusive 
Economic Zones (EEZ) - cannot be a result of socio-economic indicators present in those countries, 
aside from their lack of capacity to respond to attacks (indicator C1 – security apparatus). Moreover, 
a breakdown of national level indicators4  does not reveal anything significant to explain why Nigeria 
is the hub for piracy, in contrast to other countries in the region. This requires a deeper dive into 
sub-national data, discussed in section 1 below on the Niger Delta. 

² Piracy is in this context takes place in the Gulf of Guinea, from Angola to Senegal.
³ Interview, private security operator, March 2021; Interview, maritime security analyst, February 2021.
⁴ See annex 2 for a detailed discussion of these indicators for all countries in the Gulf of Guinea.

Figure 1 Two types of piracy
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Subsistence or opportunistic piracy, which generally includes attacks closer to shore, with only 
a few attackers who are not heavily armed and flee quickly once they are seen, is argued to 
be associated with socio-economic drivers. However, there is no correlation with the political, 
social and economic indicators set out in annex 2 and the levels of opportunistic or subsistence 
piracy either. Illegal, unreported and unregulated (IUU) fishing is frequently viewed as a driver – 
increasing poverty in fishing communities and driving them into piracy. Data on fishing catch, jobs in 
fishing and piracy rates are examined in section 1 to test this hypothesis.

Methodology and Definitions
The research involved a three phase approach, including a literature review of existing evidence 
to identify knowledge gaps, data analysis of socio-economic indicators, and interviews with key 
stakeholders focused on piracy in the Gulf of Guinea. The literature search strategy focused on 
academic and policy reports published after 2010. The initial search identified 62 sources, which 
were substantiated with additional sources identified in reference lists, identified media sources, 
and specific sources to fill gaps. In total 92 sources were examined, although not all are cited 
within the report. Data analysis engaged with a range of available indicators at the national and 
sub-national level, set out in Annex 2, 3 and 4. 20 interviews were conducted with academics, CSOs, 
implementing agencies and the private sector. This included 3 CSOs from the Niger Delta, and 3 
experts from the Gulf of Guinea region.

While the UN Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS 1982) defines piracy as incidents on the 
high seas, in the Gulf of Guinea, the focus here is on armed attacks both inside and outside the EEZ 
of each country, including in riverine waterways. This ranges from opportunistic attacks on inland 
water taxis/ferries, as well as more sophisticated KfR. Graphic overviews of incidents in the Gulf of 
Guinea in this report may include theft, because the main reporting agencies (IMB, MDAT-GOG and 
ONI) have registered these as incidents, even though these incidents may not have involved any 
kind of confrontation or threats against crew, but still constitute an invasion of private property for 
criminal gain.

http://rhipto.org
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Understanding the Socio-Economic and Structural Factors Influencing Piracy in the Gulf of Guinea

While Whitman and Suarez argue that ‘subsistence piracy is a product of poverty, 
unemployment and the opportunity inherent in the environment’5,  this is not evident in 
national level data related to socio-economic indicators. As raised in interviews, poverty 

and unemployment are present in many areas but it has not led to a spike in piracy attacks.6  What 
is required, as highlighted in the second part of the Whitman and Suarez quote is ‘opportunity’. This 
is also the argument put forward by Felson and Clark, who argue that crime opportunities are a 
necessary condition for a crime to occur. 7 

Community support is highlighted as a key factor – ‘in areas isolated from economic and 
administrative centres or devastated by war, local communities motivated by their minimal 
dependence on the state or their own political grievances may turn to other sources of power 
and influence’.8  However, more research is required to understand what factors result in 
some individuals/groups/communities engaging in crime when faced with limited alternative 
opportunities while others do not. This is particularly important as programme evaluations on 
the provision of alternative pathways as a strategy to minimise involvement in organised crime 
are not conclusive. A recent Rapid Evidence Assessment commissioned by the UK Department 
of International Development 9 that engaged with all forms of organised crime found that 
‘there is mixed evidence on the effectiveness of crop substitution, alternative livelihoods and 
alternative pathways through education and employment. However, there is robust evidence 
that supplementing lower incomes can reduce economically motivated crime and building social 
capital can reduce other types of crime’.10  Supplementing incomes requires significant investment 
and can spark dissatisfaction among non-beneficiary communities, as occurred with the Amnesty 
programme in the Niger Delta.

5 Whitman and Suarez (2012), The Root Causes and True Costs of Marine Piracy, p. 93
6 Interview, maritime security analyst, March 2021.
7 Felson and Clarke (1998), Opportunity Makes the Thief.
8 Whitman and Suarez (2012), The Root Causes and True Costs of Marine Piracy.
9 Prior to the transition to FCDO.
10 ITERU (2020). Tackling serious and organised crime: What works. Rapid evidence assessment.

Opportunistic/
Subsistence Piracy 
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It is possible that groups or communities experiencing grievance will turn to piracy, but it remains 
to be demonstrated by research that this kind of group motivation plays a dominant role vis-à-vis 
individual motivations arising from opportunity. What is more likely is an interplay where group 
grievances undermine resistance to participating in crime for a given group if other groups – and 
particularly the government and major companies – are perceived as criminal and taking more 
than their share.11  This push factor then lowers the threshold and attractiveness of individual and 
circumstance-specific pull factors, aligning with a cultural acceptability around certain types of 
crime. 12 

While this is particularly pertinent to the high level of group grievance in Nigeria (indicator C3, 
Annex 2), it does not correspond to other countries. This is also an inadequate explanation for 
Nigeria given the involvement of the same communities in the destruction of oil pipelines and thus 
causing environmental degradation. As Balogun highlights, if environmental concerns are a root 
cause, then the further devastation caused by groups’ own illicit activities makes it illogical to justify 
continued rebellion and militancy on the same ground.13

Denton and Harris do find that higher population sizes are associated with likelihood of attacks, 
which supports the theory that ‘the more populated a state, the greater the pool for criminal 
networks to recruit. Higher populations also simply have more individuals potentially looking for an 
alternative way of gaining wealth’.14  Given the high rate of population growth in the GoG region, this 
will become an even more central concern in coming years. However, other factors that influence 
whether or not someone participates in criminal activity still need to be present in this context.

11 Interviews with Nigerian civil society, February 2021. See also Åse Gilje Østensen, Sheelagh Brady and 
Sofie Arjon Schütte (2018), Capacity Building for the Nigerian Navy: Eyes Wide Shut on Corruption. 
U4 Issue 2018:3; Sasha Jesperson (2017), Crime Obscuring Criminality in Nigeria, UN University; 
Chijioke Nwalozie (2020), ‘Exploring Contemporary Sea Piracy in Nigeria, the Niger Delta and the Gulf 
of Guinea’, Journal of Transportation Security, Aug 31: 1-20; Kamal Ali-Deen (2016), Maritime Security 
Cooperation in the Gulf of Guinea: Prospects and Challenges. Brill, Leiden.

12 Interview, academic, March 2021.
13 Balogun (2018), Crude Oil Theft, Petro-Piracy and Illegal Trade In Fuel.
14 Denton and Harris (2019), Maritime Piracy, Military Capacity, and Institutions in the Gulf of Guinea.

http://rhipto.org
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Understanding the Socio-Economic and Structural Factors Influencing Piracy in the Gulf of Guinea

Industrial fishing and Illegal, Unreported and 
Unregulated (IUU) fishing 
Industrial fishing and IUU fishing have been identified as drivers of piracy as they push artisanal 
fishers out of work in the Gulf of Guinea. Accordingly, it is explored as one of the deep dives. In 
Somalia, there was argued to be a link between piracy and overfishing, but it was piracy itself that 
devastated local fisheries and drove away supplies of ice – accordingly, piracy was well established 
before fisheries were affected.15  

In the case of piracy in the Gulf of Guinea, many references are made to a similar grievance around 
fisheries, but with little detail. The recruitment from fisheries to piracy is under-researched, as is 
the dynamic around piracy recruitment in general. However, the sale of fishing vessels to pirates is 
unconvincing as pirates in the Gulf of Guinea do not use motherships in the way that was the case 
in the Gulf of Aden. While there are reports that sophisticated pirates do hijack fishing vessels to 
disguise themselves as they approach target vessels, other vessel types like tugs are used too; and 
using fishing vessels in this way does not require the compliance of the fishing crew.

Okafor-Yarwood et al. highlight how IUU fishing is a driver of poverty, undermining food security 
and income, as well as affecting foreign direct investments (FDI), exports and revenue from 
license fees.16  Belhabib pinpointed six West African countries17  that account for 2.3 billion USD in 
losses because of IUU fishing, which is 40% of the region’s catch, resulting in 300,000 job losses.18  
However, the evidence is inconclusive. Belhabib notes that the number of jobs in the fisheries sector 
began declining in the 1980s, whereas illegal fishing rose after the 2000s, indicating that the job 
losses predated the impact of IUU fishing.  FAO data on jobs in fisheries, while not complete for all 
countries, does not record a significant decline in fishing jobs in Guinea, Sierra Leone or Senegal – 
three countries with high levels of IUU fishing since levels of IUU fishing19 rose (see data in Annex 
3). In addition, subsistence fishing, which most communities rely on, is counted as unreported.  

In addition, there is limited evidence on the links between IUU fishing related job losses and food 
insecurity and piracy. Only one study compares the increase in fishing catch (both reported and 
unreported) with the increase in piracy.20  While it finds that ‘increases in industrial fish catch are 
related to increases in maritime piracy while the opposite is true of artisanal and subsistence fish 
catch’,21  the causality between fishing catches and piracy is assumed rather than evidenced. Where 
piracy attacks have increased in countries with high levels of IUU fishing, such as Guinea, this 
has clearly been opportunistic attacks.22  Interviews confirm that fishing grievances as a driver of 
sophisticated piracy is a red herring.23  

15 Biziouras (2013), Piracy, State Capacity and Root Causes; Shortland (2019), Kidnap: Inside the Ransom 
Business; World Bank (2013), The Pirates of Somalia: Ending the threat, rebuilding a nation.

16 Okafor-Yarwood (2019), Illegal, unreported and unregulated fishing, and the complexities of the 
sustainable development goals (SDGs) for countries in the Gulf of Guinea.

17 Mauritania, Senegal, Gambia, Guinea Bissau, Guinea and Sierra Leone
18 Belhabib (2017), The Black Hole in the Seas.
19 Belhabib (2017), The Black Hole in the Seas.
20 Denton and Fisher (2019), The Impact of Illegal Fishing on Maritime Piracy: Evidence from West Africa.
21 Denton and Fisher (2019), The Impact of Illegal Fishing on Maritime Piracy: Evidence from West Africa.
22 IMB Piracy Reporting Centre, 2020.
23 Interview, maritime security analyst, March 2021.

http://rhipto.org
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Sophisticated Piracy 

While opportunistic attacks also occur in the Niger Delta, Nigeria is the epicentre of 
sophisticated piracy in the Gulf of Guinea, particularly KfR, and the hostages are all taken 
to the Niger Delta area for ransom negotiations to take place.24  

Piracy attacks have evolved as navies in the region have increased their capability, but also in 
response to external factors. Gradually evolving from the 1980s and increasing in frequency 
particularly during the 2000s, until the oil price collapsed in 2015, oil bunkering at sea was the 
primary pirate modus operandi. Bunkering requires solid intelligence to precisely target vessels, 
sufficient time to offload the product, which requires either an understanding of naval capabilities 
and operational dispositions, or judging by testimony from pirates, foreknowledge from key figures 
in relevant government, oil and maritime agencies about which ships to target and when to do so. 
The pirates also need access to buyer networks and protection from interference when the product 
is either sold, or refined first in the Delta, and then sold on the black market. When the oil price 
crashed, the opportunity cost was too high, because now customers could get their refined products 
cheaper at the pump than in the creeks, encouraging a shift to KfR. Some argue that the revenues 
from KfR, combined with faster, easier piracy operations, with a higher likelihood of success, are 
too high to see a return to oil bunkering even if oil prices increase.25  Others argue that the ability to 
disguise oil bunkering, given the time required and the need to sell the product is too difficult given 
increased enforcement capabilities and heightened attention on the problem in the region.26  In sum, 
it is unlikely that pirates will pivot back to oil bunkering at sea as their main target focus.

During 2019, the range of attacks increased – expanding to Cote D’Ivoire and Gabon, and out to 

24 Joubert (2020), The State of Maritime Piracy 2019.
25 Interview, private sector, February 2021.
26 Interview, maritime security analyst, February 2021.
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170nm from shore.27  And in 2020 there was an increase of attacks off Benin.28  However, hostages 
continue to be taken to the Niger Delta.29  This does not preclude the emergence of piracy gangs 
in countries other than Nigeria.30 However, there is no evidence of hostage camps outside of 
Nigeria.  The Delta is not accessible for outsiders as a safe area to operate from, unless in close 
coordination with those groups who control the terrain there. The Delta is a bewildering mosaic of 
different ethnic and tribal groups and local powerbrokers. This means that it is not even possible to 
negotiate long term predictable access to operate from the Delta in general, except ad hoc through 
local gangs. Accordingly, the only way that non-Nigerian gangs are involved in KfR operations, 
is if they sell hostages to Nigerian syndicates, or have intricate working relationships with the 
syndicates. More research is needed to gain granular detail on these factors. 

There have been allegations that terrorist groups (particularly Boko Haram/ Islamic State West 
Africa Province ISWAP) are profiting from piracy, but there is no evidence – or even indication - of 
their involvement in the Niger Delta, or of other groups elsewhere in the coastal regions of the Gulf 
of Guinea. 31 

Several further trends in recent years can be discerned in the way pirates operate, and all point 
towards piracy being best understood as an organised crime. The most obvious two trends are 
away from bunkering and over to KfR, and with a higher success rate than in 2018. Attacks on 
average take place further out to sea.32  In 2019, five crew members and naval personnel were 
killed in piracy incidents, and in 2019 16433  crew members were kidnapped, and held for 2 – 84 
days, with average captivity time 34 days. This took place with an even split of locally based versus 
visiting ships.34  In 2020, the furthest KfR took place 196 nm from shore, where 13 crew were taken, 
with an average distance of 60nm, with a total of 130 crew taken hostage throughout the year.35  

An Organised Crime Problem
Piracy in Gulf of Guinea is a sophisticated organised crime. It is deeply embedded in patron-client 
relationships that tie the lower level criminals (pirates/clients) to senior officials in government 
and industry (elite patrons/protectors) into a political-criminal nexus. Corruption facilitates and oils 
these relationships, and allows piracy to infiltrate political, economic and social levels.36  However, 

27 Joubert (2020), The State of Maritime Piracy 2019.
28 IMB (2021), Piracy and Armed Robbery Against Ships. Report for the Period 1 January – 31 December 

2020.
29 Interview, NGO, February 2021; Interview private sector, February 2021.
30 Interview, NGO, February 2021,
31 Interview responses did not identify any link between Boko Haram/ ISWAP with piracy syndicates and 

identified a division between the two actors. In addition, previous research by RHIPTO on Boko Haram/ 
ISWAP and Nigeria more broadly highlights limited involvement in organised crime, and a symbiotic 
relationship with criminal actors active in the Northeast of Nigeria engaged in KfR, as it increases fear 
in the region which furthers the aims of the jihadist groups. There is little Boko Haram/ ISWAP could 
offer piracy syndicates – they already have skills in KfR and oil bunkering from land based activities, 
and weapons are widely available in Nigeria generally, and from former and current insurgent groups 
in the Niger Delta in in particular.

32 See figure in annex 1.
33 IMB has this number at 121 in 2019.
34 Joubert (2020), The State of Maritime Piracy 2019.
35 IMB (2021), Piracy and Armed Robbery Against Ships. Report for the Period 1 January – 31 December 

2020.
36 Interview, civil society representative, February 2021; Interview, private sector, February 2021. See also 

Akinsola Jimoh (2015), Maritime Piracy and Lethal Violence Offshore in Nigeria. IFRA Nigeria Working 

http://rhipto.org


SOPHISTICATED PIRACY

rh
ip

to
.o

rg

15

the competition for patronage can cause conflict between different crime groups, which for example 
occurred when the Amnesty programme disrupted crime hierarchies by incentivising senior pirate 
leaders to join, but excluded the comparatively larger number of area boys. 

For the pirates, operations offshore function according to a business logic that is similar on land 
and at sea, and is similar between licit and illicit business venture. Both individuals and criminal 
networks evaluate strengths and weaknesses of a given criminal action, balancing the size of 
profits against the costs of time, money and effort involved in the operation and the likelihood of 
getting caught. The pirates conduct an ever recurring but evolving SWOT analysis37, where changing 
circumstances, such as the drop in oil price, causes changes in the piracy operations. Once a 
business model works and is found better than the alternatives, it may stabilise over years, which 
was the case for oil theft on land, and bunkering at sea, and currently is seen with KfR at sea, until 
new analysis indicate good reasons to change the mode of operation.

The deep integration of sophisticated piracy with patronage structures in elite circles in 
government, security agencies, and industry, causes a degree of inertia.38  It takes time and effort 
to change course since operations rely on protection as well as information from the patrons, as 
well as renegotiations of revenue flows, including taxation and protection money. For example, 
the pirates have established risk-adjusted salaries for their activities, including margins that 
cover their costs, whereas the product they capture (whether in bunkering or KfR) belongs to the 
patrons. Taxation runs through the entire operation, where centrally placed informers are paid for 
information on ships, security agencies are paid for non-interference, and local communities are 
paid for trouble-free passage, formerly of oil shipments, currently of hostages. All these elements 
create a rentier protection economy where groups compete for a cut of the cake, but where there is 
a tendency towards stability when most of the power brokers are more satisfied than not with how 
the current piracy is operating, both from a pure business perspective and in relation to risks of 
disruption or targeting. This corrupt patron-client protection economy is entrenched and manifests 
at different levels, from the creeks of the Delta and all the way through political elites in and out of 
the Delta.39   

It was expected that Covid-19 would impact piracy, but shipping rates through the Gulf of Guinea 
did not decrease to the extent expected. However, there is potential that the economic fallout 
may impact on piracy in other ways. Nonetheless, interviews point out that the pirates have an 
extraordinary flexibility to operate in different guises, and change from insurgents to bank robbers, 
to pirates, to racketeers on a daily or weekly basis. When piracy was centred around oil bunkering, 
there was a similar revolving door between oil theft on land and bunkering piracy at sea. As such 
the sophisticated pirates will retain more options to pivot compared to regular citizens, in the event 
of economic downturn, such as from Covid.40  

Paper Series, No. 51; Stephen Starr (2014), ‘Maritime Piracy on the Rise in West Africa’, CTC Sentinel, 
7(4): 23-25; Augustine B. Aboh and Nafiu Ahmed (2018), ‘Understanding West Africa Maritime Security 
Threats: A Critical Appraisal of the Development of Piracy and Armed Robbery at Sea in the Gulf of 
Guinea’, Socialscientia: Journal of Social Sciences and Humanities, 3(2); Diek Siebels (2020), ‘Pirates, 
Smugglers and Corrupt Officials: Maritime Security in East and West Africa’, International Journal of 
Maritime Crime and Security, 1(1): 34-49; Olawole Isaac (2020), ‘Elite Corruption and Youth Militancy 
in Nigeria: Case of Niger Delta Crisis’, Journal of African Problems and Solutions, 2(2): 11-28; Mike 
Omilusi (2018), ‘Taming the Oil-City “Avengers”: Reconsidering the Nigerian Strategy to Environmental 
Degradation, Corruption and Criminality in the Niger Delta’, International Journal of Development 
and Sustainability, 7(1): 409-434; Katja Lindskov Jacobsen (2021), Pirates of the Niger Delta: Between 
Brown and Blue Waters. UNODC, Vienna.

37 Analysis of strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and threats
38 See citation note 36.
39 See citations note 36.
40 Interview, private sector, March 2021.
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 Industry experts have suggested there are from 2-3 to 5-6 piracy networks, possibly operating 
as competing syndicates or organised crime groups. The most sophisticated pirates typically are 
aged 25-35 and recruited through ethnic or social ties.41  They operate in groups of 10-20 members 
using fast boats that access and operate in tandem with larger ships of convenience (not to be 
confused with the more permanent motherships used off Somalia) either taken by force or using 
collaborators, often tugs or fishing vessels, to reduce their profile, extend range and reduce fuel 
consumption. Clearly more knowledge is required to deduce where pirates come from, and return 
to after operations, as well as how, where and why they were recruited. The degree of coherence, in 
terms of turn-over of personnel is also highly relevant, but unknown. 

Drivers of Piracy in the Niger Delta
Poverty, social tension and environmental pollution in the Niger Delta are frequently cited as the 
driver for piracy.42  However, a closer look at socio-economic indicators (see Annex 4) reveals 
that the Niger Delta region is not the poorest region of Nigeria, and socio-economic drivers in 
isolation are inadequate to explain why some people engage in criminal activity while others do 
not. Accordingly, here the analysis starts with push factors – usually linked to the socio-economic 
drivers, the factors that push individuals away from legitimate economic activity or makes 
legitimate activity difficult. However, it adds two additional layers to the analysis: the pull factors, 
which describe the factors that draw individuals towards criminal activity, in this case piracy; and 
the enabling factors, the factors that makes criminal activity sustainable and allows it to consolidate 
into organised crime. 

Push Factors – a limited and dysfunctional social contract
1. Economic and social marginalisation amidst oil wealth: The main driver of marginalisation in the 

Niger Delta region is not poverty, unemployment and inequality as such – which is persistent 
across West Africa - but more that the benefits of oil wealth are not shared by oil producers and 
elites, because of a weak and dysfunctional social contract. 

2. State kleptocracy: Nigeria’s leadership has a long history of profiteering. A Chatham House 
study estimated that 582 billion USD has been misappropriated since independence in 1960.43  
In 2014 the US Department of Justice froze 458 million USD in corruption proceeds from the 
Sani Abacha dictatorship alone.44  Three years later the Department sought forfeiture and 
recovery of 144 million USD in assets used to bribe the former oil minister Diezani Alison-
Madueke in exchange for oil contracts.45  A recent study identified at least 800 properties in 
Dubai owned by political exposed persons in Nigeria, their families or associates.46 

41 Balogun (2018), Crude Oil Theft, Petro-Piracy and Illegal Trade In Fuel.
42 Okafor-Yarwood and Pigeon (2020), Stable Seas: Gulf of Guinea report.
43 Economist (2019), African kleptocrats are finding it tougher to stash cash in the West.
44 US DoJ (2014), ‘U.S. Freezes More Than $458 Million Stolen by Former Nigerian Dictator in Largest 

Kleptocracy Forfeiture Action Ever Brought in the U.S.’ Available at: 
https://www.justice.gov/opa/pr/us-freezes-more-458-million-stolen-former-nigerian-dictator-lar-
gest-kleptocracy-forfeiture 

45 US DoJ (2017), ‘Department of Justice Seeks to Recover Over $100 Million Obtained from Corruption 
in the Nigerian Oil Industry’, available at:
https://www.justice.gov/opa/pr/department-justice-seeks-recover-over-100-million-obtained-corrup-
tion-nigerian-oil-industry

46 Matthew Page (2020), ‘Dubai Property: An Oasis for Nigeria’s Corrupt Political Elites’, available at: 
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Academics seeking to understand drivers of conflict distinguish between greed and grievance. 
Neither model is appropriate for piracy in the Niger Delta - corruption by elites created grievances 
which then evolved into greed47  but in cooperation with the ruling elites.48  This is particularly 
evidence in the rise of the Niger Delta Avengers militant group, which is linked to electioneering, 
as well as wider criminality.49  The current situation is a mutually beneficial relationship between 
the ruling elites, the militias and the more sophisticated pirates. The ruling elites can use militias 
as enforcers, particularly around election time, as was the case with the Niger Delta Avengers.50  
In turn the militants receive protection against more serious counter-insurgency operations. The 
pirates gain arms and trained recruits from the militias, and likely local protection in some areas, 
and for this the pirates must share their income. This three-party relationship creates a level of 
stability because it is mutually beneficial, although it also entails separation between the top level 
of beneficiaries, and foot soldiers and lower functionaries that benefit from a patronage system, 
but the relative distribution of benefits can cause fresh grievances to arise. Accordingly, outside 
interventions can spark contests for control.51  Even at the lower levels of piracy groups, there is 
not an easy division between greed and grievance – lower level pirates may be militants one day, 
because they have a legitimate grievance, but criminals the next, because they still need to eat.52

https://carnegieendowment.org/2020/03/19/dubai-property-oasis-for-nigeria-s-corrupt-political-
elites-pub-81306

47 Katja Lindskov Jacobsen (2021), Pirates of the Niger Delta: Between Brown and Blue Waters. UNODC, 
Vienna.

48 http://www.peacebuilding.no/Regions/Africa/Nigeria/Publications/Who-rules-Nigeria
49 Mike Omilusi (2018), ‘Taming the Oil-City “Avengers”: Reconsidering the Nigerian Strategy to 

Environmental Degradation, Corruption and Criminality in the Niger Delta’, International Journal of 
Development and Sustainability, 7(1): 409-434; Sasha Jesperson (2017), Crime Obscuring Criminality in 
Nigeria, UN University.

50 Balogun (2018), Crude Oil Theft, Petro-Piracy and Illegal Trade In Fuel. UNODC/GMCP (2021) Pirates 
of the Niger Delta.

51 Balogun (2018), Crude Oil Theft, Petro-Piracy and Illegal Trade In Fuel.
52 Interview, private sector, March 2021.
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Pull Factors – vying for part of the national cake

1. Social acceptability of 
criminal entrepreneurship: 
The entrepreneurial spirit 
that is common in Nigeria 
has fuelled organised 
crime, from drug trafficking 
to human trafficking to 
‘419 scams’, and has also 
resulted in the rise of 
piracy as a business to feed 
the aspirations of those 
involved. Stephen Ellis 
highlights how following 
the crash in oil prices in 
the 1980s, which reduced 
the prospect of formal 
employment, crime as 
a career became widely 
accepted, and was the 
basis for the expansion of 
Nigerian OCGs globally.53 

2. Low opportunity cost, low 
risk and perceived chance 
of substantial income: 
The importance of both 
riverine transportation 
and commercial shipping 
in the Niger Delta creates 
an opportunity for attacks. 
While launching an attack 
requires a vessel and 
fuel, there is a low risk 
of interception, and even 
lower risk of being held accountable for crime, although this may change now that Nigeria’s 
anti-piracy legislation has been used to convict pirates.

3. Access to the national cake: Ken Saro-Wiwa wrote extensively on the ‘national cake’, a metaphor 
that has been widely used in Nigeria to describe how power provides access to resources.54  
Ruling was about control over the resources of the nation rather than nation building. 

Within Nigeria, as well as West Africa more broadly, vying for access to revenue is viewed positively, 
as a form of entrepreneurialism, with the goal of being economically successful.55  The distinction 
between licit and illicit becomes redundant in this pursuit. This has been highlighted in terms 
of human trafficking, where sex trafficking victims that return home having profited from their 
exploitation gain status in their communities, which encourages others to follow in their footsteps.56  

53 Ellis (2016), This Present Darkness.
54 Saro-Wiwa (1989), On a Darkling Plain: An Account of the Nigerian Civil War.
55 Interview, Nigerian civil society, February 2021. See also Ellis (2016), This Present Darkness.
56 Jesperson and Henriksen (2019), Human Trafficking: An Organised Crime?
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Similarly, in Ghana, individuals involved in drug trafficking are revered by their communities. 
As Aning highlights, ‘local communities depend on these trading activities and celebrate those 
individuals who bring prosperity through what is defined extra-locally as organised crime… – in 
Ghana, they are given the title of mpuntuohene or mpuntuohemaa, or “development chiefs and 
queens”. In other words, communities rely on the activities defined as organised crime.57  In Nigeria, 
the example set by political leaders of taking a piece of the ‘national cake’ for personal gain is now 
considered an acceptable aim for all.58

Enabling Factors – weak governance, limited control of the 
region
1. Corruption: Corruption is a driver of criminality in the entire region. Its peculiar nature in 

Nigeria speaks to a ‘massive patronage economy that safeguards the dominance of existing 
Nigerian political elites in and outside of the Delta’.59  In some instances, it may be that the head 
of the piracy group is a government official or politician.60  When President Obasanjo introduced 
legislation that ensured states retained 10% of the revenue from their state, it made the 
governorships of oil producing states the most lucrative.61  This created a desire for alliances 
with armed groups that could intimidate opponents, introducing mutual benefits as for armed 
groups, these allegiances provided political protection and impunity.62  

2. Inadequate and corrupt law enforcement: Individuals from government agencies and officials 
are complicit in piracy. 63 The Nigerian Petroleum Corporations and senior security personnel 
posted to the Niger Delta under the Joint Task Force (JTF) to target illicit energy-maritime 
activities have been known to collaborate with criminal actors.64  The military and police are 
seen to work on a payment basis, providing protection.65  Accordingly, local communities do not 
rely on police for their own security.

3. Availability of arms: Arms are widely available in Nigeria. 70% of the 80 million weapons that 
have been smuggled into West Africa are believed to have ended up in Nigeria. 66 There are 
frequent reports of politicians arming militants prior to elections to intimidate opponents. 67 The 
inadequacy of the disarmament programme in 2009 also left large stocks of weaponry in the 
region.68  

4. Presence of armed groups, youth cults and gangs: the rise of new armed groups in the Niger 

57 DIIS (2021). West Africa Security Perspectives: Kwesi Aning Explains.
58 Interview, academic, March 2021.
59 Balogun (2018), Crude Oil Theft, Petro-Piracy and Illegal Trade In Fuel, p.112.
60 Interview, private sector, March 2021.
61 Ellis (2016), This Present Darkness.
62 UNODC/GMCP (2021) Pirates of the Niger Delta.
63 Diek Siebels (2020), ‘Pirates, Smugglers and Corrupt Officials: Maritime Security in East and West 

Africa’, International Journal of Maritime Crime and Security, 1(1): 34-49; Åse Gilje Østensen, Sheelagh 
Brady and Sofie Arjon Schütte (2018), Capacity Building for the Nigerian Navy: Eyes Wide Shut on 
Corruption. U4 Issue 2018:3; Chijioke Nwalozie (2020), ‘Exploring Contemporary Sea Piracy in Nigeria, 
the Niger Delta and the Gulf of Guinea’, Journal of Transportation Security, Aug 31: 1-20.

64 Balogun (2018), Crude Oil Theft, Petro-Piracy and Illegal Trade In Fuel; Interview, Nigerian civil society, 
February 2021; Interview, academic, March 2021.

65 Interview, shipping industry, February 2021.
66 Okafor-Yarwood (2020), The Cyclical Nature of Maritime Security Threats.
67 Adebayo (2019), Elections: Niger Delta Politicians Arming Thugs for Trouble.
68 Moody (2016), The Niger Delta Avengers: A New Threat to Oil Producers in Nigeria.

http://rhipto.org


rh
ip

to
.o

rg

20

Understanding the Socio-Economic and Structural Factors Influencing Piracy in the Gulf of Guinea

Delta provided some legitimacy for piracy, as it revived the grievance argument.69  In addition, 
the syndicates that were already engaged in kidnapping on land reportedly used the militant 
groups as a cover, they took the blame for kidnapping, while the syndicates operated quietly to 
avoid detection.70 The role of ‘area boys’ – gangs of young men active across the Delta – who 
control a particular area is also crucial to protect the piracy economy and provide some form of 
governance, even if different from state governance.71 

5. Pirate maritime capabilities: Piracy, whether in the rivers or at sea, requires specific skills and 
knowledge. Navigation in the creeks can be tricky, even if the vessels are not as sophisticated. 
Attacks at sea, however, require many skills. As part of the Amnesty programme, maritime 
training was provided to some ex-militants, including sub-surface pipeline work, where some 
of the trainees used their skills subsequently for siphoning oil or placing explosive charges. In 
addition, when previous militant Government Ekpemupolo, known as ‘Tompolo’, was granted a 
contract to provide security in the region through his company ‘Global West Vessel Specialists 
Limited’ as part of the Amnesty agreement, 25 vessels were purchased, including six Hauk-
class missile torpedo boats, crewed by ex-militants.72  

6. Geographic features: The Niger Delta with its long coastline, but maze of groves and canals 
makes it very difficult to interdict, surveil and pursue pirates, making it easy for pirates to hide, 
infiltrate and exfiltrate, constantly change base locations and make military pursuit costly and 
difficult. 

Analysis
In the Niger Delta, the difference between opportunistic and sophisticated piracy is evident in the 
balance of importance between push and pull factors. All of the factors discussed as push factors 
refer to the lack of a social contract. Specific ethnic groups expect to benefit when someone from 
their group gains power, but this is not guaranteed. Despite hailing from Bayelsa State, Goodluck 
Jonathan did not invest in infrastructure in the state as Governor or President, and his predecessor 
as governor of Bayelsa State transferred much of his share of the ‘national cake’ abroad.73  These 
factors undermine respect for and trust in state authority, undermine inter-group faith in the social 
contract, and with it hopes for infrastructure developments. In this environment, development 
projects will become like “pushing water uphill”, in the words of one Nigerian interviewee. And the 
lack of trust, as the essential ingredient in the social contract, is what stops water from “remaining 
uphill”. With few expectations of alternatives, it becomes relatively easy to justify the use of violence 
to advocate for the needs of the community. These factors fed into genuine grievance led militancy 
under the Movement for the Emancipation of the Niger Delta (MEND), and there are still activists in 
the region calling for environmental clean-up. However, mirroring the federal division of resources, 
which can easily shift from benefiting the ethnic group to benefiting the individual and their family, 
some members of MEND became more interested in the profit generated by oil bunkering and 
kidnapping.
 

69 Interview, private sector, February 2021.
70 Jesperson (2016) Conflict Obscuring Criminality in Nigeria.
71 Interview, private sector, March 2021.
72 Moody (2016), The Niger Delta Avengers: A New Threat to Oil Producers in Nigeria.
73 When Diepreye Alamieyeseigha became governor of Bayelsa State in 1999, he diverted vast sums of 

oil wealth to private bank accounts in Europe, and bought an oil refinery in Ecuador and properties 
in London, California and South Africa. Despite this he was re-elected in 2003, to be replaced by 
Goodluck Jonathan when he was arrested for money laundering in 2005. See Ellis (2016), This Present 
Darkness.
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When the pull factors begin to play a role in justifying criminal activity, the push factors become 
irrelevant because criminal actors become entrenched and part of the problem – they contribute 
to environmental degradation, they undermine the economy and they feed corrupt patronage 
networks. As a result, piracy is an organised crime problem, and addressing the push factors alone 
will remain insufficient to undermine sophisticated networks because they are now too entrenched. 
There may be scope to reduce their acceptability, reduce support and reduce the number of young 
people aspiring to be pirates. However, this would require investment in infrastructure, such as 
roads, clean-up of the creeks, affordable services (education, healthcare, electricity) as a minimum 
simply to give local communities renewed interest and trust in a burgeoning social contract and 
renewed faith in the political process. One interviewee noted that so many promises have been 
made in the Niger Delta that have never been realised, creating a lack of trust in the Nigerian 
government.74  As such these are necessary and general steps, but insufficient and insufficiently 
precise to deter those more interested in profit away from crime.

There is scope to address the enablers because they are more specific and easier to isolate 
to increase the effort, cost and risk of criminal activities. Key disruptions of enablers include 
increasing legitimate state presence; improving the maritime security situation; showcasing 
government interest and ability to offer positive outcomes from the oil extraction; improved 
information about negative effects of piracy locally and nationally. But this relies on tackling 
corruption at the local policing level, but also higher levels. There are moves in this direction, but 
given how embedded it has been for so long, it is also not a quick fix.

74 Interview, academic, March 2021.
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Benefactors
A major obstacle to breaking up the gridlock between push and pull factors that have 

caused entrenchment of criminal actors in and around the Niger Delta is what we call the 
equilibrium model. This model holds that a majority of stakeholders find the status quo 

sufficiently attractive to resist change. The status quo does not have to be the optimal situation 
for them, but for more than half of the stakeholders a shift away from the status quo involves an 
expected negative or insecure development with respect to risks and cost/benefit expectations. 
There are two primary variables in this model; the number of stakeholders juxtaposed with the 
degree of ‘contentedness’ with the status quo. When both of these cross the halfway point, the 
reaction to outside change is first inertia and resistance to change; secondly disruption and active 
resistance; and third, given the criminal and high value criminal flows at stake for some of the 
stakeholders, also violent resistance. 

The model is replicable at different levels, so it applies to the overall maritime security situation in 
Nigeria. But it can also explain inertia within an agency like NIMASA, or resistance to change among 
the pirates once they have found an optimal long term business model, which is more akin to a 
protection economy-by-KfR than opportunistic one-off KfR operations. 

The pirates organised crime groups that control piracy are currently operating in a structured 
market for KfR, where the transactions happen in a predictable and ordered way, without much 
unnecessary risk of getting caught or risk of loss of income flow. The shadow of the future works 
in their favour, which in turn increases the safety of hostages in general terms with high likelihood 
of their safe return within a comparatively short time. For the pirates any major disruption of this 
situation, such as a wholesale change of Nigerian law enforcement and naval targeting of pirates, or 
the arrival of international naval forces with a mandate to conduct more aggressive counter-piracy 
operations, would be very undesirable. If hostages were to start suffering violent treatment and 
deaths, such a development would be likely, and as a result the pirates are relatively content with 
the status quo.

The shipping industry is perhaps the least happy, since they suffer heavy premiums on KfR 
insurance75   as well as delays on shipments that are caught up in piracy incidents – whether 
successful or unsuccessful boardings. For the shipping industry there are no positive dimensions 
to the piracy phenomenon, except for the awareness that an escalation of violence would increase 
risks to personnel and operations. 

The Nigerian maritime security forces benefit from strong improvements in capabilities, with 
international help. NIMASA’s 165 million USD Deep Blue project, for example, is impressive on 
paper, with helicopter and drone capability, but it involves encroaching on the navy’s remit.76  
However most interviewees suspect that the Nigerian navy and NIMASA already have more 
than sufficient capability to interdict and arrest pirates if they had wanted to, and that improved 
capability such as Deep Blue will only deepen self-preservation of their own standing vis-à-vis 
other government agencies, and existing practices. Potential and expected inertia may manifest 
in arguments around lacking funding to operate – as opposed to procure which in this case was 

75 Although they are aware that if the situation worsens significantly such insurance will not be 
profitable, and thus not available.

76 Interview, private sector, February 2021; interview, shipping industry, February 2021.
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funded from abroad, and lacking human resources to operate new operational capabilities, all of 
which will take time. 

The Nigerian government faces the most difficult balancing act. Piracy off their shores has become 
an international maritime security issue, where the international community deliberates between 
assistance through capacity building on the one hand, or the more forceful – yet deeply unpopular 
with the Nigerian government – option of naval counterpiracy operations outside Nigeria’s EEZ, 
where the centre of gravity for pirate incidents currently stands. The Nigerian willingness and 
ability to target pirates have been lacking, in part because of corruption and lucrative participation 
by elites and stakeholders in government agencies. Presidents Buhari, and Yar Adua before him, 
have taken a strong stance on corruption, but uprooting it has the potential to invite a powerful 
backlash, a coup within 48 hours in the words of one interviewee.77  While the poor health of both 
presidents has complicated their ambition to target those profiting from graft, responding too 
strongly through increased targeting risks an escalation of violent hijackings; displacement of 
the piracy to inside the Delta; and repercussions against exposed participating stakeholders in 
government. A policy of continued failure to act against piracy will provoke the shipping industry 
who ultimately will be able to steer shipping away from Nigerian waters, though at great cost. 
At the same time, European naval operations close to Nigerian waters has strong neo-colonial 
overtones and will not be accepted. For all these reasons, the status quo is more than acceptable 
for many Nigerian stakeholders. 

77 Interview, Nigerian civil society, February 2021.
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Current Response
The response to piracy in the Gulf of Guinea has primarily focused on responding to and pre-

venting attacks on vessels. At the regional level, the 2013 Code of Conduct Concerning the 
Repression of Piracy, Armed Robbery against Ships, and Illicit Maritime Activity in West and 

Central Africa was agreed, which instigated the creation of the Yaoundé architecture. An Interna-
tional Coordination Centre (ICC) and two Regional Coordination Centres (RCCs) – CRESMAO and 
CRESMAC – were established, with Maritime Operation Centres set up in each zone. These proces-
ses have increased coordination and cooperation, but the response remains with national navies 
and coastguards, which have been supported by capacity building initiatives and exercises, such as 
Obangame Express.78  Recently, the focus has shifted to include the development of national mariti-
me strategies, establishment of whole-of-government processes and justice sector enhancement.79 

Nigeria has received the most attention, including support to develop new anti-piracy legislation 
and to build investigation capacity.80  In addition, the Deep Blue Project involved the provision of 
assets and enhanced training. NIMASA’s command and control centre was established in 2020, after 
80% of the assets had been delivered.81  There have been some successes, such as fewer attacks in 
Nigeria’s EEZ, but attacks have merely been pushed further out, rather than stopped altogether. 

Success in addressing piracy requires both capability and motivation. Experts agreed that capabili-
ty is not the problem. Even before the Deep Blue Project, it was thought that the equipment of the 
Nigerian authorities was ‘not top notch, but functional, they are just not willing to use it’.82  Similarly, 
another interview respondent commented: ‘the Navy has a lot of vessels, it’s unclear how many are 
functional, but they don’t have the motivation’. 83 While some were willing to wait and see whether 
the Deep Blue Project has an impact, others saw it as an opportunity for NIMASA and the Nigerian 
Ports Authority (NPA) to increase their revenue as a result of piracy given the Navy has benefited 
through public-private partnerships. 

The Nigerian Navy has established MoU’s with private companies who own vessels to be used as 
security escorts. They pay for Navy personnel to crew the vessel and offer protection to companies 
requiring support while in Nigeria’s EEZ. Described as a ‘conflict of interest’84  this system disad-
vantages vessels that cannot afford these services. As Shortland and Varese found in Somalia, this 
can create a protection economy, whereby ‘pirates are encouraged to target unprotected merchant 
ships, with traders who have bought protection passing on information about traders without 
protection to pirates. Pirates thereby eliminate competition on behalf of the protector and raise 

78 Ralby (2018), Approaches to Piracy, Armed Robbery at Sea, and Other Maritime Crime in West and 
Central Africa.

79 Ralby (2018), Approaches to Piracy, Armed Robbery at Sea, and Other Maritime Crime in West and 
Central Africa.

80 https://www.unodc.org/nigeria/en/as-nigeria-mounts-its-first-prosecution-under-the-new-piracy-act-
-unodc-and-the-eu-pledge-their-continued-support-to-strengthening-criminal-justice-response-to-
maritime-crime-in-the-gulf-of-guinea.html

81 https://www.stableseas.org/maritime-enforcement/nigeria-deep-blue-project
82 Interview, Nigerian civil society, February 2021.
83 Interview, shipping industry, February 2021.
84 Interviews with implementing agencies, February 2021.
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the value of the protection contract to those who are protected’.85  This approach has already been 
criticised for being poorly governed and creating a balloon effect. 86

To a certain extent, the Yaoundé architecture contributes to motivation in a nuanced way. When 
attacks are called in to the RCC’s, there is visibility of the national response, which ensures natio-
nal authorities must respond in a timely way.87  However, this is only on the reactive response, not 
attempts to proactively understand and target piracy syndicates. One respondent pointed out that ‘a 
crackdown would result in open conflict with groups protecting the region’.88  However, in the case 
of the Hailufeng 11, a Chinese fishing vessel that was hijacked by pirates in the Ivorian EEZ in May 
2020, the Yaoundé architecture was instrumental in tracking the vessel as it moved into Nigerian 
waters, where the Nigerian Navy boarded the vessel and arrested the pirates. In July 2021, ten pi-
rates were each sentenced to 12 years imprisonment, the first conviction of pirates under Nigeria’s 
new anti-piracy legislation.89

Despite numerous references regarding the socio-economic drivers of piracy, the evidence base 
remains limited, and there have been few programmes engaged in this area.90  The Amnesty pro-
gramme introduced by President Yar’Adua in 2009 sought to disengage militants from MEND, which 
aimed to stop oil bunkering and kidnapping. The amnesty programme was intended to contribute to 
the economic needs of militants and return some of the benefits of the oil industry to the region. For 
militants that handed over weapons, benefits included formal education in Nigeria or abroad, small 
loans to start businesses and a stiped of 400 USD per month. Leaders were also provided with con-
tracts in the oil industry and security sector.91  

Despite an initial reduction in violence, the programme failed to tackle wider socio-economic grie-
vances including lack of social development, environmental pollution and exclusion of local com-
munities in the governance of oil production.92  In addition, the amnesty only targeted the top and 
middle echelons, and excluded the foot soldiers, creating a division between the included and the 
excluded. Those included received a monthly stipend93 was which was much higher than regular 
incomes that average 60 USD per month. The end of the programme therefore created challenges 
with ex-militants receiving a significant reduction from the 400 USD stipend.  Excluded youth were 
also incentivised to engage in militancy as it was seen as a pathway to the stipend. This attitude 
continues, with one interview respondent stating that ‘if they are quiet, they are not recognised, they 
don’t get noticed, don’t get anything, so more people take up arms’.94 

Clean-up of oil pollution has not advanced significantly since the Amnesty was agreed. An investi-
gation by four NGOs in 2020 found that clean-up had begun on only 11% of planned sites, with the 
remaining sites still contaminated.95  As a result, there is a perception among many residents of 
affected areas that the clean-up is never going to happen, ‘better to get a gun and so some work 

85 Shortland and Varese (2016). ‘State-Building, Informal Governance and Organised Crime: The Case of 
Somali Piracy’.

86 Interview, shipping industry, February 2021; interview, implementing agency, February 2021.
87 Interview, maritime security analyst, March 2021.
88 Interview, implementing agency, February 2021.
89 https://guardian.ng/news/10-pirates-get-12-years-jail-terms-for-hijacking-chinese-ship/
90 UNODC is currently conducting research on this area.
91 Ebiede and Langer (2017), How amnesty efforts in the Niger Delta triggered new violence.
92 https://soc.kuleuven.be/crpd/horizontal-inequalities
93 Ebiede and Langer (2017), How amnesty efforts in the Niger Delta triggered new violence.
94 Interview, Nigerian civil society, February 2021.
95 Amnesty International (2020), No clean up, no justice: Shell’s oil pollution in the Niger Delta.
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and use it to escape into town’.96  Local CSOs now struggle to convince their communities of the 
importance of the clean up because they are concerned with their immediate needs, there is limited 
understanding that clean up would strengthen livelihoods in future or at least an unwillingness to 
wait.97  

A similar challenge is faced in the provision of alternative livelihoods. Most programmes to date 
have been small scale, implemented by CSOs with small grants. Some embrace these programmes, 
but many do not: ‘when there are opportunities, they can be diverted, but it needs to be quick’.98  For 
those with university degrees, they become frustrated if they can’t get a job in government or with 
the oil companies.99  

Two large scale livelihoods programmes have been implemented in the Niger Delta – the UK De-
partment for International Development supported two phases of Market Development in the Niger 
Delta (MADE) – phase 1 2013-2018 and phase 2 2018-2020, which promoted inclusive, pro-poor 
growth for farmers in rural agricultural markets. MADE Nigeria (Phase I) was a design-and-imple-
ment project focused on increasing the incomes of over 150,000 poor people working in the poultry, 
agricultural inputs, fisheries, oil palm and cassava sectors in the Niger Delta. MADE II built on the 
achievements of MADE I by helping an additional 155,000 poor people increase their incomes by an 
average of 15 percent through market development interventions.100  However, there was no mea-
surement of impact on recruitment into piracy.101

In addition, Chevron invested 50 million USD to establish two independent, sister foundations in 
2010: The Niger Delta Partnership Initiative Foundation (NDPI) based in Washington DC, and the 
Foundation for Partnership Initiatives in the Niger Delta (PIND), based in Abuja, Nigeria, with the 
mission of relieving poverty and promoting development across the Niger Delta. NDPI and PIND aim 
to reduce poverty by acting as catalysts for systemic change in the Niger Delta in three core pro-
gram areas: Economic Development, Peace Building, and Enabling Environment Development. As 
with MADE, there is no examination of its impact on piracy.  

While small scale CSO livelihoods programmes cannot be expected to have a wide impact beyond 
their immediate community, there is no evidence that the two large scale livelihoods programmes 
have had an impact either. Their evaluations do not directly engage with the presence of piracy in 
the region, or the potential of individuals to be recruited to piracy. Moreover, during the period they 
have been implemented - 2013-2020 for MADE and from 2010 for PIND/NDPI, piracy in the Niger 
Delta – both opportunistic and sophisticated – has increased, suggesting that these programmes 
have not had an effect on reducing piracy. One interviewee commented that these programmes 
had not engaged with the communities where piracy is the most prevalent, such as Bonny Island.102  
However, without engaging with the other push, pull and enabling factors, livelihoods alone is unli-
kely to pose a serious challenge to recruitment into piracy.

96 Interview, Nigerian civil society, February 2021.
97 Interview, Nigerian civil society, February 2021.
98 Interview, Nigerian civil society, February 2021.
99 Interview, Nigerian civil society, February 2021.
100 Nathan Associates (2020), Independent Review of MADE Phase 1 and 2.
101 https://pindfoundation.org/results-impact/
102 Interview, academic, March 2021.
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In isolation, addressing the socio-economic conditions is ineffective. The introduction of piecemeal 
and temporary incentives in areas thought to be afflicted by piracy is too indirect in their impact, 
even if they do succeed in reaching their implementation targets of reducing absolute poverty, 

and providing access to a wider range of livelihood options. Even then, they are far from offering a 
comparable income, much less a sense of adventure and belonging that the piracy activities do. As 
Shortland highlighted in relation to Somalia, ‘land-based campaigns to create alternative employ-
ment, while well intentioned, would have to drastically raise the overall wage level across the entire 
economy to make it financially infeasible to recruit pirates’.103  Or as an interviewee suggested, 
‘suppose that you gave everyone in the area USD 10,000 in cash, do you think it would stop pira-
cy?104  While the revenue for individuals involved in piracy appears to be orders of magnitude away 
from that in Somalia, the promise of future earnings remains strong. For example, in Edo state, 
which borders the delta region, many women are trafficked to Europe, knowing they will work in the 
sex trade, while the full terms may not be clear, all assume that they will be one of the few that will 
become a madam and be successful.105  Similarly, many aspirant pirates expect to become the head 
of a syndicate, even if that is unlikely.

103 Shortland (2018), Dangers of Success: The Economics of Somali Piracy.
104 Interview, academic, February 2021.
105 Jesperson and Henriksen (2019), Human Trafficking: An Organised Crime?

Conclusion:
Changing the 
incentive structures
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Policy Implications
The analysis does not support the use of broad development funding to support large-scale 

initiatives to tackle the socio-economic drivers of piracy across the entire Gulf of Guinea, 
simply because it would not be effective to eradicate neither poverty nor the organized nature 

of the piracy syndicates. For the most part the strategies to address subsistence and sophisticated 
piracy are different, but there are some strategies that impact on both.

Responses need to be comprehensive, there is no silver bullet; they need to be embedded in 
the regional institutions; and they need to be slow. Unpicking the equilibrium upsets many 
vested interests and time needs to be taken to do this slowly to avoid and address unintended 
consequences. This evolution should proceed step by step so that political will is evidenced; 
constructive contributions are immediately reinforced; bottlenecks identified and understood; and 
reactions, countermeasures and unintended consequences are identified before the next round. 

Currently what is lacking in Nigeria is not ability to target pirates, but willingness to do so. The 
necessary capabilities to act are already in place, certainly bearing in mind NIMASA’s recent 
capability boost. This means further outside efforts to help enable Nigeria to deal with the piracy 
problem must focus mainly on issues around corruption and political will. There are major political 
forces that strengthen the status quo, as illustrated in the equilibrium/’don’t rock the boat’ 
model, which adversely affect the likelihood of success of implementing any new comprehensive 
strategy. These are inextricably linked to corruption and elite participation in piracy, which in turn 
undermines and reduces the authorities’ political will, by increasing the risks and costs to act 
against piracy, and by reducing the attractiveness for individual stakeholders or agencies to raise 
their hand in favour of implementing effective counter-piracy actions. 

To strengthen the relative position of honest brokers vis-à-vis inertia or active sabotage, there 
needs to be high transparency, risk sharing and clearly identified responsibilities. On the tactical 
and operational sides high resolution information about piracy networks must be made sharable 
across G7++ precisely so that any reasons for failing to reduce piracy incidents are made transpa-
rent within the ICC. If all capability gaps are addressed, the failure logically lies with political will, 
and the responsibility for the situation must be laid accordingly. Without political will, no amount 
of capacity building will help. Instead, it may be misused and end up strengthening the capability 
of the pirates or their sponsors, and should cease. As such any further capacity building must be 
linked with step-by-step evidencing of political will and increasing transparency on where bottle-
necks are formed. 

The piracy problem requires a comprehensive strategy involving both the main Nigerian stakehol-
ders, government, maritime enforcement agencies, and local communities in the Delta, as well as 
G7++ stakeholders according to their relative strengths. While the Yaoundé architecture is still buil-
ding up to full operating capacity, its existence should be strengthened by working in partnership. 
The ICC can establish an anti-corruption section where countries report on anti-corruption initiati-
ves in maritime sector to support champions. This broadens the focus on corruption beyond Nigeria, 
as it also affects other countries in the region. In addition, the ICC can be encouraged to take up an 
intelligence gathering and holding role, drawing on law enforcement and intelligence in member 
states, with support from the G7++. There are also areas where UK Government has a specific ex-
perience. The NCA’s work on human trafficking, embedding a criminal justice advisor to strengthen 
investigations and  prosecutions, including unexplained wealth orders, can be applied to piracy.
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Close key evidence gaps – 
additional research is required 
to better understand the 
problem

- Better data to compare opportunistic vs sophisticated piracy attacks 
including an understanding of relationships between syndicates and 
groups in other countries

- What explains deprivation’s role in maritime crime in some West African 
communities and not others? 

- Do job-losses in fisheries affect piracy recruitment? 

Overseeing research should be managed by the G7++ to avoid duplication 
and ensure findings contribute to refining the response to piracy. Chairs 
should also keep taking stock of all new research emerging on piracy in 
the Gulf of Guinea.

Tackle subsistence piracy 
while rebuilding social 
contract – enhanced presence 
and effectiveness of law 
enforcement and coast guard 
responses to subsistence 
piracy will build trust with 
communities and create an 
environment for sophisticated 
piracy to be tackled

- Develop cooperation and information sharing between communities affected 
by coastal and riverine piracy and the coast guard, resulting in 
(1) more effective intelligence-lead operations targeting piracy, which 
(2) rebuilds trust in authorities by showing commitment and results, and 
(3) increases risks and costs to opportunistic subsistence piracy. 

This requires effective deployment of coastguard and law enforcement 
resources in the Niger Delta by the Nigerian government, while ensuring these 
forces do not become part of the problem. While the ultimate responsibility 
of the Nigerian government, it needs to be supported by the ICC and G7++ to 
maintain stakeholder commitment.

- Facilitate and showcase alternative incomes, through infrastructure 
investment in roads to make goods and markets accessible; affordable and 
accessible services such as reliable electricity, substantial and visible clean-
up of polluted areas.

With the Nigerian government receiving support from Israel to support 
NIMASA, government can divert additional funds to this.

Unpicking the equilibrium – 
the current equilibrium is a 
careful balance, and strong 
approaches such as refusing 
to pay ransoms will increase 
the potential for a violent 
response from pirates, such 
as the killing of hostages. 
Accordingly, carefully 
unpicking the equilibrium is 
necessary to gradually shift 
the balance without rocking 
the boat.

- Incentivise NIMASA to produce results directly in form of reduced piracy 
incidents in order to replace expensive and ineffective public-private 
partnership escort patrolling. 

This process should be led by the ICC in partnership with the Government of 
Nigeria.

- Maintain existing comparatively safe and disciplined ransom negotiations. To be managed by the insurance industry and private sector negotiators.

- Support anti-corruption champions and hold them accountable to their 
promises.

As the new Nigerian Naval Chief has denounced corruption, his commitment 
should be showcased by the ICC , broadening to include other countries in 
the region, as corruption is not limited to Nigeria. This would provide some 
protection from the potential backlash and create space to follow through on 
the commitment.

- Strengthen intelligence efforts on the syndicates involved in piracy, who 
they are, where they come from and return to, and how their networks are 
structured and make this information freely available across G7++ to increase 
pressure and actions to respond to syndicates while on land. 

This should be led by the ICC, with G7++ members invited to share intelligence 
and information.

- Increase arrests and prosecutions to make a credible deterrent against 
organised crime. This is currently lacking. Nigeria has legislation in place, but 
to date there has only been one case against pirates. 

- Use Nigeria’s unexplained wealth legislation to investigate individuals 
suspected of profiting from piracy. 

UK Government has a strong record in this area. Through Operation Invigor 
a criminal justice advisor supported Nigerian authorities on prosecutions 
related to human trafficking, which was well received. This included cases 
using unexplained wealth orders.

- Wargame pirate reactions: Build intelligence based knowledge about 
anticipated reactions from piracy syndicates of disruption and targeting by 
authorities, both in terms of conflict escalation in the Delta; transition to other 
forms of crime; and displacement of piracy elsewhere, whether further out or 
more inshore.

This process should be managed by the ICC with support from the G7++, 
including through operations such as Obangame Express.

Implementation of the comprehensive strategy requires political will and ownership particularly from the Nigerian government, and as such its principal components must be sensitive to 
the political situation nationally, regionally and internationally. Regardless of its detailed formulation and components, the strategy should as a minimum facilitate resolution of the following 
necessary – but not necessarily sufficient – recommendations:
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ANNEXES
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Annex 1: Assessment of Maritime Security

The Gulf of Guinea is currently the global hotspot for piracy. The current trend is for the pirate attacks 
to move away from oil bunkering at sea, where oil is stolen from a hijacked ship, and transferred to 
another ship in order to be refined and/or sold on the illicit market, and over to kidnap for ransom 
(KfR). Nigeria is the epicentre of the KfR incidents, and the hostages are all taken to the Niger Delta 
area for ransom negotiations to take place.106 In 2020, 130 crew were kidnapped in 22 separate 
incidents, making up 95% of all kidnapping cases at sea.107 Attacks in the Gulf of Guinea are also seen 
to be the most dangerous – 80% of pirates are armed, and all 3 vessel hijackings and nine of the 11 
vessels fired upon worldwide, were in the Gulf of Guinea.108

106  Joubert (2020), The State of Maritime Piracy 2019. 
107  IMB (2021), Piracy and Armed Robbery Against Ships. Report for the Period 1 January – 31 

December 2020. 
108  IMB (2021), Piracy and Armed Robbery Against Ships. Report for the Period 1 January – 31 

December 2020.
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Annex 2: Regional Analysis of Socio-Economic 
Indicators

Through initial discussions across Whitehall, international partners, industry and academia, 
there appears to be limited knowledge on the socio-economic factors and structural factors 
influencing piracy in the Gulf of Guinea region. Both industry and international partners 
believe that land-based solutions to piracy in the region can be better achieved, if backed 
by evidence-based studies which consider factors luring individuals to piracy, and providing 
recommendations for alternative options or preventative measures to reduce socio-
economic factors including: the strength of the judiciary, unemployment, GDP per capita, 
ethnic fractionalisation and income equality which influences piracy in the Gulf of Guinea/
Niger Delta. This annex examines national level data for all countries in the Gulf of Guinea, 
from Angola to Senegal.

Socio-economic drivers have been divided into three categories – political, social and economic. 
Although overlapping to a certain extent, these categories provide a useful framework to 
assess the available evidence attributing associated drivers with increased insecurity. What the 
literature and national level indicators reveal on the importance of these drivers is discussed 
below, before turning to more in-depth case studies of sub-national areas with high prevalence 
of piracy.
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Political
Whitman and Suarez provide three areas where political drivers can be identified – corruption, 
whereby political elites are either implicated or turn a blind eye; the presence of armed groups; and 
limited state capacity to govern geographical spaces.109

In terms of data, four indicators from the Fragile States Index are plotted on the graph below:
• Security apparatus – security threats to the state and ability to respond, including monopoly on 

the use of force, relationship between security and citizenry
• State legitimacy - representativeness and openness of government and its relationship with its 

citizenry, includes confidence in the political process
• Public services - presence of basic state functions that serve the people
• Human rights and rule of law - human rights are protected and freedoms are observed and 

respected

In addition, Transparency International’s Corruption Perceptions Index is also plotted.110 Countries 
are listed in ascending order of piracy incidents over the last 5 years, with Cape Verde on the left, 
experiencing the fewest, and Nigeria the highest. 

While there is more or less consistency across the indicators for each country, there is no clear 
correlation with levels of piracy. Denton and Harris111 identify a ‘U curve’ with low levels of attacks 
in strong states and failed states, with higher prevalence in weak states – those with weak 
governance, high levels of corruption. However, this is not evident in the graph below.

109  Whitman and Suarez (2012), The Root Causes and True Costs of Marine Piracy.
110  The TI Corruption Perceptions Index ranks countries from 1 to 180. This ranking has been converted 

to a factor of 1-10 to allow comparability with the other indicators.
111  Denton and Harris (2019) Maritime Piracy, Military Capacity, and Institutions.
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Social
Maritime capacity is often associated with piracy, as piracy relies on an established maritime 
tradition and capacity of a coastal community. Accordingly, piracy is more common among fishing 
communities with seafaring experience. Whitman and Suarez also refer to the allure of wealth 
and social status, ‘recruits typically derive from backgrounds of poverty, marginalisation and 
desperation’, particularly youth.112 While this may be more obvious in local data (explored in more 
detail in the next section), national level data does not reveal a correlation between poverty, 
unemployment and high levels of piracy (see graph below). 

The social indicators graph plots two indicators from the Fragile States Index:
Group grievance – focuses on divisions and schisms between different groups in society – 
particularly divisions based on social or political characteristics – and their role in access to 
services or resources, and inclusion in the political process
Demographic pressure – considers pressures upon the state deriving from the population itself or 
the environment around it

In addition, the rank of each country on the Human Development Index and the GINI coefficient 
are also plotted.113 As with the previous graph, countries are listed in ascending order of piracy 
prevalence.

112  Whitman and Suarez (2012), The Root Causes and True Costs of Marine Piracy.
113  To be comparable the HDI and GINI coefficient have been converted to a factor out of 10.
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Economic
Whitman and Suarez describe economic root drivers as the relatively high chances of substantial 
income, the relatively low cost of an attack and low probability of capture, and relatively low 
opportunity costs and economic risks.114 However, these factors point to pull factors, rather than 
economic push factors. In terms of drivers, Denton and Harris found no support for economic 
arguments on piracy – GDP per capita was not significant, challenging narratives that there are 
fewer maritime incidents when individuals are able to provide for themselves.115 There also appears 
to be limited correlation with other economic indicators and piracy. 

The graph below uses three indicators from the Fragile States Index:

• Economy – considers factors related to economic decline within a country

• Economic Inequality – considers inequality within the economy, irrespective of the actual 
performance of an economy

• Human flight and brain drain – considers the economic impact of human displacement 
(for economic or political reasons) and the consequences this may have on a country’s 
development

In addition, the percentage of the population experiencing poverty has been added (converted to 
a factor of 10). As with the graphs above, the countries are listed in ascending order for piracy 
prevalence. Unemployment rates are added on a separate graph, as conversion would have made it 
too small to read.

114  Whitman and Suarez (2012), The Root Causes and True Costs of Marine Piracy.
115  Denton and Harris (2019) Maritime Piracy, Military Capacity, and Institutions.
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Fishing catch by type and year116 

CAMEROON

GHANA

GUINEA

116 Year corresponds to available data on jobs in fishing (FAO). Fishing data collected from Sea Around 
Us: http://www.seaaroundus.org/ Jobs in fisheries collected from FAO: http://www.fao.org/fishery/
statistics/yearbook/en

Annex 3: IUU Fishing Data

Year Reported Unreported Total Artisanal Industrial Subsistence Total

1995  65,018.48  32,452.13  97,470.61 74,622.31  20,082.53  2,765.77 97,470.61 

2000  57,263.49  52,096.85  109,360.34 86,244.61  20,400.36  2,715.37 109,360.34 

2005  67,612.63  60,013.62  127,626.25 106,634.70  18,326.58  2,664.97 127,626.25 

2010  113,188.84  52,735.16  165,924.00 136,377.67  26,931.75  2,614.57 165,923.99 

2013  160,004.22  29,047.67  189,051.89 153,449.52  33,085.34  2,517.03 189,051.89 

2014  176,108.77  21,808.89  197,917.66 159,329.38  36,150.95  2,437.33 197,917.66 

2015  190,000.01  15,793.37  205,793.38 166,582.30  36,859.58  2,351.50 205,793.38 

2016  178,177.66  15,863.85  194,041.51 164,471.11  27,300.66  2,269.74 194,041.51 

Year Reported Unreported Total Artisanal Industrial Subsistence Recreational Total

1995 278,209.53 157,342.52 435,552.05 230,110.77 174,128.46 31,171.79 141.04 435,552.06 

2000 355,922.87 163,799.13 519,722.00 291,690.85 193,765.01 34,074.30 191.84 519,722.00 

2005 287,391.19 159,524.62 446,915.81 218,872.00 193,051.19 34,742.56 250.06 446,915.81 

2010 230,878.24 211,993.47 442,871.71 198,152.00 207,600.36 36,270.00 849.35 442,871.71 

2013 198,627.94 233,962.94 432,590.88 202,602.00 200,014.61 29,067.44 906.83 432,590.88 

2014 170,873.30 257,317.72 428,191.02 198,656.00 198,494.68 30,045.93 994.41 428,191.02 

2015 223,832.78 237,246.02 461,078.80 213,005.44 216,187.11 31,067.91 818.33 461,078.79 

2016 209,642.01 259,158.55 468,800.56 223,651.92 212,163.51 32,134.41 850.72 468,800.56 

Year Reported Unreported Total Artisanal Industrial Subsistence Total

1995 164,026.50 547,936.04 711,962.54 76,269.21 613,213.76 22,479.57 711,962.54 

2000 236,292.94 899,759.04 1,136,051.98 80,592.58 1,048,182.55 7,275.85 1,136,050.98 

2005 172,445.78 632,504.52 804,950.30 112,836.64 684,484.22 7,629.44 804,950.30 

2010 158,071.19 681,520.26 839,591.45 174,442.56 656,989.99 8,158.90 839,591.45 

2013 242,265.79 663,115.33 905,381.12 174,442.56 722,041.36 8,897.20 905,381.12 

2014 190,880.68 703,676.35 894,557.03 174,442.56 710,973.97 9,140.50 894,557.03 

2015 157,970.75 695,862.66 853,833.41 166,597.96 677,848.38 9,387.07 853,833.41 

2016 169,649.98 701,545.52 871,195.50 167,996.79 693,565.89 3,210.94 864,773.62 
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NIGERIA

SENEGAL

SIERRA LEONE

Year Reported Unreported Total Artisanal Industrial Subsistence Total

1995  232,384.67  205,282.36  437,667.03 256,875.26  170,721.66  10,070.10 437,667.02 

2000  309,635.52  190,518.78  500,154.30 299,140.58  189,370.83  11,642.89 500,154.30 

2005  284,290.89  256,010.96 540,301.85 340,456.86  186,691.79  13,153.20 540,301.85 

2010  326,801.32  167,294.36  494,095.68 336,824.40  144,118.09  13,153.20 494,095.69 

2013  391,826.94  72,917.61  464,744.55 334,068.13  117,523.22  13,153.20 464,744.55 

2014  414,429.66  70,577.30  485,006.96 363,641.12  108,212.64  13,153.20 485,006.96 

2015  377,479.06  89,826.54  467,305.60 358,001.00  96,151.40  13,153.20 467,305.60 

2016  370,288.45  53,893.22  424,181.67 315,099.80  95,928.67  13,153.20 424,181.67 

Year Reported Unreported Total Artisanal Industrial Subsistence Recreational Total

1995  511,330.52  683,750.93  1,195,081.45  333,942.43  835,362.17  25,240.77  536.08 1,195,081.45 

2000  369,506.38  594,546.01  964,052.39  432,624.15  513,396.10  17,291.63  740.50  964,052.38 

2005  576,618.65  611,983.57 1,188,602.22  476,156.64  600,285.01  10,710.31  1,450.25 1,088,602.21 

2010  409,991.17  503,754.81  913,745.98  360,408.52  541,234.31  10,457.27  1,645.87  913,745.97 

2013  307,726.28  159,045.54  466,771.82  299,898.58  153,799.64  11,254.69  1,818.91  466,771.82 

2014 297,548.99  230,230.58  527,779.57 331,757.14  183,071.44  11,520.50  1,430.49  527,779.57 

2015  359,921.11  216,794.44  576,715.55 340,885.56  222,332.57  11,786.31  1,711.11  576,715.55 

2016  375,054.24  263,232.84  638,287.08 333,905.54  290,783.72  12,052.11  1,545.70  638,287.07 

Year Reported Unreported Total Artisanal Industrial Subsistence Total

1995  71,347.52  102,089.23  173,436.75 105,799.59  62,239.91  5,397.25 173,436.75 

2000  76,112.52  98,854.67  174,967.19 119,883.72  49,347.37  5,736.10 174,967.19 

2005  138,724.31  144,827.67  283,551.98 238,856.93  37,560.18  7,134.88 283,551.99 

2010  196,088.61  90,431.90  286,520.51 240,799.86  37,597.84  8,122.81 286,520.51 

2013  222,030.18  104,784.80  326,814.98 272,327.23  46,022.96  8,474.79 326,824.98 

2014  225,249.59  157,995.04  383,244.63 272,111.79  101,390.26  9,742.59 383,244.64 

2015  216,396.25  186,219.38  402,615.63 286,434.21  106,226.63  9,954.79 402,615.63 

2016  224,556.04  166,762.21  391,318.25 237,307.96  144,870.27  9,140.03  391,318.26 
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1995 2000 2005 2010 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018

 J
OB

S 
IN

 F
IS

H
IN

G

Sierra Leone 17900 24000 54100 69500 70786 70786

Nigeria 466555 538165 632968 630660 752432 745432 744323 735657

Senegal 51734 55547 57524 64749 68546 72485 72485 81218 81218 81218

Ghana 220711 291360 291360 253000 253826 253826 253826

Guinea 12133 13862 15476 19836 37967 42201 43738 45274 46811 46811

Cameroon 24136 41600 74441 140519 240728 240728 240728 240728 240728 246737
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Annex 4: Socio-Economic data for the Niger 
Delta region

The World Bank LSMS Integrated Survey on Agriculture117, last conducted in 2018-19 focuses on 
regions, with the comparison between the South South region118 and Nigerian averages revealing 
interesting trends, particularly in relation to education levels, access to mobile phones/ internet 
(both higher than average) and cost of living and access to services (both worse than average). 
The region has a higher than average participation in education, with girls having the highest 
attendance across Nigeria. The region also has the highest number of years in education compared 
to the rest of the country.

117  World Bank (2019), LSMS Integrated Surveys on Agriculture: Nigeria General Household Survey; 
National Bureau of Statistics (2020) Nigerian Living Standards Survey 2018/2019.

118  South South includes Abia, Akwa Ibom, Bayelsa, Cross Rivers, Delta, Edo, Imo, Ondo and Rivers 
states, roughly corresponding to the area affected by piracy.
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However, access to services was low. The region was most likely to use a generator and had above 
average duration of blackouts, with lack of access to reliable electricity being cited as the major 
constraint to enterprise operation and growth.
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In addition, health care and education costs were higher than national averages, and the region has 
the highest mean expenditure for a food group (meat, poultry, animal products), with concerning 
trends on food security.
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Breaking these trends down to the state level, education and literacy levels remain high across all 6 
states, without significant deviation. Although interestingly, the two states worst affected by piracy – 
Bayelsa and Rivers – have marginally higher education levels than the other states.

There is significant variation in health problems, primary source of electricity and availability, and 
also levels of employment – with significantly higher levels of unemployment in Bayelsa and Rivers 
states.
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Indicator South region Nigeria
Average Household Size 4.9 5.5

Share of Female headed households 23.9 18.6

Mean years of education 10.1 7.8

Male 10.6 8.5

Female 9.7 7.1

Literacy in any language (aged 5 and above) 81.1 68.6

School attendance 97.3 78.5

Male school attendance 96.2 78.4

Female school attendance 98.4 78.7

Mean annual total school expenditure per student, primary (Naira) 36836 20504
Mean annual total school expenditure per student, secondary 

(Naira) 56465 47879

Any health problem in past 4 weeks (%), male 26.7 22.6

Any health problem in past 4 weeks (%), female 31.8 24.5

Hospitalisation, past 12 months (%), male 10.1 8.25

Hospitalisation, past 12 months (%), female 8.26 4.75

Health costs - cost of consultation 1715 1228

Health costs - cost of medication 1760 1677

Health costs - costs of hospitalisation 30385 17301

House ownership 46.2 62

Rooms per capita 0.9 0.8

Primary Source of Electricity - national grid 70.6 85.4

Primary Source of Electricity - generator 24.1 11.3

National grid - hours available 6.4 6.6

Generator - hours available 8.2 6.3

Number of blackouts (past 7 days) 6.5 5.9

Duration of blackouts (total in last 7 days) 57.6 49.1

Access to mobile phone 82.4 77.7

Access to internet 31.2 25.7
Food security - worried about not having enough food to eat 

because of lack of money 55.9 36.9

Food insecurity - Unable to eat healthy and nutritious/preferred 
foods because of lack of money 61.4 44.3

Food shortage in the last year 43.1 31.6

Participation in labour activities, past 7 days, male (jul/aug) 62.1 65.4

Participation in labour activities, past 7 days, female (jul/aug) 63.9 56.6

Participation in labour activities, past 7 days, male (jan-feb) 50.5 48.1

Participation in labour activities, past 7 days, female (jan-feb) 49.8 39.4

% of households with non-farm enterprise 56.9 59.5
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Indicator Abia Akwa-
Ibom Bayelsa Cross 

River Delta Edo Imo Ondo Rivers Nigeria

Average Household Size 4.15 4.39 3.69 3.89 4.28 4.52 4.53 3.88 4.73 5.06

Share of Female headed 
households 30.6 28.2 29.3 28.5 31 25.2 27.5 28.9 24.9 18.8

Mean years of education for 
population aged 15-64 10.8 9.7 10.6 9.95 10.4 10.65 11.1 10.1 11.3 8.85

Male 10.8 10.1 11.3 10.5 11 11.3 11.2 10.8 11.7 9.7

Female 10.8 9.3 10 9.4 9.8 10 11.1 9.4 10.9 8

Literacy in any language (aged 5 
and above) 74.5 74.3 88.1 61.9 80.6 70.4 75.4 74.8 82.1 63.2

School attendance 88.1 85.3 81.5 82.6 87.7 85.8 89.4 81 85.4 71.3

Male 87.4 84.9 83.3 83.7 85.7 85 89 77.7 82.8 71.6

Female 88.7 85.8 79.6 81.5 89.5 86.5 89.8 84.2 88 71

Any health problem in past 4 
weeks (%), male 69.6 38 34.7 55.8 58.4 31.1 59.1 23.7 37.6 34.9

Any health problem in past 4 
weeks (%), female 72.5 44.1 39.2 59.8 61.6 33.5 65.2 26.8 42.4 37.4

Hospitalisation, past 12 months 
(%), male 5 4.8 1.1 5.1 26.6 7.4 3.3 1.4 3.6 4.9

Hospitalisation, past 12 months 
(%), female 4.5 6.2 2.1 1.5 24.9 7.8 5.7 5.1 3.6 6.6

House ownership 51.2 54.3 26.1 36.7 31.5 38.9 75.1 37.7 49 54.3

Primary Source of Electricity - 
national grid 86.1 60.7 46.2 48.8 57 70.7 55.3 69.3 68.3 82.2

Primary Source of Electricity - 
generator 12.6 39 23.6 50.4 36.2 25.7 44.4 29.8 21.5 15.9

National grid - hours available 5.2 4.3 4.8 6.4 11.9 7.4 3.8 9.9 7.4 8.6

Generator - hours available 4.6 7.4 13.3 8.7 6.9 7.9 6.9 6.3 6.7 6.8

Participation in labour activities, 
past 7 days, male 71.3 77 64 81.6 71.3 70.7 70.2 74 57.4 74.7

Participation in labour activities, 
past 7 days, female 69.1 71.1 58.5 80.9 64.8 64.4 69.1 73.1 58.1 61.3

% of households with non-farm 
enterprise 60.5 70.3 36.9 30.6 59.8 50 61 58.1 60.7 61.9

No jobs in the area (%) - male 0.4 3 8.2 1.9 5.4 3.9 5.1 0.3 7.6 3.5

No jobs in the area (%) - female 3.1 3.9 13.1 2 4.5 2.9 5 1.3 7.1 3.1
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