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NIGERIA FLASH-NOTE

Return of the Niger Delta Avengers

Maxi-devaluations

The news couldn’t have come at a worse time. With the economy having posted its fifth
negative quarter running, at -0.52% for 2017/Q1, the preliminary estimate for 2016/Q4 had
been revised sharply lower, from an initial -1.30% to -1.73%. After a truce of almost 7
months, the Niger Delta militants appear to have resumed their attacks against Nigeria’s oil
and gas infrastructure.

  However, despite the alarming headline, we do not believe that the group is seeking to
cripple the country’s oil and gas output.

1)  On the night of Saturday 20th, it has now emerged, a gas pipeline operated by the Nigeria Gas
Company was blown up in the vicinity of Sanomi creek, on the outskirts of Warri (Delta state).

   Remarkably, there had been no claim of responsibility a full 24 hours later, prompting elders of the
Gbaramatu Kingdom1, within whose territory the explosion had occurred, to assert that the cause had
been a pipeline rupture attributable to poor maintenance by the operator.

2)  On Monday 22nd, this explanation was firmly rejected by the NGC’s local spokesperson who adduced
two compelling arguments:

 The line had been completely severed, rather than merely punctured;

 “It has been confirmed, even by the [Gbaramatu] community people, that it was a sabotage”2.

3) So it was only on Tuesday 23rd that a message appeared on the Twitter page of Mudoch Agbinibo, the
Niger Delta Avengers’ (NDA) spokesman, declaring enigmatically, “La vittoria è nostra”. Since this was the
group’s first message since its “Walls of Jericho” warning (of renewed hostilities) on Jan. 6th, it will have
seemed logical to view the pipeline’s destruction as simply making good on that threat.

    However, two points suggest that there may be more here than meets the eye.

4) In the first place, January’s tweet was accompanied by a 212-word enumeration of grievances
justifying the group’s planned resumption of hostilities3. No such explanation has been proffered in
connection with last week-end’s bombing for which the group has claimed responsibility.

   Moreover, it was less than two weeks after the January threat that then Acting President Osinbajo
embarked on his ‘listening’ tour of the Delta4, a mission generally credited with significantly alleviating
the region’s sense of being neglected by Abuja. In effect, the frustrations that the NDA had planned to
express by resuming its bombing campaign were largely addressed by Osinbajo’s landmark mission.

  Hence, the intervening months of total calm with a corresponding ramp-up in Nigeria’s oil output.

5) Against this backdrop, the May 23rd tweet, in flawless Italian, must be seen as highly incongruous.
Even if we interpret the cryptic sentence as a genuine claim of responsibility, it offers no indication as to
motive5.

1 The traditional Ijaw kingdom broadly overlaps with Delta state’s Warri South-West local government area
2  NGC spokesperson Violin Antaiah, as quoted by The Vanguard in “Suspected oil rebels attack oil pipeline”; May 23, 2017.
3  See “Operations Walls of Jericho and Hurricane Joshua” as posted to http://www.nigerdeltaavengers.org/
4  As will be recalled, President Buhari had persistently declined to undertake this outreach démarche.
5  This is without precedent for the NDA, whose web-site provides ample evidence – always in English - of the group’s affection for the

soap-box.



CONFIDENTIALRhombus Advisors Rhombus Advisors Rhombus Advisors Rhombus Advisors Rhombus Advisors LLCLLCLLCLLCLLC

   More important, the choice of language suggests that the message was aimed at a very specific
audience, presumably AGIP6, the most visible Italian presence in the region. This form of communication
to operators in the upstream oil and gas sector is a staple of the protection racket7 that has long been the
raison d’être of many an ostensibly militant organization8 in the Delta.

6) However, from the time they burst onto the scene in early 2016, the Avengers have been openly
contemptuous of such banditry and its practitioners, as is evident from the following excerpt from a 2016
communiqué:

“To ex-agitators of the likes of Tompolo: We know why you people are after us. Our agitation is more
civilize than yours; the Niger Delta Avengers is more concern with people of Niger Delta unlike you (ex-
agitations) that were into kidnapping, killing of Nigeria soldiers, sea pirates, vessel and tanker hijacking.
But we were able to carry out all our operations without killing a fly …

”After the amnesty Programme you (ex-agitators) has been enjoying patronize from the government and
royalty from multinational oil companies. While we (Avengers) have been strategizing on how the voice of
the Niger Deltans can be heard.” 9

7) While it is theoretically possible that the NDA might have fundamentally altered both its fundamental
goals and revolutionary praxis, we are not convinced that the goal of the Sanomi Creek bombing was
extortion.

   Rather, we suspect that the action was intended to embarrass the leaders of the Gbaramatu Kingdom10,
whom they might well regard as having reaped disproportionate political and other dividends11 from the
Avengers’ insurgency and whose best known son is the same Tompolo12 being disparaged in the above
communiqué.

8) It is unclear what exactly prompted the timing of Saturday’s attack which came 26 weeks after the last
recorded strike against Nigeria’s oil and gas infrastructure. But it is worth noting that on May 6th, the
Federal government had increased its budget for the (now reactivated) Delta Amnesty programme13 to
N55 billion.

9) Yet, regardless of the motive(s) behind the strike at Sanomi Creek, it has delivered a powerful
reminder of just how febrile the politico/security situation remains in Nigeria’s oil patch. With the
economy still on its knees14 and crude prices softening on disappointment at the results of today’s OPEC
meeting, the prospect of a parallel slide in Nigeria’s oil export volume is too dire to contemplate15.

  However, if one has correctly interpreted the latest bombing as a shot across the bow - in a strictly intra-
Delta competition for political influence -  such a dire outcome does not appear to be on the cards16.
Nevertheless, for portfolio investors waiting for Nigeria to jettison its misbegotten exchange-rate policy,
the latest flare-up provides one more reason to remain on the sidelines.

6  I.e. the name under which ENI operates in Nigeria.
7 Hitherto, the Avengers’ goals have been entirely political – indeed proto-nationalist – focused on political self-determination and

securing the right of the Delta’s peoples to control the region’s abundant resources.
8 I.e bombing oil and gas infrastructure to persuade the operating company to engage the services of one’s operatives – first on the

necessary clean-up and repair job; then as guards providing ‘security’ for the self-same facilities.
9 As reproduced by SaharaReporters in “Niger Delta Avengers Demand Sovereign State, Vow to Cripple Economy”; May 12, 2016.
10 The Gbaramatu elders appear to share this suspicion, declaring, ‘The Gbaramatu people have no reasons whatsoever to “breach” and

“destroy” any pipeline or government facilities its domain. The pipeline may have ruptured due to equipment failure or by our enemies. We

smell rat here.’ - Chief Godspower Gbenekama, Acting Secretary of Gbaramatu Traditional Council, as quoted by the Daily Post in “Gas

Pipeline Explosion: Militant Attack or Equipment Failure? | May 23, 2017.
11 It is worth noting that the Kingdom featured prominently in Osinbajo’s tour of the Delta. Not only did he visit its capital, but actually

held a forum there at which he received a delegation from the Pan Niger Delta Forum (Pandef), led by its chairman Chief Edwin Clark.
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12 A leader of the former Movement for the Emancipation of the Niger Delta (MEND), Government Ekpemupolo (a.k.a. ‘Tompolo’) was one

of the most conspicuous beneficiaries of the Niger Delta amnesty programme implemented under then President Yar’Adua in Oct. 2009.

Taking full advantage of the generous disarmament, demobilization and reintegration payments that the Federal government had

allocated for disbursement to each combatant under his command, the former militant reinvented himself as a major oil-services

contractor. However, his flagship company, Global West Vessel Specialist Limited, stands accused of defrauding the Federal government

in connection with a major procurement contract (awarded during the presidency of Goodluck Jonathan), and he is currently the subject

of an arrest warrant.
13 Adopted following the Federal government’s consultations with Niger Delta stakeholder groups, this appropriation is intended to

cover, inter alia: a monthly payment of ca. N65,000 to each ex-militants; self-employment support funds, including the provision of

needed equipment and supplies; the cost of training individuals from the oil-producing communities as pilots, aviation engineers,

technicians, and auto mechanics; and the payment of tuition fees for those in both post-secondary institutions and vocational training

programmes.
14 Despite the regular protestations to the contrary by both finance minister Adeosun and central bank governor Emefiele.
15 As will  be recalled, at the height of the 2016 campaign to sabotage its oil and gas infrastructure, Nigeria’s oil output had plummeted

as little as 1 million bbd, vs. the budgeted projection of 2.2 million bbd.
16 À propos, it is worth pointing out that the Nigeria Gas Company had re-routed System 2A deliveries around the damage site within 5

days of the incident – a far cry from the months-long shut-ins and associated force majeure conditions experienced during 2016.


