
In April 2022, an explosion at an illegal oil refinery in Nigeria killed over 100 people. It was

widely covered in local and global media and followed a similar incident in October 2021 that

killed at least 25.

The Emani Platform engaged local people in the days after the blast to understand how reaction to 

the blast affected perceptions of the government and oil industry. The results showed that oil 

refineries are seen as a lifeline but local people want to see more investment in regulation to reduce 

the social and environmental harm.

What are Illegal oil refineries?

Illegal oil refineries siphon crude oil from licit pipelines and turn it into petroleum products for sale. 

They exist in bushes and forests. They are less sophisticated than their legal counterparts, bringing 

land, water, and air pollution. The impact on health and livelihoods is negative and safety standards 

are poor. 

They persist despite numerous attempts to shut them down. They have become a crucial source of 

income for  local populations no longer able to fish and farm due to environmental damage caused 

by the licit oil industry. Many of these people have turned to illegal oil refineries to make ends meet.

ESG and sustainability concerns

This is something of a paradox for (legitimate) oil companies. Pressure on security forces to close 

down the illegal operations that siphon their produce can backfire - with protests, strikes, and more oil 

bunkering as possible outcomes if they get it wrong. 

Licensed operators including Shell and Chevron have invested substantially in getting it right. They 

have built schools and clinics, run employability support programmes, and set up ostensibly robust 

grievance mechanisms.

Illegal oil refineries in

Nigeria: Environmental

hazard, threat to life,

and a local lifeline.

https://www.reuters.com/world/africa/least-25-including-minors-died-illegal-refinery-blast-nigeria-2021-10-24/
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2022/apr/23/more-than-100-killed-at-nigerian-oil-refinery-blast


From the perspective of locals, results have been mixed. For example, jobs are often seen as lost to 

nepotism and infrastructure to corruption. Grievance mechanisms can feel like dead ends. To build 

strategies that work, you have to talk to people on the ground. 

The Emani Platform engaged 54 individuals living within three miles of the blast in Imo State. Here’s 

what they thought: 

¤ Oil refineries posed a risk to local communities but this does not necessarily mean they should be 

shut down. 

¤ A heavy security response in the past had only pushed illegal “oil bunkering” into becoming an 

after-dark activity. 

¤ The government should tempt workers away with a better offer or take steps to mitigate the worst 

effects. 

¤ Oil companies are not to blame but could do more for example, through more investment in licit 

refineries and more (visible) local jobs.

¤ The government could regulate oil refineries to make them safer and, ultimately, tax them. 

¤ Legitimate oil businesses and the government should work towards training the local youth and 

absorb them into rightful work opportunities.

Key insights from Emani’s survey with the local community in Nigeria:

“There's enough money in the local processing of oil. We call it oil bunkering. But it’s very risky. The 

recent gas explosion took over 100 lives. But people are still doing it. Right now there's heavy security 

presence, but at night people still do it.” 

- Male, 33 from Abacheke.

 

¤ Nearly everyone had heard about the explosions. Only two had not.

¤ Refineries are negative for the community - most (34) thought this though some (7) disagreed - 

for them, the employment of young men was too important to ignore. Only 2 of the 7 respondents 

who worked at the illegal refineries thought they were positive.

¤ Government actions perplexed respondents - respondents didn’t understand why the government 

did not either a) shut down the refineries; or b) find a way to legalize and tax them.

¤ Security displaces the problem - respondents explained that a heavy security presence had only 

driven local people to “oil bunkering” at night: 

¤ Environmental reasons top of mind - water and soil contamination were mentioned repeatedly: 

“[community members’ issues range] from lack of clean water and lack of clean air. This adversely 

affects their health too, and overall standard of living. - Female, 29 from Assad.

"The government should rather focus on improving the quality of life of the people, provide jobs, 

portable water, electricity and good roads. These are bigger problems."

- Male, 24-years, Ohaba.



Social opportunity

Even after a tragic event, the door remains open for smart social initiatives and strategic 

communications. To be effective, they need to respond to the nuance of local thought and come up 

with joint responses with the communities involved in problem solving.

What does it mean for oil companies and government?

There is an opportunity for the licensed sector to more visibly support job creation and safety 

regulation. Oil companies have long lost revenue to illegal refineries because of difficulty grappling 

with fundamental and material social risks. 

 

Illegal oil refineries operate by and for the locals who felt locked out of the benefits of licensed 

exploration.

 

How do governments and ESG focused oil companies tackle such complexity? 

The problem is multifaceted and demands a similarly nuanced response from several stakeholders - 

the Nigerian government, oil companies, sustainability activists and the international community. A 

key requirement to finding more sustainable solutions is to better understand the sentiments and 

needs of local people who are directly affected. 

Emani was able to gather highly relevant sentiment data around this issue within 24 hours. Our 

platform allows us to collect and analyse relevant social risk and sustainability data quickly and 

affordably such that clients can make better informed decisions before such a crisis turn into a full 

blown disaster.
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Emani mobilizes diverse and verified respondents (with or without internet access) local to each project and 
investment in your portfolio. Emani’s information collection approach provides frequent updates and alerts that let 
you act on events affecting your investments or ESG rating, helping you uncover potential crisis before it happens.

Emani is available across Africa and Asia with communities active in Afghanistan, Ethiopia, Libya, Niger, Nigeria, and 
Sudan. Book a consultation on the website.


