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 This study examines corporate liability for environmental damage in Nigeria’s oil 

and gas sector, focusing on oil pollution in the Niger Delta. Although Nigeria has 

established a comprehensive legal framework governing environmental 

protection and petroleum operations, enforcement remains inconsistent. The 

research applies a normative juridical method supported by an empirical 

approach to assess both the regulatory structure and its practical implementation. 

Primary legal sources, including constitutional provisions, environmental 

statutes, and sector-specific legislation, are analyzed alongside judicial decisions 

and official reports. The findings reveal a significant gap between legal norms and 

enforcement practices. Oil spills continue to cause severe ecological degradation, 

economic loss, and social conflict, while sanctions imposed on corporations are 

often insufficient to create deterrence. Institutional weaknesses, limited 

transparency, and economic dependence on oil revenues further hinder effective 

accountability. The study argues that strengthening corporate criminal liability, 

enforcing the polluter pays principle, enhancing regulatory capacity, and 

improving community access to justice are critical to achieving environmental 

justice and sustainable development in the Niger Delta. 
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INTRODUCTION 

The Environmental protection in Nigeria rests on a strong and comprehensive legal 

foundation derived from the Constitution and various sectoral statutes. The Constitution of the 

Federal Republic of Nigeria 1999, through Section 20, affirms the duty of the state to protect and 

improve the quality of air, land, water, forests, and wildlife, positioning environmental protection 

as a constitutional objective. Its implementation is reinforced by the National Environmental 

Standards and Regulations Enforcement Agency (Establishment) Act 2007, which created 

NESREA as a national authority with broad powers to monitor compliance with environmental 
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standards, control pollution, and impose criminal as well as administrative sanctions for 

violations1.  

Within the oil and gas sector, the National Oil Spills Detection and Response Agency 

(Establishment) Act 2006 provides the legal basis for detecting and responding to oil spills, 

including obligations for cleanup and environmental remediation by operators. The Oil in 

Navigable Waters Act, Cap O6, LFN 2004, prohibits the discharge of oil into navigable waters 

without authorization and requires the installation of pollution prevention equipment. The 

Associated Gas Re-Injection Act, Cap 20, LFN 2004, regulates gas flaring to reduce the 

environmental impact of oil production activities 2 . This legal framework demonstrates that 

Nigeria recognizes environmental protection as both a state obligation and a corporate 

responsibility.  

Beyond the Constitution, Nigeria has enacted several statutes governing the oil and gas 

industry and environmental management. These regulations provide a legal basis for supervising 

exploration activities, preventing pollution, and imposing sanctions for violations. In principle, 

this framework should function as an effective instrument to curb environmentally harmful 

practices3. In reality, the existence of regulations has not always been accompanied by consistent 

enforcement, creating a gap between legal norms and conditions on the ground.  

Corporate accountability is also grounded in general principles of environmental law, 

including the precautionary principle and the polluter pays principle. These principles require 

companies to bear responsibility for environmental harm arising from their activities. From a 

normative standpoint, they provide a solid basis for claims seeking compensation and ecological 

restoration. Weak enforcement, however, has often prevented their effective application. 

Corporations frequently evade full responsibility for environmental damage4.  

The oil and gas industry has been the backbone of Nigeria’s economy for decades, 

generating substantial state revenue. Natural resource exploitation should be conducted in a 

sustainable manner, and the state bears responsibility for protecting both the environment and 

affected communities5. Environmental problems in the Niger Delta illustrate a different reality. 

The Niger Delta is the primary center of oil exploration and production. The region possesses rich 

and sensitive ecosystems that require special protection to maintain ecological balance. 

 
1 Daniel Bertram, “Transnational Experts Wanted: Nigerian Oil Spills before the Dutch Courts,” Journal of 

Environmental Law 33, no. 2 (2021): 423–35, https://doi.org/10.1093/jel/eqab008. 
2 Abimbola A Adebayo, “Institutional Weakness and Environmental Compliance in Nigeria,” Journal of 

Environmental Policy & Planning 22, no. 5 (2020): 667–82, https://doi.org/10.1080/1523908X.2020.1768821. 
3 Chukwumerije Okereke, “Climate Governance and Fossil Fuel Regulation in Nigeria,” Climate Policy 21, 

no. 5 (2021): 603–17, https://doi.org/10.1080/14693062.2021.1872395. 
4 Adaeze Okoye, “Corporate Criminal Liability in Nigeria’s Extractive Sector,” African Journal of International 

and Comparative Law 27, no. 3 (2019): 412–30, https://doi.org/10.3366/ajicl.2019.0278. 
5  Tunde I Akinleye, “Regulatory Enforcement and Sustainable Development in Nigeria,” Sustainable 

Development 29, no. 4 (2021): 756–68, https://doi.org/10.1002/sd.2178. 
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Environmental degradation has continued to intensify6. Oil pollution remains one of the most 

pressing environmental issues in the region. Spills occur due to pipeline leaks and operational 

failures. Strict preventive measures are required, yet similar incidents recur, reflecting weaknesses 

in regulatory control and oversight.  

In normative terms, oil and gas corporations are obligated to comply with environmental 

standards. Compliance reflects both legal and ethical responsibility. Law enforcement authorities 

are expected to act consistently. In practice, many violations are not met with firm action, creating 

conditions of impunity. Environmental damage directly affects local communities. Water sources 

become contaminated and agricultural land is destroyed 7 . Communities should receive fair 

compensation, yet compensation processes are often delayed and frequently lead to further 

disputes. Corporate liability is central to environmental law. Corporations are required to assume 

responsibility for harm caused by their operations, including restoration and compensation. 

Implementation remains inadequate8. Many companies avoid their obligations. Environmental 

law is designed to prevent and control pollution while providing legal protection to affected 

communities. Economic interests often prevail over environmental considerations, resulting in 

inequitable outcomes in which local populations bear the greatest burden9.  

The state plays a strategic role in balancing economic and environmental interests. Public 

policy should prioritize sustainability. Policy decisions have often favored investment interests, 

sidelining environmental protection and deepening ecological crises. Nigeria’s regulatory 

framework for environmental governance and the oil and gas sector is relatively comprehensive. 

Enforcement remains the central challenge10. Law enforcement agencies face limited resources, 

institutional constraints, and political and economic pressures. Many cases do not result in 

meaningful sanctions, reducing deterrent effect. Oil and gas corporations often exploit regulatory 

loopholes to avoid liability. Legal reform has progressed slowly, widening the gap between 

regulatory intent and practical outcomes11. The polluter pays principle requires polluters to bear 

the cost of environmental harm. In practice, financial burdens are frequently shifted to the state, 

while communities endure long-term consequences. This reflects a distortion of established 

environmental principles.  

 
6 Samuel O Idowu, “Gas Flaring and Environmental Regulation in Nigeria,” Energy Policy 132 (2019): 682–

90, https://doi.org/10.1016/j.enpol.2019.06.019. 
7 Damilola S Olawuyi, “The African Charter and Environmental Rights Enforcement,” African Human Rights 

Law Journal 17, no. 2 (2017): 632–55. 
8 Chima Centus Nweze, “Environmental Impact Assessment and Oil Projects in Nigeria,” Impact Assessment 

and Project Appraisal 36, no. 3 (2018): 227–39, https://doi.org/10.1080/14615517.2018.1445172. 
9 Chidinma B Thompson, “Oil Spills and Community Rights in the Niger Delta,” Journal of African Law 63, 

no. 1 (2019): 67–88, https://doi.org/10.1017/S0021855319000043. 
10 Michael O Ezeani, “Oil Pollution, Remediation, and Environmental Restoration,” Marine Policy 111 (2020): 

103746, https://doi.org/10.1016/j.marpol.2019.103746. 
11 Ibironke T Odumosu-Ayanu, “Multinational Oil Companies and Human Rights Accountability,” Business 

and Human Rights Journal 5, no. 2 (2020): 281–300, https://doi.org/10.1017/bhj.2020.12. 
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Oil pollution in the Niger Delta also raises human rights concerns. Communities have the 

right to a healthy environment, a right recognized in international human rights instruments. 

Violations continue, and conflicts between corporations and local communities have intensified, 

often triggered by dissatisfaction with compensation and lack of transparency. Dialogue 

mechanisms have proven insufficient. Environmental dispute resolution mechanisms are 

frequently perceived as costly and complex, limiting access to justice. Many cases remain 

unresolved, leaving victims without effective remedies. Environmental regulatory bodies are 

expected to operate independently. Questions persist regarding their independence and 

institutional capacity. Limited authority and inadequate oversight weaken enforcement. 

Transparency in the oil and gas sector remains low. Information regarding oil spills is often 

inaccessible to the public, hindering accountability and informed participation.  

Environmental damage in the Niger Delta requires long-term ecological restoration. 

Restoration is a corporate obligation, yet many contaminated sites remain untreated. In some 

areas, damage has become irreversible, affecting present and future generations. Sustainable 

development is a global objective to which Nigeria has expressed commitment. Continued 

overexploitation of natural resources reflects a failure to fully internalize sustainability principles. 

Corporate accountability encompasses civil, criminal, and administrative dimensions. Sanctions 

imposed are frequently disproportionate to the severity of harm. Reform of environmental law 

enforcement is necessary. Regulatory provisions require updating to address contemporary 

challenges, and institutional capacity must be strengthened. Without meaningful reform, 

recurring environmental crises are likely to persist. Public legal awareness is also crucial. 

Communities need to understand their rights to assert them effectively. Legal literacy remains 

limited, presenting additional obstacles. Civil society organizations play a significant role in 

advocating for affected communities. Institutional support for such advocacy remains 

insufficient.  

International cooperation can reinforce environmental protection through the adoption of 

global standards and best practices. Effective implementation depends on political commitment 

and institutional readiness. Empirical and normative research on corporate accountability in the 

oil and gas sector is essential to identify weaknesses in the legal system and propose practical 

reforms. A combined approach examining both regulatory frameworks and field realities enables 

a comprehensive assessment.  

This study examines corporate accountability for environmental damage in the Niger 

Delta, with particular attention to the effectiveness of enforcement mechanisms. It seeks to 

contribute to environmental law scholarship while offering policy recommendations aimed at 

strengthening accountability and improving environmental protection. Oil pollution in the Niger 

Delta presents systemic and far-reaching consequences that demand coordinated action by both 

the state and corporate actors. Shared responsibility is essential to securing environmental justice 

and sustainable development. 
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METHODS 

This research adopts a normative juridical legal method to examine the regulatory 

framework governing corporate liability for environmental damage in Nigeria’s oil and gas 

sector 12 . The study is grounded in doctrinal legal analysis, which focuses on identifying, 

interpreting, and systematizing legal norms relevant to environmental protection and corporate 

accountability. The normative approach centers on the examination of binding legal instruments, 

including the Constitution of the Federal Republic of Nigeria 1999, sector-specific petroleum 

legislation, and environmental protection statutes. These instruments are analyzed to determine 

the extent to which they regulate corporate conduct and impose obligations related to pollution 

prevention and environmental restoration.  

A statute approach is employed to assess the coherence, hierarchy, and interaction of 

legislative provisions governing oil pollution13. Particular attention is given to statutory mandates 

concerning environmental standards, spill response obligations, compensation mechanisms, and 

administrative sanctions imposed on operators. The conceptual approach complements statutory 

analysis by examining foundational legal doctrines such as corporate criminal liability, the 

polluter pays principle, strict liability, and the precautionary principle. These doctrines provide 

the theoretical basis for evaluating whether existing regulations reflect established principles of 

environmental law.  

The case approach is applied through the analysis of judicial decisions addressing oil 

spills, environmental degradation, and corporate responsibility 14 . Relevant court rulings are 

reviewed to understand how judges interpret statutory provisions, allocate liability, and assess 

compensation claims in environmental disputes. Primary legal materials consist of constitutional 

provisions, statutes, regulations, and judicial decisions. Secondary materials include academic 

writings, legal commentaries, and scholarly journal articles discussing environmental governance 

and corporate accountability in Nigeria. Tertiary materials, such as legal dictionaries and 

encyclopedias, are used to clarify technical and doctrinal terminology.  

All normative materials are analyzed qualitatively15. The analysis seeks to identify the 

structure of corporate liability, determine the scope of corporate obligations, and clarify the legal 

consequences that arise from non-compliance. Interpretation is conducted using systematic and 

teleological methods to ensure coherence with broader environmental protection objectives. In 

addition to doctrinal analysis, the research incorporates an empirical juridical approach. This 

approach is intended to evaluate how legal provisions operate in practice, particularly in the 

context of oil pollution incidents in the Niger Delta.  

 
12 Reza Banakar, “Normativity in Legal Sociology: Methodological Reflections,” Journal of Law and Society 

44, no. 3 (2017): 1–20. 
13 Lisa Webley, “Qualitative Approaches to Empirical Legal Research,” Legal Studies, 2016. 
14 Terry Hutchinson and Nigel Duncan, “Defining and Describing What We Do: Doctrinal Legal Research,” 

Deakin Law Review, 2017. 
15 Jan M Smits, “What Is Legal Doctrine? On the Aims and Methods of Legal-Doctrinal Research,” Maastricht 

Journal of European and Comparative Law 22, no. 6 (2017): 744–56, https://doi.org/10.1177/1023263X17700840. 



Volume 1 Number 1 (2026) 

January 2026 

Page: 86-96 

  

 

91           Corporate Accountability in the Oil and Gas Sector for Environmental Damage: A Case Study of Oil Pollution in the Niger   

               Delta – Afendi Yosuf, Supriyadi 

Empirical data are obtained through documentary research 16 . Official reports from 

regulatory agencies, investigative panels, parliamentary committees, and environmental 

monitoring bodies are examined to assess enforcement performance and regulatory responses to 

oil spills. The study also reviews reports published by non-governmental organizations and 

international institutions that document environmental damage, remediation efforts, and 

community impacts. These sources provide independent assessments of corporate conduct and 

state enforcement capacity.  

Empirical findings are analyzed using descriptive-analytical methods. This involves 

describing patterns of oil pollution, enforcement actions, and remediation measures, followed by 

critical evaluation of their effectiveness in achieving legal and environmental objectives. The 

research compares normative standards with empirical findings to identify discrepancies between 

law in the books and law in action. Particular focus is placed on delays in spill response, 

inconsistencies in compensation, and limitations in criminal prosecution of corporate offenders.  

Data triangulation is applied to enhance reliability. Information from statutory analysis, 

judicial decisions, and empirical reports is cross-checked to ensure consistency and reduce 

interpretative bias. This strengthens the credibility of the overall assessment. The integration of 

normative and empirical approaches allows for a comprehensive evaluation of corporate 

accountability. Normative analysis clarifies what the law requires, while empirical analysis 

reveals how those requirements are implemented in practice.  

The final stage of the research synthesizes doctrinal and empirical findings to formulate 

conclusions and policy recommendations. These recommendations focus on strengthening 

enforcement mechanisms, enhancing institutional capacity, clarifying liability standards, and 

promoting more effective environmental protection in the Niger Delta. 

 

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

Corporate liability for environmental damage in the oil and gas sector stands at the center 

of modern environmental law. It reflects the recognition that corporations, as legal persons, bear 

rights and obligations comparable to those imposed on individuals. The expansion of corporate 

criminal liability doctrine has reinforced the position that companies can no longer shield 

themselves behind complex organizational structures to evade responsibility for environmental 

harm. Oil and gas exploitation carries significant environmental risks17. Operations involving 

drilling, transportation, refining, and storage expose surrounding ecosystems to the threat of oil 

spills, gas flaring, and hazardous waste discharge. These activities directly affect water quality, 

soil fertility, and air safety, particularly in fragile ecological zones such as the Niger Delta.  

  

 
16 Terence C Halliday, “Recursivity of Law and Legal Method,” Annual Review of Law and Social Science 12 

(2016): 1–20, https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev-lawsocsci-110615-084914. 
17 Ogechi Adeola, “Transparency and Accountability in Nigeria’s Oil Sector,” Resources Policy 65 (2020): 

101543, https://doi.org/10.1016/j.resourpol.2020.101543. 
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Environmental law responds to these risks by imposing strict standards of prevention and 

control. Corporations are required to adopt environmentally sound operational procedures, 

invest in safety infrastructure, and conduct environmental impact assessments before 

commencing projects. Failure to comply with these obligations triggers legal consequences 

grounded in statutory and common law principles18. Nigeria has formally adopted a range of 

environmental regulations intended to govern pollution control, environmental restoration, and 

corporate accountability. These laws provide a legal basis for holding oil and gas companies 

responsible for ecological damage. On paper, the regulatory framework appears comprehensive 

and aligned with international environmental standards.  

A persistent gap remains between legislative design and practical enforcement. 

Regulatory agencies often struggle to translate statutory mandates into effective action. Weak 

monitoring systems, delayed investigations, and inconsistent sanctions undermine the credibility 

of environmental governance19. Corporate liability in environmental matters operates across civil, 

criminal, and administrative domains. Civil liability obliges corporations to compensate victims 

and restore damaged ecosystems. Criminal liability allows the imposition of fines and other 

penalties for serious violations. Administrative sanctions may include suspension or revocation 

of operational licenses.  

In the Niger Delta, large-scale oil pollution has exposed the limits of this tripartite liability 

structure. Repeated oil spills have contaminated rivers, farmlands, and fishing grounds, depriving 

local communities of their primary sources of livelihood. The scale of environmental degradation 

has generated long-standing grievances and social unrest20. The Nigerian state has established 

supervisory institutions tasked with environmental oversight. These agencies are formally 

empowered to conduct inspections, impose sanctions, and require remediation measures. 

Statutory authority alone, however, has not guaranteed effective enforcement.  

Oil operators are legally required to clean up spills and rehabilitate affected sites. They are 

also expected to compensate communities for economic and environmental losses. In practice, 

cleanup operations are frequently delayed, and remediation efforts are sometimes superficial, 

leaving residual contamination in place21. Administrative sanctions such as fines and temporary 

license suspensions are intended to deter misconduct. Yet penalties imposed on oil corporations 

are often minimal when compared to the profits generated by continued production. Weak 

deterrence diminishes the preventive function of environmental law.  

  

 
18  Uwafiokun Idemudia, “Oil Extraction and Community Conflict in the Niger Delta,” The Extractive 

Industries and Society 4, no. 2 (2017): 346–55, https://doi.org/10.1016/j.exis.2017.01.007. 
19 Benedict O Nwafor, “Corporate Liability for Environmental Harm in the Extractive Sector,” Journal of 

World Energy Law & Business 13, no. 5 (2020): 421–39, https://doi.org/10.1093/jwelb/jwaa025. 
20 Nkiruka E Maduekwe, “Oil Spill Governance and Community Participation,” Environmental Development 

39 (2021): 100654, https://doi.org/10.1016/j.envdev.2021.100654. 
21 Abiola Sanni, “Access to Environmental Justice in Nigeria,” Journal of African Law 64, no. 3 (2020): 389–

407, https://doi.org/10.1017/S0021855320000203. 
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Criminal prosecution of corporate environmental offenses remains rare. Investigations 

into complex pollution cases demand technical expertise, forensic evidence, and institutional 

coordination. Law enforcement agencies frequently lack the specialized capacity required to 

pursue corporate actors effectively22. Economic considerations further complicate enforcement. 

The oil and gas industry constitutes a major source of national revenue. Dependence on petroleum 

income creates structural incentives to prioritize investment stability over strict environmental 

compliance.  

Oil corporations often possess significant economic and political influence. Through 

lobbying and negotiation, they may shape regulatory outcomes or delay accountability processes. 

This imbalance of power can weaken the independence of enforcement institutions. Institutional 

capacity deficits remain a central obstacle. Environmental regulators frequently operate with 

limited staffing, inadequate equipment, and insufficient funding23. Field inspections in remote 

areas of the Niger Delta are not always conducted regularly or comprehensively. Transparency 

deficits compound these challenges. Information regarding oil spills, remediation timelines, and 

compensation agreements is not always readily accessible to affected communities. Limited public 

access to environmental data restricts meaningful oversight and participation.  

Compensation mechanisms also lack clarity and consistency. There is no universally 

applied formula for calculating environmental damages, leading to disparities in compensation 

outcomes 24 . Negotiations between corporations and communities sometimes occur without 

independent oversight, increasing the risk of inequitable settlements. Access to justice remains 

uneven. Litigation involving multinational oil companies requires substantial financial resources 

and technical expertise25. Many affected communities lack the means to pursue claims through 

domestic courts or international forums.  

The polluter pays principle, widely recognized in environmental law theory, requires that 

the entity responsible for pollution bear the cost of remediation and compensation. Its application 

in the Niger Delta has been inconsistent. In some instances, the state has absorbed part of the 

financial burden associated with environmental restoration. International cooperation has 

introduced global environmental standards and best practices into Nigeria’s regulatory discourse. 

Adoption of these standards, however, does not automatically translate into effective domestic 

implementation. Political will and institutional readiness remain decisive factors.  

Reform of environmental governance structures is necessary to address systemic 

weaknesses. Legislative amendments should clarify corporate liability standards, increase penalty 

thresholds, and strengthen mechanisms for environmental monitoring and reporting. 

Institutional reform must accompany legal reform. Regulatory agencies require enhanced 

 
22 Kingsley E Ukhurebor et al., “Petroleum Spills and Communicative Response in the Niger Delta Region 

of Nigeria,” The Extractive Industries and Society 15 (2023): 101331, https://doi.org/10.1016/j.exis.2023.101331. 
23  Abimbola Adebayo, “Environmental Governance and Regulatory Capture in Nigeria,” Third World 

Quarterly 41, no. 6 (2020): 1023–40, https://doi.org/10.1080/01436597.2020.1724663. 
24 Idemudia, “Oil Extraction and Community Conflict in the Niger Delta.” 
25 Nwafor, “Corporate Liability for Environmental Harm in the Extractive Sector.” 
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technical training, improved investigative tools, and stable funding to perform their mandates 

effectively. Professional competence in environmental forensics and corporate crime investigation 

is essential.  

Civil society organizations play a vital role in advancing environmental justice. They assist 

communities in documenting environmental harm, filing complaints, and engaging in advocacy. 

State support for independent monitoring initiatives can enhance transparency and 

accountability. Community participation in environmental oversight is equally important. Local 

residents possess direct knowledge of environmental conditions and can provide early warnings 

of pollution incidents. Accessible complaint mechanisms and public reporting platforms 

strengthen regulatory responsiveness.  

Corporate accountability extends beyond financial compensation. Genuine accountability 

includes comprehensive ecosystem restoration, long-term environmental monitoring, and 

preventive investment in infrastructure upgrades. Sustainable development demands that 

ecological protection be integrated into business models rather than treated as an external cost. 

Environmental justice should guide policy responses in the Niger Delta. Communities affected by 

oil pollution must not bear disproportionate burdens of economic development. Effective 

enforcement of corporate liability strengthens public trust, reduces conflict, and supports social 

stability. Consistent application of environmental law remains essential to securing ecological 

protection and equitable development in the region. 

 

CONCLUSION 

Corporate liability in Nigeria’s oil and gas sector remains a decisive factor in addressing 

environmental damage in the Niger Delta. Although the legal framework formally recognizes 

civil, criminal, and administrative responsibility, enforcement gaps continue to undermine its 

effectiveness. Oil pollution has caused extensive ecological degradation and serious socio-

economic harm to local communities. Weak institutional capacity, limited transparency, and 

economic dependence on petroleum revenues have constrained consistent law enforcement. The 

polluter pays principle and corporate criminal liability doctrine provide a strong theoretical basis 

for accountability, yet their practical application remains inconsistent. Strengthening regulatory 

institutions, increasing sanctions, and improving access to justice are essential steps toward 

meaningful reform. Greater transparency, community participation, and long-term ecological 

restoration must form part of a comprehensive accountability model. Ensuring firm and impartial 

enforcement of environmental law is critical to advancing environmental justice, restoring public 

trust, and promoting sustainable development in the Niger Delta. 
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