
Factsheet Nigeria is on fire. 
Broken promises
Natural gas is often released during the extraction of oil in 
Nigeria. Shell sets this gas on fire. These gas flares produce a 
large amount of greenhouse gas. Furthermore, they waste an 
enormous amount of energy that Nigeria could put to good use. 
In this factsheet, Milieudefensie [Friends of the Earth 
Netherlands] presents an overview of Shell’s broken promises.

Nigerian policy on gas flaring
Gas flaring began in the late 1950s, when oil was first 
extracted in Nigeria and the country was still a British 
colony. The British government was aware of the 
undesirability of the situation but took no action (1).

Gas flaring has been theoretically prohibited in 
Nigeria since 1984. It is possible to obtain an 
exemption from the ban on gas flaring; however, the 
requirements for this special permit are unknown. The 
flaring permit held by Shell has not been made public, 
so it is not possible for local people to determine the 
grounds on which it was granted to Shell. Moreover, 
the fine for flaring gas is too low per cubic metre to 
motivate oil companies to stop flaring gas. 

The Nigerian government is faced with conflicting 
interests in this matter. It is required to protect its 
people from the consequences of flaring. But at the 
same time, the government works with Shell in a joint 
venture and earns profits from oil production.

Local people oppose gas flaring. In Iwhrekan, Nigeria, 
the case was brought to court. The court ruled in 
favour of local residents in 2006 and ordered the 
flaring to be stopped. But Shell and the state-owned 
oil company appealed the decision, whereby the court 
granted them one year to stop the flaring. 
Unfortunately, this did not lead to a halt in the flaring. 
Shell announced it would appeal to a higher court and 
the judgement cannot be enforced until that case is 
decided. In the meantime, the judge handling the 
case has been transferred to northern Nigeria.

Repeated promises from Shell 
Shell has promised to extinguish the flares as the 
result of pressure from the Nigerian people, 
government and environmental organisations. But 
Shell has not yet kept these promises. A list:

1996
In 1996 Shell, promised it would stop flaring in 2008. 

2000
In 2000 the Nigerian Minister of Environment stated 
that an agreement had been reached with the oil 
sector to end flaring in 2004. Oil concerns in Nigeria 
stated later dates. In its annual report, Shell Nigeria 
restated 2008 as the final year (4). The accounting firm 
KPMG, however, expressed doubts about the 
accuracy of the data in the report (5). Moreover, it 
turned out that projects did not proceed as planned in 
that year.

2002
Shell Nigeria nevertheless stated in 2002 that 
everything would work out and that the flames would 
be extinguished in 2008 (6).

2003
In 2003, too, Shell stated its commitment to the final 
year of 2008 (7). But further on in its report, it 
emerged that boosting oil production took 
precedence over gathering the gas. Flaring would be 
increased instead of decreased. Shell placed the 
blame for lagging investments on its partners in the 
joint venture who refused to co-finance investments, 
as well as on local people who would block entrance 
to the installations.

2005
In 2005, Shell hinted that it might not meet the 2008 
deadline and this time gave the reason as the 
inadequate performance of subcontractors. 
Nevertheless, Shell repeated its old promise. But in 
the same report, Shell stated that it unfortunately 
could not meet the 2008 deadline due to insufficient 
financing. It planned to discuss its options with the 
Nigerian authorities (8).
 
2006
But the delay turned out to be less serious than 
expected. In the 2005 Annual Report, 2009 was listed 
as the new target (9). Shell was optimistic about the 
progress it had made (10).



2007
In 2007, the promise to definitively stop flaring in 
2009 was emphasised (11).

2009
In mid-2009, Shell Vice President of Communications 
Nick Wood stated that three billion dollars had been 
invested in gas gathering installations, but that at 
least three billion more needed to be invested (15). In 
other words, Shell was not even at the halfway point in 
its planned adaptations. The only way that the 
deadline could still be met was to shut off the oil flow 
to the gas flares. Shell stated that this was not 
possible because the Nigerian government had 
ordered oil production, and thus income from oil, to 
remain steady. The 2009 deadline was not met.

2010
Although the 2009 deadline was not met, gas flaring 
by Shell in Nigeria appears to have declined. Shell 
reported lower emissions in 2007 and 2008. 
According to Shell, flaring was reduced by 30 per cent 
between 2002 and 2008 due to its own measures such 
as exporting LNG (liquefied natural gas) and using gas 
in electric power plants.

The main reason, however, is the result of closing 
down the oil flow in Ogoniland by government order. 
That occurred following large-scale local protests 
against Shell pollution (12).  

It is not clear whether all the problems really can be 
blamed on unrest in the region. It could also be that 
Shell is afraid that the government will actually hold 
the oil industry to its promise to stop the flaring. 
Given that in many locations Shell has not yet 
attended to gathering the gas, this would mean that 
the oil flow would have to be temporarily shut off. This 
is a message that Shell would rather not communicate 
to its shareholders. The ‘rebels’ are thus a convenient 
scapegoat.

The government recently agreed a truce with the 
rebel groups. A large group of rebels in the Niger 
Delta recently took advantage of an amnesty ruling 
and surrendered their weapons. This has offered 
opportunities for a normalisation of the situation. It is 
feared that Shell plans to again open these sources as 
soon as possible, and thus to carry on with the flaring. 
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‘The only other way of stopping flaring is by not producing oil  
in the first place. At a time when Nigeria’s oil production - and 
thus government revenue - is already badly hit by the ongoing 
violence, shutting-in production to reduce flaring would further 
cut revenues for social and infrastructure development.’

Milieudefensie, April 2010
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