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for a lesson plan 




on this topic. 
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case study 




Elizabeth Hudson 




Nigeria’s oil industry 




B 




efore 1958, Nigeria was 




considered a 

low-income 




country 

(LIC) with a 

gross 




national income 

(GNI) of around 




US$100 per person. The country’s 




economy was built on primary industries 




such as agriculture and mining for coal, 




gold and bitumen. A large proportion 




of Nigerians were involved in farming, 




many as subsistence farmers herding 




cattle, but others were employed on 




plantations growing cocoa, peanuts, 




rubber and palm oil. Economic 




development was slow. 




Niger delta oil 




The discovery of oil in the mid-1950s 




significantly altered the story of Nigeria’s 




economic development. The estimated 




35 billion barrels of oil reserves found 




beneath the Niger delta along with gas 




reserves totalling 100 trillion cubic feet, 




have helped catapult Nigeria into being 




one of the richest nations in Africa, 




doubling the GNI. 




Nigeria is now one of the top 30 




economic powers in the world and 




is the most economically developed 




country in Africa. But what has all 




this success meant for the people and 




environment? 




Positive development 




Prior to the boom, Nigeria faced what 




is known as the 

resource curse 

— 




a state of having considerable wealth 




in raw resources but little of the 




machinery or technology needed to 




exploit it and trade internationally. 




Shell, a powerful 

transnational 




company 

(TNC), realised the value 




of what lay hidden in Nigeria. With 




the country’s agreement the oil 




company began investing in mining 




and infrastructure in order to build a 




successful oil industry. 




Nigerians welcomed this investment, 




believing it would lead to greater 




prosperity. Shell also benefited from 




the agreement by making significant 




revenues from oil trading and exerting 




influence in the country. 




To cooperate with Nigeria, Shell 




employs 65,000 Nigerian workers and 




has created a further 250,000 jobs in 




related industries. It also supports small 




local businesses to help boost economic 




success and infrastructure around the 




oil industry. 




Shell has created programmes for 




school and university scholarships to 




help train workers for the future. The 




company also funds local community 




health clinics to improve the health of 




workers and their families, vaccinating 




young children and providing medication 




for patients living with HIV/AIDS. 




Negative issues 




Some aspects of Shell’s involvement 




have been less desirable. The Niger 




delta is home to 20 million people and 




is environmentally a highly biodiverse 




wetland area. Frequent oil spills (at 




least 7,000 since mining began), mainly 




from broken pipelines, have posed a 




significant threat to the health of people 




and to wildlife in the delta. 




GCSE specifications require you to have an understanding 




of issues surrounding 

economic development 

in low-income 




countries. This article provides a case study of the 

impact 




of a transnational company 

on the economy of Nigeria. 




An oil drilling platform in a swamp 




area of the Niger delta 
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