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environmental performance index
Summary
This briefing summarises the findings of SDN’s 2018 Nigerian oil industry environmental
performance index (the Index). The Index examines the environmental performance of 43
oil companies operating in the Niger Delta in 2018, the latest year for which all relevant
information was available at the time of writing.
The Index is based on data on two types of environmental emissions: oil spilled, and gas
flared (burnt off) as part of oil exploration and production. This data comes from the
Nigerian National Oil Spill Detection and Response Agency (NOSDRA).
The purpose of the Index is to improve understanding of oil industry emissions across
the Niger Delta. It provides, for the first time, a comparative assessment of oil companies’
environmental performance across the region, which has serious environmental
problems. Based on this detailed understanding of industry emissions, we aim to enable a
constructive discussion with oil companies and government on how these emissions can
be reduced.

Key messages
• In absolute terms, the highest oil spill and gas flare emissions tended to be

generated by major international oil companies, as well as the state-owned oil
company, the Nigerian National Petroleum Corporation (NNPC). This is unsurprising,
as they also tend to have higher production volumes.

• Consequently, a small number of companies were responsible for the majority

of emissions: 92% of recorded oil spilled is attributable to five companies (Aiteo,
NAOC, Heritage, NNPC, and Shell), while 50% of gas flared is attributable to only two
companies, ExxonMobil and NNPC.

• Local operators tended to have higher emissions relative to the volume of oil they

produced. The Nigerian companies Express Petroleum and Summit Oil generated the
highest emissions per barrel of oil produced.

• Overall, the Nigerian oil industry compares poorly with oil industries in other

regions. Placing data on Nigerian environmental emissions against data from
elsewhere makes it clear that the amount of oil spilled and gas flared by the Nigerian
oil industry is far higher, on a per-unit basis, than the African and global average.

• There are major discrepancies among data sources on Nigerian oil spills and gas

flaring. Our research is based on information from NOSDRA. However, different
government agencies report both lower, and much higher, volumes of oil spilled. There
are also differences in gas flare figures reported by different sources. This is only one
example of the challenges involved in analysing the Nigerian oil industry. Our working
assumption is that the true extent of the release of potentially harmful emissions into
the Niger Delta’s natural environment is much higher than the figures used as the
basis for this report.
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Introduction
Nigeria is a major oil producer. Its high-quality crude oil is sold around the world, and
the industry is currently crucial to Nigeria’s economy. However, the impact on the
ground in the Niger Delta, where its oil comes from, has been severe. Millions of barrels
of oil have been spilled, and efforts to clean it up have been insufficient. This has led to
environmental damage, the loss of livelihoods, and severe health impacts.
This is why we have produced the Nigerian oil industry environmental performance
index (the Index). The purpose of the Index is to try and quantify the relative
environmental performance of different oil companies operating in the Niger Delta. We
have done this by developing a weighted assessment of 43 companies operating in
Nigeria in 2018, the latest year for which all relevant data wass available at the time of
writing.1
The Index is based on five indicators, using emissions data from the Oil Spill Monitor
and Gas Flare Tracker. These environmental monitoring tools are managed by the
Nigerian National Oil Spill Detection and Response Agency (NOSDRA).2
The indicators are:

• The quantity of oil spilled by each company
• The number of oil spills by each company
• Each company’s oil spill removal rate (the proportion of oil spilled which was
later removed)

• The volume of gas each company flared
• Each company’s emissions ratio (the amount of oil spilled and gas flared, relative
to the volume of oil it produced)

1

Eight companies are not included in the Index: Atlas, Consolidated, Equinor, Frontier, Millenium, Prime,
Waltersmith, and Yinka. This is because there is not an oil spill or gas flare volume which can be attributed
to them under the relevant regulations, according to the data we used, even though they do have an
officially-reported oil production volume. Note that this does not mean that they do not have other, or
unreported, environmental emissions.
2
Note that these tools were developed for NOSDRA by SDN.
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Key statistics for 2018
According to the data we used:

At least 42
companies
flared gas, and
18 spilled oil

42

18
In total, a
minimum of

25,308

barrels of oil are
estimated to
have been spilled
in the Niger
Delta in 2018, in
617 incidents.

Barrels of oil spilled
in each state:

Rivers 13,695;
Delta 7,842;
Bayelsa 2,837;
Imo 545;
Abia 212;
Edo 165;
Akwa Ibom 12
Oil company
operations in Nigeria
flared an estimated

440 billion cubic
feet of gas—

equivalent to a quarter
of Nigeria’s 2017 CO2
emissions, or more than all
Ghana’s 2017 CO2 emissions
(US EIA, 2020).

Five companies were responsible for

92% of oil spilled

92%

Aiteo, NOAC, Heritage, the Nigerian National
Petroleum Corporation NNPC, and Shell.

41
barrels
50%
of all gas flared is
attributable to two
companies: ExxonMobil
and NNPC

The average oil spill size was 41
barrels of oil, equivalent to more than

6,500 litres
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Quantity score

No. score

Removal score

Flare score

Emissions score

Average score

Only the theoretical high score of 1 would imply ‘zero’ emissions from oil spills and gas flaring. However, this would not necessarily mean that
a company did not have other environmental impacts, such as operational emissions, as well as challenges related to issues such as land use,
water management, and deforestation. No company scores 1 in this Index: it is not possible to do so, as by definition every company included
spilled at least some oil or flared some gas.
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The 2018 environmental performance index—all oil-producing companies

Key findings

IThe Index below ranks the relative performance of 41 companies which produced oil
and spilled oil or flared gas in 2018. The closer a company’s score to 1, the better its
relative performance.3

We identified several key features as part of our research:

01

In absolute terms, the major international companies, and the state-owned
oil company, NNPC, tended to generate the highest oil spill and gas flare
emissions. This is unsurprising, as they also have higher production volumes,
and NNPC, on paper, is involved in almost the entire industry through joint venture
agreements. As such, these companies tend to score less well in our Index: Shell has
the lowest environmental performance score overall. This also means that a small
number of companies were responsible for the majority of emissions: 92% of recorded
oil spilled is attributable to five companies (Aiteo, NAOC, Heritage, NNPC, and Shell),
while 50% of gas flared is attributable to only two companies, ExxonMobil and NNPC.
This is important, because regardless of the size of their operations, oil companies
should be aiming to reduce their potentially harmful emissions to zero.
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However, in relative terms, indigenous Nigerian companies tended
to have higher emissions. Their overall emissions are lower than the
bigger companies—but their absolute production volumes are much
lower as well, so their relative emissions are actually higher. This is made clear by
placing the total amount of oil spilled and gas flared by each company, in barrels
of oil equivalent (BOE), alongside its emissions ratio. The emissions ratio refers to a
company’s total emissions as a proportion of how much oil it actually produced.4 The
Nigerian companies, Express Petroleum and Summit Oil, generated by far the highest
emissions per barrel of oil produced—while Shell, which has some of the highest
absolute emissions, has the third-best emissions ratio. This is significant. For example,
anecdotal evidence suggests that local communities in the Niger Delta sometimes
call for oil production contracts to be awarded to Nigerian companies, on the basis
of their perceived stronger environmental performance. Our analysis implies this
may not be the case (see next page for analysis results).
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As an example, if a company produces 1,000,000 barrels of oil in a year and has a 10% emissions ratio,
this means it would also produce the equivalent of 100,000 barrels of oil in either oil spilled or gas flared.
The methodology for these calculations is at www.stakeholderdemocracy.org/report-2018-nigerian-oilindustry-environmental-performance-index
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Emissions ratio

Total emissions, BOE

Total emissions and emissions ratio by company (oil producers only,
excluding outliers)
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To reiterate, our Index provides a relative comparison of companies in
Nigeria. But we also conducted analysis to compare the Nigerian oil industry
as a whole with other oil-producing regions. Doing so makes it clear that
Nigeria is demonstrably a poor performer in international terms. We did this by placing
the 2018 Nigerian environmental emissions data we used for this Index alongside
the 2017 environmental emissions data of the International Oil & Gas Producers’
Association (IOGP, 2018). This is an imperfect comparison, partly because it depends
on calculation assumptions, and partly because the data is from different years (the
IOGP data was the latest available at time of writing). However, the discrepancy is
sizeable, with the Nigerian oil industry appearing to have far higher per-unit emissions
than oil industries in other oil producing regions. Those who live in the Niger Delta
have long known about the environmental cost of extracting the oil beneath them; this
comparison makes it plain the degree to which the cost is greater than oil operations
elsewhere.

Average emissions ratio (Chevron, NAOC, ExxonMobil, Shell, and Total)

Indigenous company average
emission ratio:
Major international company average
emission ratio (Chevron, NOAC,
ExxonMobil, Shell, and Total):

18.34%

5.41%

Partially unearthed gas pipes in Oyigbo
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Nigerian vs international oil industry–oil spill quantity

Quantity of oil spilled per oil production (t/106 t)
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Sources and statistics
The world of Nigerian oil can be opaque, and reliable statistics on the industry are hard
to come by.
In terms of environmental emissions, it is very difficult, for example, to assess the
volume of oil released in a spill incident. The process used to do so in Nigeria is
imperfect, and it is not clear how spill volumes at sea are measured, if at all. This means
that companies which operate in more difficult to reach areas, where spill assessments
are harder to organise, or offshore, may appear to produce fewer environmental
emissions than they actually do.
Furthermore, sources differ drastically. This Index uses data from tools developed by
SDN for NOSDRA. However, in comparison with the NOSDRA figure of 25,308 barrels
of oil spilled, the NNPC reports 76,150 barrels of “pipeline crude oil loss”, without
further comment, in its 2018 statistical bulletin. In contrast to both these figures, the
government’s Department for Petroleum Resources (DPR) claims just 9,718 barrels
were spilled in its 2018 annual report. There are also significant differences between
DPR-reported gas flare volumes and those in the Gas Flare Tracker, which is our source
for this report, as well as between company oil production volumes according to
different sources.
These discrepancies are extremely hard to reconcile, and as such our analysis is
indicative only. But it is clear that the true extent of oil spills in the Niger Delta may
be far higher—and, importantly, that there may be additional companies which have
spilled oil, but which are not included in the data presently available.
Some companies, such as Shell, provide detailed information on oil spills on their
website, and it is to their credit that they do so. We encourage all companies
to do the same.
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Conclusion
Our research indicates that despite decades of concern over pollution in the Niger
Delta, not enough progress has been made in preventing or addressing it. More than
four million litres of oil were spilled in Nigeria in 2018, which, in addition to a legacy of
unresolved historic incidents, means land and water in the region remain an ecological
disaster. Meanwhile, the estimated 440 billion cubic feet of natural gas that the oil
industry in Nigeria flared in 2018 produced around 25 million tonnes of carbon dioxide.
This is equivalent to a quarter of Nigeria’s 2017 carbon emissions, or more than the
total 2017 CO2 emissions of its regional neighbour, Ghana. The Nigerian oil industry as
a whole therefore makes a significant contribution to climate change.
There are multiple reasons for the environmental concerns related to Nigerian oil, and
it is important to note the social and political causes, as well as the technical ones.
For example, 75% of the oil spills recorded by NOSDRA are reportedly the result
of third-party interference. This is a complex challenge. However, under Nigerian
environmental guidelines, oil companies are ultimately responsible for spills relating to
their infrastructure, and they have the capital, technical ability, and logistical reach to
do more to monitor, prevent, and ensure a swift response to new spills.
Furthermore, the performance of the Nigerian oil industry overall compares poorly
with elsewhere. With the Nigerian government seeking the aggressive expansion of
the industry, this entails difficult questions on: climate change, the local social and
environmental impact, and Nigeria’s economic dependency on oil and gas
Our work aims to support a clean and healthy natural environment in the Niger Delta,
and in publishing this brief, and the research on which it is based, we seek to increase
understanding and access to information on the environmental impacts of the industry
in Nigeria. We have written to all companies included in the Index enclosing our report,
and we will engage constructively with all those willing to work on the solutions
needed to address the environmental challenges of Nigerian oil.

This briefing paper provides a snapshot of the
environmental performance of the Nigerian
oil industry. The complete Index is available
at www.stakeholderdemocracy.org/report2018-nigerian-oil-industry-environmentalperformance-index including source data,
calculations and the methodology used to
develop it. The complete Index also includes
recommendations for how to address the issues
raised in this briefing.
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Disclaimer
The analysis in this report is indicative and based on publicly
available data. The environmental performance index (the Index)
and Index methodology, which we have published online, were
independently reviewed by relevant peer organisations, and are
based on good-faith assumptions and calculations. We welcome
new data and information on environmental emissions in the
Niger Delta. We also welcome suggestions for how this work
could be improved. We will aim to update our future analysis
accordingly.
Note that we have, in general, used shortened versions of oil
company group titles for readability, but the discussion of each
company here relates solely to its Nigerian entity or entities.
This research was funded by the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of
the Netherlands. Please note that the information and analysis
contained in this report do not necessarily represent the views
or policies of the government of the Netherlands. Draft - do not
share
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Visit www.stakeholderdemocracy.org for a wide selection of our publications and resources on the Niger Delta
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SDN supports those affected by the extractives industry and weak governance.
We work with communities and engage with governments, companies and other
stakeholders to ensure the promotion and protection of human rights, including the
right to a healthy environment. Our work currently focuses on the Niger Delta.

Email: info@stakeholderdemocracy.org
Website: www.stakeholderdemocracy.org
Twitter: @SDNNigerDelta
Port Harcourt, Nigeria
13A Location Road
Off Tombia Extension Oroazi,
G.R.A. Phase 3, Rivers State
T: +234 (0) 703 1593 783

London, United Kingdom
The Green house
244 -254 Cambridge Heath Road
E2 9DA
T: +44 (0) 203 559 6662
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