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ABSTRACT  

his paper focuses on social work 

practice and non- profit intervention 

in the Niger Delta to explore and 

understand the interacting variables that could 

make participatory community development 

work. Involving communities directly for 

policy dialogue and social change have been 

recognized as  key to addressing  community 

problems. In recent decades such practice has 

been flawed as it has not been increasingly 

participatory. In addition, since the return to 

democracy in Nigeria in 1999, social workers 

as well as  non –profit intervention and the 

question of participatory community 

development have not been given adequate 

scholarly attention. The practice of 

participatory development as a bottom-top 

collective synergy to meet the present and 

future needs of communities have been less 

clear. Drawing on house hold survey and non-

profit interventions including review of 

relevant literature, participatory development 

involving social workers is elucidated which is 

a pro people, inclusive development model. 

Findings show that the people of the Niger 

Delta have capabilities which are undermined 
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Introduction: 

The term ‘social work’ both 

as an academic field of study 

and social endeavor is 

relatively new in Nigeria.  

Ogundipe and Edewor 

(2012) argue that there is no 

universally acceptable 

definition of social work 

rather social work is a social 

institution in the sense that it 

is a social intervention to 

encourage, enrich and 

increase the ability of 

individuals or groups to 

socially function. 

Hockenbury and 

Hockenbury (2002) posit 

that social work is multi-

disciplinary as it borrows 

from a number of disciplines 

such as, psychology, 

sociology, political science, 

economics, biology, medical 

sciences etc.  

According to the Institute of 

Social work of Nigeria 
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by complex limitations to participation arising from environmental degradation 

and poor policy response to mitigate the problem. Hence while community 

problems such as environmental degradation are identified, feedbacks often 

show that response and mitigation do not reflect the participation of the 

communities making sustainability a challenge. The paper makes a contribution 

on the role social workers can play in making participatory community 

development work.   

 

Keywords: Social Work, Participatory Community Development, Non -profit 

Intervention, Sustainability. 

 

 (ISOWN)  

hich was established in 2009, Social Workers are usually employed 

in intervention programmes, hospitals, community health centers, 

mental health clinics, schools, advocacy organizations, government 

departments, immigration service, prison service, social service agencies, child 

welfare settings, family service agencies, correctional facilities, social housing 

organizations, family courts, employee assistance programs and private 

counseling, faith based institutions, school boards, community development and 

consultation agencies (ISOWN,2018). 

 The linkages between participatory development and social work have been less 

clear in Nigeria. Participatory development   emerged as one of the most 

significant challenges to the dominant development paradigm aimed to 

deconstruct non inclusive and top-down development. Participatory 

development is people centred development, it is inclusive, pro -environment 

and pro poor (Korten, 1990).    

 In development studies, participatory development model became scholarly 

relevant in the 1970s in response to a number of approaches to rural 

development which did not reflect the core development needs of the people 

notably community development, integrated rural development or basic needs 

as approaches to poverty reduction. On the contrary, poverty persisted, largely, 

because of little involvement of the people in development projects. In the 1980s 

and 1990s participatory models of development resulted to the introduction and 

adoption of the “Rapid Rural Appraisal (RRA)" approach (Chambers,2010). RRAs 

have been collaborative involving local community and their direct participation 

in addressing development questions concerning them and the evaluation of how 

w 
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such participation impacts directly or indirectly on the development of the rural 

communities. Participatory rural appraisal posits  that ‘villagers have a greater 

capacity to map, model, quantify and estimate, rank, score and diagram than 

outsiders have generally supposed them capable of’ (Chambers, 1995: 20). 

Participatory model is directly linked to the local environments and living 

conditions of the communities. The rational for participatory development   

model is that dominant development practices   rarely take cognizance of the 

development needs of the local people. Thus, mainstream development practices 

operate without direct involvement of the local communities or grassroots 

participation (Bass, Dalal-Clayton& Pretty,1995; Stirrat, 1996 ). 

The non-participation of the communities undermines sustainability where 

interventions are undertaken. Essentially, most communities in the Niger Delta   

are systemically displaced as their means of livelihood are either completely 

destroyed or distorted as a result of environmental degradation.  

The United Nations Environmental Programme (2011) report provides the 

complex dimensions of environmental degradation in the Niger Delta. The report 

suggests that currently divergent forms of environmental degradation are 

evident in the Niger Delta; this includes deforestation, oil spill, acid rain, gas 

flaring, water and land pollution etc. None of this environmental degradation has 

been sustainably mitigated in the context of social work engagement. This 

perverse and unmitigated degradation has been one of the major triggers of 

volatility, poverty, vulnerability and disempowerment of the rural households 

and indeed the communities of the region.  

The  communities derive their subsistence  directly from the natural environment  

as they are predominantly farmers and fishermen (Amadi,2013).Some of their 

major means of livelihood include cultivation of staple food crops, picking of 

periwinkles, crayfish, oysters, harvesting of forest resources, fetching of fire 

wood, local pottery, carving etc. This means that seven in every ten community 

in the Niger delta are either farmers or fishermen. The farm based livelihood has 

been well document (Onakuse & Lenihan ,2007; Amadi,2013).It extends to the 

cultivation of cassava, yam, maize, plantain, corn, vegetables, harvesting of palm 

fruits for palm oil production.  

As a result of degradation, most households could rarely meet the basic threshold 

of subsistence, secure a healthy living standard or afford to live sustainably.  

Consequently, an overwhelming majority (64%) of the households  live in a 

degraded environment  with limited access to clean water, unpolluted land for 
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cultivation, flaring of gas by the multinational oil companies, acid rain and 

deforestation(UNEP,2011).  

A related elemental feature of community vulnerability in the Niger delta is 

communal conflicts which is a common place in an increasingly rent seeking 

polity, resulting in internal displacement (Onuoha,2005). For communities in 

conflict situations and those living in degraded environment, healthy living 

remains a problem as both conflicts and degradation undermine their basic 

subsistence often resulting in systemic disempowerment and poverty. Thus, 

ecological breakdown such as oil spill frequently occur and leaves the 

communities with less mitigation strategy and limited social and physical assets, 

this places them under intense pressure for alternative means of survival, risk of 

vulnerability and poverty particularly women and the increasing concern on 

feminist environmentalism (Amadi,Ogbanga & Agena,2015).These problems 

point to the saliency of both social work and non- profit intervention. 

 Non- profit interventions are voluntary pro- development projects or 

programmes aimed to strengthen individual or community capacities. The 

absence of participatory intervention linked to social work   and limited non- 

profit intervention in the environmentally degraded Niger Delta results in 

households vulnerability, poverty and deprivation. While studies on social work 

in Nigeria are scant, they affirm challenges of sustainable intervention among 

poor households (Onokerhoraye, 1984;Okeke, 2004; Obikeze, 2004).   

The study aims to assess the prevalence and dimensions of environmental 

degradation and its impacts on households in the Niger Delta including the 

question regarding vulnerability, occupational status and subsistence of the 

households. In the alternative, identifies the implications of environmental 

degradation and the rational for participatory community development, Social 

Work and non-profit intervention. In particular, it suggests ways a more 

participatory social work could strengthen community development in the Niger 

Delta.  

To this effect, this study specifically seeks to answer a key research question: 

How has social work and non-profit intervention mitigated   environmental 

degradation among households through   participatory and sustainable 

intervention in the Niger Delta?  

To provide answers to this question, this study utilizes Broffenbrenner’s 

ecological systems theory which argues that changes in environmental factors 

could result in changes in human attitudes and perception. The theory will help 
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address the question regarding environmental degradation and ecological 

injustice in the Niger Delta which necessitates the need for social work practice. 

The rest of the paper is structured as follows; overview and discussion of 

participatory community development, theoretical framework, research 

methodology, results, NGO mapping and Non-profit intervention, discussion of 

the findings, implications for practice, conclusion and finally recommendations.  

 

Overview and Discussion of Participatory Community Development 

In the 1990s, the participatory community development model gained scholarly 

relevance. This was necessitated by the end of the Cold War and the need to 

increasingly involve the local communities directly in development in the global 

South. Robert Chambers (2010) argues that participatory based development is 

a combination of approach and methods through which people do things 

themselves interactively. What they do may be appraisal, analysis, planning, 

action, learning, changing, monitoring, evaluation or other activities. The central 

basis is that development should be participatory.  

 Participatory community development suggests that a more inclusive and 

people centred approach to development could be sustainable and results based. 

This is because of direct involvement of the people. The plausibility of 

participatory development model is reinforced in several studies on community 

development. Stirrat (1996: 67) posits that in recent times there is hardly any 

development intervention that ‘does not lay claim  to   participatory approach 

involving bottom-up planning, relevance  of indigenous knowledge, and claims 

on empowerment of  local people’. 

Recent development decades suggest that  participatory development models 

have taken various dimensions such as Participatory Learning and Action (PLA) 

(Ghai, 1988;Bass, Dalal-Clayton & Pretty,1995).Others provide further 

classification of the model including  Participant Observer, Rapid Rural Appraisal 

(RRA),Participatory Rural Appraisal (PRA),Participatory Action Research 

(PAR).Thus, both local and national interventions  are expected to take a cue from 

these models to suit their interventions. For our purpose this study is concerned 

with the Participatory Rural Appraisal (PRA)a strand of participatory model 

which seeks to understand or evaluate the level of participation of the rural 

communities on development issues concerning them(Chambers,2010).As the 

rural communities faced greater challenges of environmental degradation as 

their natural environments are degraded through water and land pollution, gas 
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flaring, deforestation etc. The understanding of the level of involvement and 

participation of the locals in environmental degradation affecting them, justifies 

the choice of this model. 

 

Table 1.       A Participatory Model 

Type of 
Participation 

Some Components and Characteristics 

Passive 
Participation 

People are told what is going to happen or has 
already happened. Top down, information shared 
belongs only to external professionals. 

Participation in 
information 
giving 

People answer questions posed by extractive 
researchers, using surveys etc. People not able to 
influence the research. 

Participation by 
consultation 

People are consulted and external agents listen to 
their views. Usually externally defined problems and 
solutions. People not really involved in decision making. 
Participation as consultation. 

Participation by 
material 
incentives 

Provision of resources, e.g. labor. Little incentive to 
participate after the incentives end, for example much 
farm research, some community forestry. 

Functional 
Participation 

Groups are formed to meet predetermined objectives. 
Usually done after major project decisions are made, 
therefore initially dependent on outsiders but may become 
self -dependent and enabling. Participation as 
organization. 

Interactive 
Participation 

Joint analysis to joint actions. Possible use of new local 
institutions or strengthening existing ones. Enabling and 
empowering so people have a stake in maintaining 
structures or practices. 

Self-Mobilization Already empowered, take decisions independently of 
external institutions. May or may not challenge existing 
inequitable distributions of wealth and power. 
Participation as empowering. 

Source: Pimbert and Pretty,1994 

 

The basis for participatory model is for direct participation of the community 

members and interface with social workers and non-profit intervention for a 

sustainable community development, importantly to promote inclusive 

development and stimulate deeper understanding of the linkages between social 

work and participatory community development. In what follows, the Niger Delta 
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context on environmental degradation, social work and participatory community 

development will be discussed.  

 

The context: Environmental Degradation, Social Work and Participatory 

Community Development in the Niger Delta  

The Niger Delta is an oil rich coastal area in Nigeria the region is made up of nine 

states (see table 2).The states are oil bearing states which is the main stay of 

Nigeria’s economy. Since 1956 when oil was discovered in commercial quantity 

in Oloibiri a community in the Niger Delta, there have been challenges of 

environmental degradation associated with capitalist oil resource extraction 

(Omeje,2004). Local communities who are the host communities   generally 

experience series of ecological breakdown. There are a number of studies 

pointing out the problems of poor policy response by the government to mitigate 

the problems associated with environmental degradation (Amadi & Alapiki, 

2018).  According to UNEP (2011) environmental degradation in the Niger Delta 

has taken a complex turn which directly impacts the livelihood of the local 

communities in various ways. Similar trends have been documented in a number 

of literature (UNDP, 2006; Onakuse & Lenihan, 2007; Amadi, 2013; Irikana, 2015; 

Amadi & Ogbanga, 2016).  

A number of recent scholarship have provided authoritative evidence of 

ecological breakdown and environmental degradation which point to the 

urgency of intervention (Amadi,Imoh-Itah  & Obomanu,2016).There are also 

evidence of multidimensional effects of degradation undermining basic health, 

life expectancy, food security,  access to portable water, decent living standards, 

and possession of essential household assets. According to UNDP Niger Delta 

human Development report (2006) income poverty rates for the Niger Delta have 

been on the decrease with low life expectancy.  The above data associated with 

poverty and low life expectancy is re-echoed in most studies on vulnerability in 

the region including the question of unemployment and alternative survival 

(Ugor,2013). The dimensions of  degradation  ranges from   moderate to severe 

with complex implications on both the natural environment and the communities 

(Ogbanga, Amadi & Anokwuru,2018). Moreover, studies on water pollution   

indicate the effects of pollution on both the communities who rely on flowing 

rivers for domestic use and several fish which inhabit the creeks, rivers and seas. 

Against the backdrop of increasing challenges of environmental degradation , 

there is scant study dealing directly with participatory community development 
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in the Niger Delta, essentially there is  no previous study specifically exploring 

possible linkages between social work and non- profit intervention either as 

panacea to environmental degradation or environmental sustainability strategy 

in the Niger Delta. Thus, ecological breakdown remains high in the region 

resulting in youth restiveness and militancy.  

 Marginalization, poor policy response and insensitivity of the Nigerian 

government could be among the factors accounting for youth restiveness and 

militancy in the Niger Delta. A number of recent studies have pointed out the 

perverse rise in militancy in the Niger Delta as they take up arms against the 

federal government in reaction to marginalization and degradation of their 

environment (Osaghae, Ikelegbe, Olarinmoye & Okhonmina, 2007; Asuni, 2009; 

Amadi, et al.2016).A central trigger has been negligence on the part of the federal 

government and importantly unemployment and the contradictions of poverty in 

an oil rich region. Thus,  poverty in the Delta contradicts the massive oil wealth 

of the region. 

In 2009, the federal government granted amnesty to the militants who unleashed 

terror to the multi- national oil companies through vandalization of oil pipelines 

and abduction of expatriate oil workers. However despite the unconditional 

amnesty, there are palpable evidence of post amnesty militancy replicated in the 

emergence of a fierce militant group namely the Niger Delta Avengers 

(NDAs).This suggests that the growing problem of environmental degradation in 

the region has not been adequately resolved.For instance, according to UNEP 

(2011) it will take 25 to 30 years for an effective clean- up of Ogoni an 

environmentally polluted community in the Niger Delta. Recent ecological trend  

also suggest that a number of issues related to environmental sustainability are 

undermined in the Niger Delta this include Bio diversity loss, the flora and fauna 

and decimation of  wild life (Amadi & Alapiki,2018). 

  Essentially, the absence of studies in the field of social work in the Niger Delta is 

at variance with the enormous problems of environmental degradation and poor 

participatory intervention.  While lack of research is a major problem, the limited 

policy response and mitigation of the problem by the government suggest    

deprivation, marginalization and alienation often deployed by the aggrieved 

youths of the Niger Delta in various ways in prosecuting their violent agitation. 

Specifically in various communities, livelihood and subsistence are directly 

undermined by water and land pollution, deforestation and gas flaring negatively 

impact both fishing and farming. 
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 A particular study reports that gas flaring results in high temperature of the soil 

thereby undermining the growth and development of economic crops which are 

the basis of survival of the local communities (Akenzua,2016). Among the 

reported incidents of ecological breakdown there is a consensus among scholars 

that the oil multi-nationals are the sole cause of ecological breakdown in the area 

(Okon & Egbon, 1999; Ikelegbe, 2001; Amadi,2013). 

  Increasing concern for the Niger Delta communities have attracted divergent 

scholarly debates.  A study on deforestation in the Niger delta   reported a 64% 

deforestation rate for swamp where fish stocks in the coastal Niger Delta breeds, 

thus undermining fish reproduction (Etuonovbe, 2009;Irikan,2015).  A related 

study on gas flaring indicated that 30% of gas is flared daily in the region 

(Ezeamalu, 2014; Akenzua,2016). A more recent study on poor policy response 

to environmental security threats in the region   showed that the combined 

effects of degradation and poverty among the people of the region (Amadi & 

Alapiki,2018).  

 In a  2018 household  survey to determine incidence and prevalence of 

degradation in the region with a four point scale of High(H),Very High 

(VH),Low(L) ,Very Low(VL),massive ecological breakdown which undermines 

sustainable rural entrepreneurship was identified (Ogbanga,Amadi & 

Anokwuru,2018).This increasingly point out the need for scholarly investigation 

of social work practice for ecological transformation of the Niger Delta 

communities. 

 

Table 2.  Indicators & Environmental Degradation Thresholds among households 

Household 

Variables 

 Indicator Degradation Threshold 

Pollution   Water pollution  

and land 

pollution 

Seven out of every ten creeks surveyed 

was polluted Several small creeks in the 

riverine areas are polluted with 

visibility of sheen on surface water 

resulting in non- access to clean 

drinking water .705 of the total creeks in 

the region is polluted 

Basic 

Amenit es 

 No ,electricity 

supply ,basic 

health care 

There is persistent challenge of power 

supply and increasing problem of 

infrastructural decay. 
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Nutrition   Malnourished 

households( 

calculated based 

on WHO 

standards for 

adults and 

children) 

Several households are malnourished as 

a  result of  complex problems of 

environmental degradation.  

Fishing pots  Pollution  

Water and land pollution decimate 

aquatic creature, contaminates flowing 

rivers for domestic use.   

Standard of 

living 

 Low standard of 

living  

There is high incidence and prevalence 

of poverty  and .low life expectancy 

(UNDP,2006) 

Deforestation   Several swamp 

forests and trees 

are cut down 

Mangrove forests are destroyed 

including the flora and fauna as well as 

wild life resulting in possible extinction 

or endangering of plant and animal 

species 

Non 

environmental  

clean up  

Perverse pollution and non- clean up 

intensifies degradation of the 

environment(UNEP,2011) 

Gas flaring Evident  in several local communities as 

the flaring of gas results in high 

temperature of the environment, it 

pollutes and undermines crop yield. 

Acid rain There is incidence of acid rain droplets 

in the Niger delta 

Black soot   Black soot is atmospheric black 

substance which is antithetical to 

human health. It arises from long term 

pollution through burning of substances 

in the process of artisanal refining. 

Black soot is atmospheric black 

substance which is antithetical human 

health. It arises from long term pollution 
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through burning of substances in the 

process of artisanal refining .Soot is 

evident in most oil bearing communities 

of the Niger delta. 

Source: Ogbanga, et al.2018 

 

The foregoing exploration of degradation as table two suggests, point to scant 

social work practice and participatory community development in the Niger 

Delta. This calls for urgent policy response and social work intervention. It also 

points out the need for   further research on social work engagement in 

participatory community development   among the developing societies. 

Moreover, the particular experience with the Niger Delta has been   interesting 

following the paradox of poverty in the oil rich area. This increasingly reinforces 

the need for inclusive development involving social workers and relevant 

stakeholders. 

There are scholarly debates on aspects of social work in the literature. In their 

study, Ogundipe and Edewor (2012) observe that prior to the advent of 

colonialism; there was indigenous social work practice in Nigeria as pre-colonial 

Nigeria had strong institutions such as kinship, family and marriage systems. 

These are institutions engaged in various forms of social work. According to 

ISOWN (2018) Social workers are committed to five basic values: 

 Human dignity and worth 

 Social justice 

 Service to humanity 

 Integrity 

 Competence 

 

 The social worker through engaging in these activities promotes social change, 

provides some problem solving ideas and techniques   in human interactions and 

through professional guidance helps in the empowerment and liberation of 

people to enhance well-being. 

The foregoing discussion suggests that scant studies have been conducted on the 

subjects of participatory development and social work in the Niger Delta. Among 

dominant studies in this field, participatory community development is common 

while studies on social work and non-profit intervention approaches are scant.  
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Theoretical Framework  

There are several explanations about human behavior and outcomes in the 

process of their interaction with the natural environment.  The theoretical model 

for this study is grounded in ecological systems theory.   The ecological systems 

theory was developed   by the psychologist Urie Bronfenbrenner. The theory 

provides one of the most influential explanations of the influence and impact of 

various environmental systems on human development.  Bronfenbrenner (1979) 

argued that one of the basic ways to understand how humans interact with the 

natural environment is to study the ecological systems.   

 Like all theories, the ecological systems theory is an ecological construction 

informed by a number of interactions and outcomes in a given ecological system. 

Such interactions are increasingly shaped and informed by environmental and 

ecological choices.  The   central focus of his theoretical formulation is that the 

ecology is an interrelated complex system which interacts with each other. The 

logic of the ecological systems theory is that the destruction of one component of 

the ecological system adversely affects the entire system. 

 Utilizing the ecological systems approach provides understanding of the 

complex network of interactions in every ecological system which fits into the 

Niger Delta context. Essentially, ecological systems theory seeks to understand 

the reasons and causes of ecological breakdown and how such distortions affect 

the ecological system (Bronfenbrenner, 1979; 2005).  

In the particular case of our study, the theory is suitable as it aims to understand 

the complex turn ecological breakdown has taken in the Niger Delta and why 

mitigation measures are imperative.   For social workers and non-profit 

intervention, it is important to understand that the various ways individuals 

interact with the natural environment is important to the development of the 

individual and the environment. Ecological theory presupposes that people must 

be directly engaged to “save the ecosystem”. Thus, in his argument and 

postulations ecological transformation is useful for both the natural environment 

and humanity (Bronfenbrenner, 2005). No social or economic development can 

take place where the natural environment is degraded. Essentially, the 

understanding of the ecological dynamics of the local communities in the Niger 

Delta including the reactions of the local communities as a result of degraded 

environment will increasingly help social workers and non- profit interventions 

to better understand and assess the ecological needs of the people in various 

settings and situations and alternatively provide requisite intervention for 
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inclusive and participatory development. It on this theoretical premise and 

assumption that studies  on environmental  issues have utilized ecological 

systems theory to understand how  complex interactions with the natural 

environment   promote positive  or negative effects on the overall development 

of the system (Bronfenbrenner,1979). 

Ecological systems theory suggests that the environment is a complex system 

linked over time to a   complex process involving various interactions between 

the individuals and themselves and the individuals and the environment. 

Bronfenbrenner (1979) argues that such interactions between the individual and 

themselves and between the individual and the environment is essential in 

exploring varying outcomes linked to such interactions.  

The suitability of this theory in the context of our study is multi -dimensional 

including its emphasis on complex ecological outcomes arising from various 

dimensions of environmental degradation, ecological injustice which 

undermines human development as poverty ensues and importantly the 

question regarding how human interaction with the environment could be made 

ecologically friendly. The basis of ecological theory is for environmental 

transformation of the Niger delta through direct participation of the community 

members and interface with social workers for a sustainable community 

development, importantly to promote inclusive development and stimulate 

deeper understanding of the linkages between social work and participatory 

community development.  

Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) classification of such outcome as either positive or 

negative aptly, micro or macro captures the Niger Delta scenario where capitalist 

oil resource extractions by multinational oil companies has resulted in negative 

environmental outcomes resulting in environmental degradation. This 

degradation which remains largely elusive forms the central focus of this study 

as it seeks to find answers to the question of regarding how  social work practice 

and non- profit intervention  could   mitigate   environmental degradation  among 

households through   participatory and sustainable intervention. 

 

Research Methodology 

Study Area 

The Niger Delta is made up of Nine states (see table 2).It covers a land area 

(square kilometer) of about 112, 110 with an estimated population of more than 

30 million people in 2005.The region accounts for more than 23% of Nigeria's 
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total population (NDDC,2006).The people of the region are predominantly 

farmers in the upland and fishermen in the riverine area. Since 1956 crude oil 

was discovered in commercial quantity in the region, oil bearing communities 

have experienced series of environmental degradation which has a number of 

adverse effects on their livelihoods and over all existence. These have 

implications for a more participatory intervention which could evolve from the 

environmentally degraded communities for sustainability such participatory  

and inclusive development model is largely described as pro- poor (Amadi, et 

al;2016;UNDP,2006). 

 

Table 2. States of the Niger Delta, Land Area, Population and Capital city 

State  Land Area(Square kilometers Population Capital City 

Abia  4.877 3.230,000 Umuahia 

Akwa Ibom 6.806 3,343,000 Uyo 

Bayelsa 11,007 1,710,000 Yenagoa 

Cross River 21,930 2,736,000 Calabar 

Delta 17,163 3,954,000 Asaba 

Edo 19,698 3,018,000 Benin 

Imo 5,165 3,342,000 Owerri 

Ondo 15,o86 3,026,000 Akure 

Rivers 10,376 4,858,000 Port Harcourt 

Total 112,110 28,856,000  

Source: Census, 2006 

 

Research Data          

Our methodology which is multidimensional is guided by the assumption   that 

the Niger Delta communities are poor, marginalized, environmentally degraded, 

has low standard of living, and high youth unemployment rate (UNDP,2006). 

These informed and underpinned the basis for research in social work practice 

and grassroots participatory development.   

First, we conducted a mapping of some NGOs in the Niger Delta through direct 

survey.  

The survey provided robust evidence and indicators on the level of community 

participation and various focus of non –profit interventions in the region within 

our study period. In a randomized community development intervention 

selection, 216 non- profit interventions were identified in 103 communities in 
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the Niger Delta. We purposively selected 18 NGOs that have been in existence in 

the last three decades with focus on community development which was the 

basic criteria for selection(see Table 6).They are organizations that are 

experienced and knowledgeable of environmental degradation issues in the 

Niger Delta. Only intervention projects with collective community features were 

selected   to provide lucid understanding of the  level of participation by the 

communities. The specific projects included infrastructural related interventions 

such as rural community water schemes, community health care progammes, 

rural development projects and empowerment schemes such as trainings and 

capacity building programmes etc. However, some of the projects were provided 

by the government and have been neglected and dilapidated. Others have gone 

moribund while some were neglected through non -cooperation with the local 

communities.  

 Further to this, we attempted to understand the level of community participation 

in the region through a household survey. The aim was to identify existing gaps, 

how to fill the gaps and  make participatory community development work. The 

household survey took a year and six months as the survey was conducted within 

the randomly selected households in the region. A total of 679 household heads 

were randomly selected. We adopted the Taro Yamane model and selected a 

sample size of 400 household heads. These are individuals and community heads 

believed to be knowledgeable and experienced on issues of environmental 

degradation in the Niger Delta as well as concerns on participatory community 

development. Structured  questionnaires  in a four point likert scale of Strongly 

Agreed (SA),Agreed(A),Strongly Disagreed(SD),Disagreed(D)were administered 

to  the randomly selected household heads(male and female). 

 Next, we undertook focus group discussions (FGDs) with community leaders, 

women and youths with a total of 1-15 groups. The discussion helped to elicit 

additional relevant information on the overall objective of the research. Finally 

we conducted interviews with community leaders to deepen our investigation. 

Our   multidimensional methodological approach to the research problem 

provided both primary and secondary data sources. Thus, while our qualitative 

online and desk review served as secondary data sources, our direct field data 

from multiple sources which included mapping of some community  

development based NGOs in the Niger Delta,  household survey for sampling of 

experienced household heads, structured questionnaire with   a four point likert  

scale, focus group discussions(FGDs) and interviews provided primary data 
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which strengthened the findings of the investigation and attempted to address 

the problem of the study by generating a robust  evidence  and common 

understanding of the prevalence of  environmental degradation in the study area. 

The contribution of this study is participatory, comparative, exploratory, 

experiential, and policy based.   

 

Results /Data Analysis 

Demographic Characteristics  

The data were analyzed using simple percentages and tables. The findings of this 

study derived from multiple sources as discussed. The study   focused only on the 

problems of environmental degradation to provide modalities regarding how 

social work practice could foster sustainable participatory community 

development. The demographic characteristics of the communities as indicated 

by the mapped households are reflected in table 3. As the table shows, majority 

of households were headed by middle-aged adults (ages 36-59). Female-headed 

households constituted a large portion of the sample, (1,892 households) 93.0%.  

Furthermore, majority of the impacted households resided in the rural areas. 

This includes riverine (swamp) and upland areas. 

 

Table 3.Demographic Characteristics of Households  

Demographic Characteristic        Sample %(n) 

Age 

18-35 

36-59 

60+ 

 

 

13.8%(281) 

34.3%(697) 

51.8%(1.054) 

 

Gender 

Male  

Female 

 

7.0%(142) 

93.0%(1.892) 

 Occupation 

 

Fishing  

Farming 

 

 

 

52.8%(75)(Riverine) 

47.2%(50 )(Upland) 

Settlement Pattern 

Upland 
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Riverine 

 

46.0%(936) 

36.9%(751) 

  Source: Field, 2018 

 

Table 4: Four Point Likert Scale   Research Question and Response 

                                                                                             
Research Statement 1  : Social work and non-profit intervention has mitigated 
environmental degradation among households through participatory and 
sustainable intervention 
 SA  %  A  % SD  % DA % 
1.Social work practice has not  
been strongly evident in 
mitigation of environmental 
degradation in  the Niger Delta 

210 52.5 90 22.5 60 15 40 10 

2.There is high prevalence of 
environmental degradation in 
the Niger Delta which 
negatively impact the 
communities 

400 100 -0 -0 -0 -0 -0 -0 

3. the complex  incidence and 
dimensions of environmental 
degradation have increasingly 
undermined  households’ 
livelihood 

400 100 -0 -0 -0 -0 -0 -0 

4.Non-profit intervention and 
social work practice through 
community participation will 
mitigate environmental 
degradation 

350 87.5 40 10 6 1.5 4 1 

5.Social work practice at the 
grassroots will add value to 
participatory  community 
development  

320 80 39 8 25 6.25 16 3.75 

6.Poor ecological policy 
response and remediation 
strategies by the government 
makes involvement of social 
workers an alternative option. 

400 100 - - - - - - 

                                                                                            Total                    400 
Source:Field ,2018 

http://www.berkeleypublications.com/


09.30.2019  Pg.55  
   
         Vol. 10, No. 2 
 
 

BERKELEY RESEARCH & PUBLICATIONS INTERNATIONAL  
Bayero University, Kano, PMB 3011, Kano State, Nigeria. +234 (0) 802 881 6063,  
Website: www.berkeleypublications.com  

 
ISSN: 1334-4977 

International Journal of African Sustainable Development 

Table 4. above shows the percentage of response of respondents on item 

statements in the questionnaire from item one to six as follows; In item statement 

one which is; Social work practice has not been strongly evident in mitigation of 

environmental degradation in  the Niger Delta  210 respondents which is  52.5% 

Strongly Agreed, 90 respondents which is 22.5% Agreed,  60 respondents which 

is 15% Strongly Disagreed, while 40 respondents which is  10%  Disagreed. 

  In research item statement 2, which is; There is high prevalence of 

environmental degradation in the Niger Delta which negatively impact the 

communities, all respondents 400(100%) strongly agreed. In  research item 

statement 3 which is ; The complex  incidence and dimensions of environmental 

degradation have increasingly undermined  households’ livelihood all the 

respondents 400(100%)strongly agreed that the complex  incidence and 

dimensions of environmental degradation have increasingly undermined  

households’ livelihood. 

 In research item statement 4 which is; Non-profit intervention and social work 

practice through community participation will mitigate environmental 

degradation 350 (87.5%) respondents Strongly Agreed, while 40 (10%) 

Disagreed,6(1.5% ) Strongly Disagreed and  4(1%)Strongly Disagreed. 

In research item statement 5,which is;  Social work practice at the grassroots will 
add value to participatory community development 320(80%)respondents  
Strongly Agreed, while 39 respondents(8%) Agreed, 25(6.25%) respondents 
Strongly Disagreed, while 15 respondents (3.75) Disagree. 
In research item statement 6, which is; poor ecological policy response and 

remediation strategies by the government makes involvement of social workers 

an alternative option all respondents 400(100%) Strongly Agreed. 

 

Table 5. Responses by Participants on Focus Group Discussions(FGDs)    

Questions Positive Negative Total number of 

respondents 

 Has social work practice   been strongly 

evident in mitigation of environmental 

degradation in the Niger Delta? 

0(0%) 15(100) 15 

High prevalence of environmental degradation 

in the Niger Delta negatively impact the 

communities? 

15(100%) 0(0%) 15 

Can social work practice add value to inclusive 

and participatory development in the Niger 

Delta? 

11 (78.5%) 3 (21.4%) 15 
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Can non-profit intervention and social work   

practice through community participation 

mitigate environmental degradation? 

12(80%)                                             3(21.4%) 15 

Social work and non -profit intervention will 

create new ecological awareness at the 

grassroots level?  

11 (78.5%) 3 (21.4%) 15 

Will community participation in environmental 

policy issues and intervention enhance 

sustainability? 

  All said Yes  (15%) 
 

15 

Has the complex dimension of environmental 

degradation undermined households’ 

livelihood? 

15 (100%) 

 

0(0%) 

 

15 

Poor policy response by the government has 

made the involvement of social workers an 

alternative. 

 

15 (100%) 

 

0 (0%) 

15 

Question      Response 

Q. List how participatory community 

development can work through   social work 

practice and Non Profit intervention to mitigate  

environmental degradation  in the Niger Delta 

Region 

The  responses from 15 respondents  pointed out ; 

1. Directly involving the communities in social work 

practices 

2. making the communities social work intervention 
for ownership and sustainability 

3.Building community network and alliances for 

grassroots development  

4.  Strengthening participatory community 

development initiatives on mitigation of 
environmental degradation 

5. mainstreaming environmental sustainability into 
development planning in  the Niger delta 

6. Ecological awareness and grassroots 

involvement on environmental policy formulation. 

Source :Field, (2018) 

 

Analysis of Key Informant Interviews (KIIs) and FGDs Discussions 

Key- interviews, FGDs  were additional sources of data collected which had some 

merits to the investigation. The- interviews and Focus Group Discussions (FGDs) 

were conducted with purposively selected  community members  who are 

experienced  and conversant with issues of environmental  degradation, social 

work practice and non -profit intervention in the Niger Delta. They were reached 

on one- on- one. In particular, based the objectives of the study  our questions 

and discussions largely centered on environmental degradation, social work 
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practice, non-profit intervention and participatory community development in 

the Niger delta. 

The Focus Group Discussions (FGDs) were conducted between 7-15 discussants 

(see table 5) About eight questions were presented as “Yes “or “No” items and 

the percentage of response were noted. Respondents were asked in their opinion 

to provide answers to question regarding listing how participatory community 

development can work through   social work practice and Non Profit intervention 

to mitigate environmental degradation  in the Niger Delta Region. Various 

responses such as direct involvement of  the communities in social work 

practices, putting the communities first in social work intervention for 

ownership and sustainability, building community network and alliances for 

grassroots development, strengthening participatory community development 

initiatives on mitigation of environmental degradation, mainstreaming 

environmental sustainability into community development planning in  the Niger 

Delta, creating ecological awareness and grassroots  involvement on 

environmental policy formulation among others. 

From our interviews with community leaders, the interview questions were 

structured in line with the research objectives. Taped discussion were not 

possible as most community leaders refused to be taped, while this posed some 

limitations, discussions were written down  directly and transcribed verbatim 

into text format. The obtained information were interpreted with  corroboration  

of relevant qualitative data. 

 

NGO Mapping and Non Profit Intervention 

How has social work practice and non- profit intervention   mitigated   

environmental degradation among households through   participatory and 

sustainable intervention? In the Niger Delta, there are a number of non-profit 

interventions on various aspects of social and economic endeavors including 

environmental degradation and ecological breakdown (see table 6). 

Although social work has been minimal in the Niger delta, brief exploration on 

non-profit intervention is apt. In the Niger Delta as in many developing societies, 

there are a number of non-profit interventions following the political space 

provided by democracy in 1999. While non -profit interventions have risen 

dramatically, the taxonomy of both social work, NGOs and interventions remain 

less clear and   problematic (Banks & Hulme,2012). NGOs adopt the   long-term 

notion of philanthropy and self-help (Lewis & Kanji, 2009).However, NGOs vary 
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substantially in focus and levels of formality (Banks& Hulme,2012). Much of the 

intervention ranges from capacity building, advocacy, health awareness, rural 

water projects, HIV/AIDs awareness and similar interventions. There is no 

denying the fact that there could be success stories but the level of inclusiveness 

and sustainability beyond intervention span remains at issue.    

Thus, how to bring the Niger Delta communities back on track on participatory 

development remains at issue. In particular, there is urgent need to engage 

grassroots social workers and non- profit intervention. A number of critical 

factors suggest the rational for non -profit intervention. First oil resource 

extraction has resulted in environmental degradation and impoverishment of the 

people. Again, there have been persistent youth agitation and resurgence of 

militancy arising from youth unemployment among others. This growing concern 

forms part of the basis for inclusive and bottom top development model which 

justifies the need for participatory development. 

 

Table 6. Some Non Profit Organizations and intervention focus in the Niger Delta 

S/N Organization Intervention Focus 

1 Community Initiative for Enhanced Peace 

and Development CIEPD 

Advocacy 

2 Women Initiative for Economic & Social 

Empowerment (WIESE) 

Empowerment 

3 O.B Lulu-Briggs Foundation Advocacy 

4 Environmental Friendly Initiative (EFI) Advocacy, Environmental  

based 

5 The Havids Centre for environment and 

Development 

Environmental Education & 

Community Development 

6 Initiative for Community Development Financing 

7 Women of Vision Association Poverty Alleviation & 

Women Empowerment 

8 Afro Centre for Dev. Of Peace & Justice Governance/Community 

Development 

9 Rahi Medical Outreach  

 

Human Health 

10 Center for Organizational and 

professional Ethics (COPE-AFRICA) 

Ethical Practices 
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11 Poverty Alleviation for the Poor Initiative Poverty Alleviation 

12 Health & Social Service Initiative Health 

13 Grassroots Community Development 

Initiative 

Grassroots Development 

14 Society for Community Development Community Development 

15 Global Aid for Niger Delta Peace & Development 

16 Center for Skill and Technology. 

Acquisition 

Education/Capacity 

building 

17 Association for Waste Recovery & 

Renewable Energy 

Community Development 

18 Foundation for Correction of Moral 

Decadence 

Social Economic 

Development 

Sources: Field, 2018, also see Ogbanga,M .(2018) 

 

Discussion of Findings 

The key finding from this study points out that the level of degradation in the 

Niger Delta has been on the increase. The implication of environmental 

degradation for social work practice is that the social workers could devise new 

ways of mitigating the problem based on the fact that social workers could be 

meaningfully engaged in participatory community intervention for 

environmental remediation and sustainability.  

Among the communities in the Niger Delta both in the upland and riverine areas 

we found that there are issues of environmental degradation. The incidences of 

degradation and ecological breakdown point to the need for intervention. Policy 

responses including a new role for social workers to further check the adverse 

effect of ecological breakdown on the communities is essential.   

Findings show that there are divergent implications of environmental 

degradation particularly among women who are the most vulnerable and 

importantly breadwinners in most households in the Niger Delta as our mapping 

of communities in the study shows, women are predominantly the heads of most 

households. 

Our findings further point out that there is low standard of living and poverty 

resulting from degradation including disempowerment of the communities 

insulated from their means of livelihood. In our survey, several households were   

impacted by the persistent challenges of gas flaring, land and water pollution 
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arising from oil spill. This leads to low crop yield and similar impacts on fishing, 

periwinkles and related sea foods.   

In 2017 in a participatory engagement with youths which included focused group 

discussion(FGDs),two Non-profit  Organizations-in the region  identified a 

number of challenges to non-profit intervention which included  rise in local cult 

groups and inter cult rivalry ,the rise in insecurity including  kidnaping, a negative 

reward system , lack of critical infrastructure to stimulate development, high 

level of unemployment,  lack of guarantee for human rights, lack of development 

of aptitudes and skills for capabilities enhancement, lack of vocational 

educational facilities in the region, corruption  and  mismanagement of funds by 

some  agencies in the region such as   the Niger Delta Development Commission 

(NDDC) and the Ministry of Niger Delta Affairs have not fostered the much 

expected development of the region as our findings point out that poverty 

remains a major problem. 

Other key factor identified was deforestation which has destroyed the flora and 

fauna of the region. Thus complex ecological breakdown has negative effects on 

people of the region including women, youths and men and increasingly results 

in livelihoods distortion and vulnerability which account for impoverishment. 

 

Implications for Social work practice  

The point the study has been making is that a number of factors related to 

environmental degradation undermine sustainable and participatory community 

development. This has a number of implications for social work practice. To make 

participatory community development work requires a number of useful 

approaches- the involvement of social workers is one. 

Despite various interventions highlighted in this study, there have been  limited 

research on how to make social work and non -profit participatory community 

development work or put differently, how to make a community based social 

work participatory. To this end, there is need for community-based development 

strategies which could involve social workers. Such strategies could take a 

number of dimensions from conception of intervention to completion and post 

completion.  Community based awareness, interviews, focus group discussions, 

dialogues with community members on their development needs and priorities 

are carefully linked to the recommendations of this study. There should be 

community participation in decision making, opportunities for community 

volunteering and accessibility to intervention processes. Such participation could 
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help the non -profit sector and social workers to better identify and understand 

ways of improving development needs of the local people and involving the local 

people directly in the cause of the intervention.   

 

Conclusion  

The disjunction between various ties of government has resulted in weak 

institutional capacity. Sustainable participatory development will entail 

facilitation of support to rural areas such as villages, communities, and various 

grassroots associations on a responsive basis. Such participation includes 

involving the communities in grassroots planning and action.  This leads to a 

more sustainable and inclusive approach to development. Sustainable 

participatory model aims at horizontal integration, which includes the 

collaboration of various spheres of the local people, associations or groups 

irrespective of gender or social status- hence inclusive.  

  

Recommendations: The role Social Workers can play in Making Participatory 

Community Development Work 

To address the identified gaps, there is need for new policy response for inclusive 

and participatory community development where social workers could be 

meaningfully engaged at the grassroots level. Thus, making participatory 

community development work is central to this study.  

(1).Many non- profit interventions in the region lack depth of knowledge of the 

rural Niger Delta both in the riverine and upland, most lack coherent planning 

and effective intervention methodology as they do not recognize the core issues 

associated with community development such as ecological, social, political and 

conflict/crisis induced challenges as most NGOs limit their operations in the 

urban Niger Delta.  Participatory development planning activities which we 

propose takes into account a number of composite factors including youth, 

gender, the physically challenged, socio-economic and ecologically 

disadvantaged.  

(2).Despite the various non-profit interventions in the region as table 6 shows, 

participatory and sustainable community development in the context of 

mitigation of environmental degradation  has been at issue. Poor institutional 

policy framework, weak institutional capacity and poor capacity for governance 

have resulted in absence of a coherent planning and institutional framework for 

participatory development planning and social work practice. This suggests a 
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disjuncture between development planning at the various levels of government 

namely local, state and federal. In participatory community development 

contexts, the local government which is government at the grassroots should 

have a direct link with the people to foster a common approach for development 

at the local level.    

(3).Social work practice has been scant most times voluntary social workers are 

disinclined due to the notion of insecurity and volatility of the region and lack of 

coherent plan and sustainability strategies as the people are often insulated from 

decisions affecting them. Thus, absence of consultation with the stakeholders 

before intervention undermines sustainability.  There are gaps in efficiency in 

intervention resulting from poor collaboration and coordination. Such 

disjuncture accounts for weak capacities for participatory intervention which 

negatively impact the community. This points out that an institutional framework 

for community involvement is often missing.  

(4).Issues of transparency and accountability are central challenges to 

sustainable and participatory intervention. Several interventions have political 

under-tone which may not make room for transparency and accountability from 

planning to completion, nor address the core development needs of the people. 

This affects inclusive participation and implementation processes. Many 

interventions are either used by politicians to compensate supporters or to 

garner political support.  

(5).Social workers must be engaged in a complex role in community participatory 

development projects from inception to completion and beyond intervention 

span. Participatory community intervention is affected by poor monitoring and 

evaluation (M& E) mechanisms. The major concern here is that since capacities 

for the local people to monitor and evaluate interventions are inadequate, M&E 

strategies are undermined. In several instances at the community level, there is 

often a gap between what to monitor, who and how to monitor.  A related account 

suggests that poor record system and lack of data base increasingly undermine 

participatory community development. 

(6). There is need for economic empowerment and equality. Importantly, 

community members should be engaged in learning and understanding 

community related development issues and the relevance of social workers. The 

volatile nature of the region and the diverse ethno-linguistic groups   require the 

institutionalization of community participatory development agenda through 

grassroots mobilization and awareness. Such inclusive home grown model is pro 
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people and pro poor. It involves a bottom top structure and effective integration 

of identified target audience within development clusters such as Participatory 

Action Programmes (PAPs) within the rural Niger Delta areas. The proposed 

process ensures involvement and empowerment of the local people and reduces 

the influence of the existing social stratification in the community. Rural 

intervention prioritizes key issues such as:  understanding the existential 

realities of the people, involving the people in high level meetings and allowing 

them make decisions on issues affecting them. 

(7).The overall characteristic of the participatory community development 

suggest that: (i) local people including youths women and men should be directly 

involved in decisions affecting them such as local resource mobilization and 

control (ii) the local communities should be aware of the basis of intervention, 

its objectives, priorities, core stakeholders, rules and procedures.(iii)local people 

should implement and coordinate post intervention action plans, this makes for 

sustainability.   

(8).There is need for appropriate community participation including tools  such 

as Participatory Rural Appraisal (PRA)in which periodic assessment of success 

stories could be conducted at the community level to appraise and access 

intervention projects to identify its strength and weakness and proffer modalities 

to strengthen identified weakness.  

Information should be made available to the local people to ensure inclusive 

community participation. Accessibility to information creates avenue for   

participatory scenarios such as focused group discussions, town hall meetings, 

dialogue, and networking etc. This serves as a forum and platform for all 

stakeholders, to  identify and collectively contribute to the overall development 

of their localities .Such forum  provides  an equal terrain  for dialogue, create an 

equitable and integrative model including amelioration of  gender, racial, ethnic 

and class inequality and similar bias. Importantly, inclusive dialogue provides 

new answers to new problems and aid in the institutionalization of modalities for 

ownership of development initiatives for sustainability.   

(9). There is need for capacity building and enhanced participation of 

communities in development interventions. Capacity building has several 

advantages and could be achieved through a people centered approach to 

intervention. This could be created to strengthen and promote inclusive 

participation.  This could be achieved through creating common grounds for 

participation such as inclusive rural sensitization and enlightenment campaigns, 
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trainings and practice on relevant interventions efficient  utilization of local 

resource including human and material.in particular the  adoption of equitable 

strategies in which women and their contributions could be valued and pursued 

for inclusive community development .Equitability will require adopting the 

‘Voice Aggregation’ modeling in which the voice of the poor could be 

heard(Narayan,etal,2000).  This has been successfully used to empower 

communities to make contributions on issues affecting them. 
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