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Executive Summary 

Crude oil theft and illegal refining continue to pose significant threats to Nigeria’s economy, 

environmental sustainability and national security, particularly in the Niger Delta region. These 

activities result in substantial revenue losses, widespread environmental degradation and the 

growth of criminal networks engaged in economic sabotage and illicit petroleum trade. 

In a recent development, the Nigerian Navy announced the destruction of a reactivated illegal 

refinery site in Abua-Odual Local Government Area, Rivers State, and the interception of stolen 

petroleum products in the Nigerian Ports Authority area of Calabar, Cross River State. The 

operations were carried out on 14 March 2026 under Operation Delta Sentinel following credible 

intelligence. Personnel from NNS Soroh reportedly discovered that a previously dismantled illegal 

refinery had been reconstructed, leading to the recovery of about 3,000 litres of suspected illegally 

refined Automotive Gas Oil (AGO) alongside refining equipment and storage infrastructure, which 

were subsequently destroyed. In a related operation, personnel from NNS Victory intercepted 

approximately 3,950 litres of suspected stolen AGO stored in drums and jerry cans at a trailer park 

within the Calabar port area. The suspected perpetrators reportedly fled upon sighting naval patrol 

teams. 

While these operations demonstrate ongoing enforcement efforts to combat crude oil theft and 

illegal refining, several concerns warrant legislative attention. Illegal refining sites have proven to 

be highly resilient and adaptive, with dismantled facilities often reactivated shortly after 

enforcement actions. This pattern suggests the presence of organised networks capable of rapidly 

reconstructing refining infrastructure. Furthermore, limited publicly available information exists 

regarding the handling of recovered petroleum products, the arrest and prosecution of offenders, 

and the broader criminal networks supporting such activities. The absence of transparent data on 

recovered volumes, estimated economic value, and enforcement outcomes also limits the ability to 

evaluate the broader impact of anti-oil theft interventions. 

Given the National Assembly’s constitutional oversight responsibility over national security 

institutions and strategic economic sectors, legislative engagement is necessary to ensure 

transparency, strengthen enforcement effectiveness, and enhance coordination among relevant 

agencies. 
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In this regard, the National Assembly, through its Committees on Navy, Petroleum Resources 

(Upstream and Downstream), and National Security and Intelligence, may consider the following 

actions: 

1. Invite the Nigerian Navy to provide a detailed briefing on the recent operations, including 

the quantities and estimated value of petroleum products recovered and measures being 

taken to prevent the reactivation of dismantled illegal refineries. 

2. Seek clarification on procedures for documenting, securing, and disposing of recovered 

petroleum products to ensure transparency and prevent diversion. 

3. Request information on arrests, investigations, and prosecution efforts related to illegal 

refining and petroleum theft operations. 

4. Conduct periodic oversight reviews of anti-oil theft initiatives, including Operation 

Delta Sentinel, to assess progress and identify areas requiring legislative support. 

 

Background: 

Crude oil theft and illegal refining activities continue to pose significant threats to Nigeria’s 
economy, environmental sustainability, and national security, particularly in the Niger Delta region. 
These activities result in substantial revenue losses to the country, environmental degradation, and 
the proliferation of criminal networks involved in economic sabotage. 

In a recent development, the Nigerian Navy announced the destruction of a reactivated illegal 
refinery site in Okolomade Community, Abua-Odual Local Government Area of Rivers State, as 
well as the interception of stolen petroleum products at the Nigerian Ports Authority (NPA) area 
in Calabar, Cross River State. The operations were reportedly carried out on 14 March 2026 by 
personnel operating under Operation Delta Sentinel, following credible intelligence1. 

According to the Navy, personnel from Nigerian Navy Ship (NNS) Soroh discovered that a 
previously dismantled illegal refining site had been reconstructed. Further inspection reportedly 
led to the discovery of about 3,000 litres of suspected illegally refined Automotive Gas Oil (AGO) 
along with refining equipment and storage infrastructure2. These facilities were subsequently 
destroyed in accordance with operational procedures. 

In a related operation, personnel from Nigerian Navy Ship (NNS) Victory reportedly intercepted 
approximately 3,950 litres of suspected stolen Automotive Gas Oil stored in drums and jerry cans 
within a trailer park at the Calabar port area3. The suspected perpetrators reportedly fled upon 

 
1 Omonobi, K. (2026, March 15). Navy destroys illegal refinery in Rivers, intercepts stolen petroleum products in 

Calabar. Vanguard. https://www.vanguardngr.com/2026/03/navy-destroys-illegal-refinery-in-rivers-intercepts-
stolen-petroleum-products-in-calabar/  
2 ibid 
3 Dennis, C. (2026, March 14). Operation Delta Sentinel Strikes Again as Navy Seizes Stolen Fuel in Calabar. Global 

Sentinel. https://globalsentinelng.com/operation-delta-sentinel-strikes-again-as-navy-seizes-stolen-fuel-in-calabar/  
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sighting naval patrol teams, and the recovered products were evacuated to a naval base for further 
action. 

Issue: 

The reported operations represent a positive step in ongoing efforts to combat crude oil theft and 
illegal refining activities in Nigeria’s maritime and coastal regions. However, several issues arise 
that warrant legislative attention. 

1. Illegal refining activities in the Niger Delta have proven resilient and adaptive, with 
previously dismantled sites often reactivated shortly after enforcement actions. The 
discovery of a reconstructed refinery in Rivers State illustrates the persistence of these 
operations despite ongoing security interventions. 

2. While the destruction of illegal facilities and recovery of petroleum products are 
commendable, there is limited public information regarding the subsequent handling of 
recovered products, prosecution of offenders, and the broader intelligence networks 
supporting such activities. 

3. Crude oil theft and illegal refining have historically contributed to significant revenue losses 
for the Nigerian government, in addition to environmental pollution and community 
health risks. As such, enforcement actions require sustained monitoring and coordinated 
responses involving multiple institutions. 

4. The absence of publicly available data on the total quantity of petroleum products 
recovered, the estimated economic value, and the number of arrests made during such 
operations may limit transparency and the ability to evaluate the broader impact of these 
interventions. 

These issues bring to the fore the need for legislative oversight to ensure that anti-oil theft 
operations translate into sustained deterrence, accountability, and measurable reductions in 
economic sabotage. 

Rationale for Legislative Action: 

The National Assembly has constitutional oversight responsibilities over national security 
institutions and strategic economic sectors, including petroleum resources. 

Legislative engagement is important for the following reasons: 

1. Protection of National Revenue: Crude oil theft directly undermines Nigeria’s economic 
stability by reducing government revenues and weakening the oil sector. 

2. Oversight of Anti-Oil Theft Operations: While enforcement actions such as those 
undertaken by the Navy are commendable, legislative oversight is necessary to assess the 
effectiveness and sustainability of ongoing security operations. 

3. Transparency and Accountability: Ensuring transparency regarding the handling of 
recovered petroleum products, destruction of illegal facilities, and prosecution of offenders 
is critical to maintaining public trust. 
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4. Strengthening Inter-Agency Coordination: Combating crude oil theft requires 
coordinated efforts among the Nigerian Navy, security agencies, regulatory bodies, and 
relevant ministries. 

Recommendations to the National Assembly: 

The National Assembly, through its Committees on Navy, Petroleum Resources (Upstream and 
Downstream), and National Security and Intelligence, is respectfully urged to: 

1. Invite the Nigerian Navy to provide a comprehensive briefing on the recent operations, 
including the exact quantities and estimated value of petroleum products recovered, the 
operational scope of Operation Delta Sentinel, and measures being taken to prevent the 
reactivation of dismantled illegal refineries. 

2. Seek clarification and request details on the operational procedures for documenting, 
securing, and disposing of recovered petroleum products to ensure transparency and 
prevent possible diversion. 

3. Require relevant agencies to provide information on arrests made in connection with 
illegal refining and petroleum theft, ongoing investigations, and prosecution efforts against 
individuals or networks involved in such activities. 

4. Consider periodic oversight reviews of anti-oil theft initiatives, including Operation 
Delta Sentinel, to evaluate progress and identify areas requiring additional legislative 
support. 

Conclusion: 

The recent operations carried out by the Nigerian Navy against illegal refining and petroleum theft 
represent a positive step in Nigeria’s ongoing efforts to combat economic sabotage within the 
maritime domain and oil producing regions of the country. However, the persistence and 
adaptability of these illicit activities underscore the need for sustained vigilance, stronger inter-
agency coordination and enhanced institutional accountability. 

Effective legislative oversight by the National Assembly will help in ensuring that enforcement 
actions are transparent, coordinated, and capable of delivering long-term reductions in crude oil 
theft and illegal refining activities across the country.
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