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ABSTRACT

Land acquisition and compensation are central to land governance and development policy in Nigeria, particularly in
resource-rich regions such as Bayelsa State. Despite their importance for infrastructure development, urban
expansion, and resource exploitation, compulsory land acquisition processes have generated persistent controversies
due to inadequate compensation, weak institutional capacity, and poor implementation of existing legal frameworks.
This study examines the challenges associated with land acquisition and compensation in Bayelsa State, with
emphasis on the legal, institutional, and socio-economic dimensions of the process. Using a qualitative doctrinal
approach, the study analyzes statutory provisions, policy documents, and empirical literature to identify gaps
between legal intentions and practical outcomes. Findings reveal that compensation under the Land Use Act of 1978
is largely limited to unexhausted improvements such as crops and buildings, excluding the intrinsic and market
value of land, thereby resulting in systemic undervaluation of property. Empirical evidence further indicates that
affected communities frequently experience delayed payments, lack of transparency in valuation processes, and
inadequate stakeholder engagement, all of which contribute to mistrust, grievances, and resistance to development
projects. The study also highlights severe social and environmental consequences, including livelihood
displacement, loss of cultural identity, and increased poverty among rural households dependent on farming and
fishing. Additionally, weak institutional capacity, corruption risks, and fragmented governance structures exacerbate
inefficiencies in land administration and compensation delivery. When compared with international standards such
as the Voluntary Guidelines on the Responsible Governance of Tenure (VGGT) and the World Bank Environmental
and Social Framework, significant gaps are evident, particularly in relation to fairness, participation, and livelihood
restoration. The study concludes that comprehensive reforms are necessary to ensure equitable compensation,
strengthen institutional capacity, enhance transparency, and integrate livelihood restoration mechanisms into land
acquisition processes in Bayelsa State.
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INTRODUCTION

Land acquisition and compensation constitute critical components of land governance and development
policy, particularly in developing economies such as Nigeria. As a fundamental factor of production, land
is indispensable for infrastructure development, urban expansion, industrialization, and resource
extraction. Governments therefore rely on compulsory land acquisition as a legal mechanism to secure
land for projects considered to be in the overriding public interest. Despite its developmental intent, the
process of land acquisition, especially the determination and payment of compensation have remained a
contentious issue, often generating disputes, social unrest, and resistance from affected communities
(Nuhu, 2019; Deininger, Selod, & Burns, 2017). These challenges are especially pronounced in resource-
rich but socio-economically vulnerable regions such as Bayelsa State in the Niger Delta region of Nigeria.
Bayelsa State is characterized by its fragile ecosystem, extensive wetlands, and abundant petroleum
resources. The livelihoods of the local population are predominantly dependent on land-based activities
such as farming and fishing. Consequently, land in this region transcends its economic value, serving as a
source of cultural identity, social stability, and intergenerational wealth. However, the increasing demand
for land driven by oil exploration, infrastructural development, and urbanization has intensified the
frequency of compulsory land acquisitions. In many cases, these acquisitions are carried out without
adequate consultation or fair compensation, thereby exacerbating tensions between government
authorities, multinational corporations, and host communities (UN-Habitat, 2020; Ayodele &
Ogunjuyigbe, 2020).

The legal framework governing land acquisition in Nigeria is primarily anchored on the Land Use Act of
1978, which vests all land within a state in the custody of the state governor to be held in trust for the
people. Although the Act was enacted to streamline land administration and ensure equitable access to
land, it has been widely criticized for its shortcomings, particularly in relation to compensation
provisions. The Act limits compensation largely to unexhausted improvements on land, such as crops and
buildings, while excluding the intrinsic value of the land itself. This approach is inconsistent with
contemporary valuation principles, which advocate market-based compensation that reflects the full
economic and social value of land (Olawumi & Chan, 2019; Adegun, 2021). As a result, affected
landowners and users often perceive compensation as inadequate, leading to grievances, litigation, and, in
some instances, violent conflict.

In Bayelsa State, the challenges associated with land acquisition and compensation are further
compounded by institutional and administrative inefficiencies. These include delays in compensation
payments, lack of transparency in valuation processes, and weak enforcement of existing regulations.
Additionally, corruption and bureaucratic bottlenecks have been identified as significant impediments to
effective land administration. The absence of comprehensive resettlement frameworks and livelihood
restoration programs has also left many displaced persons economically off after acquisition, thereby
undermining the very objective of development projects (World Bank, 2022; FAO, 2018).

Contemporary global best practices emphasize the importance of fairness, transparency, and inclusivity in
land acquisition processes. International guidelines, such as the Voluntary Guidelines on the Responsible
Governance of Tenure (VGGT), advocate for prompt and adequate compensation, stakeholder
participation, and livelihood restoration measures (FAO, 2018). Similarly, the World Bank’s
Environmental and Social Framework underscores the need to mitigate adverse social impacts and ensure
that affected persons are not worse off as a result of development interventions (World Bank, 2022).
However, there remains a significant gap between these international standards and the realities of land
acquisition practices in Bayelsa State.

This study therefore examines the contemporary challenges associated with land acquisition and
compensation in Bayelsa State, Nigeria. It critically evaluates the existing legal and institutional
frameworks, identifies key deficiencies in compensation practices, and explores policy options for reform.
By situating the analysis within both national and international contexts, the study contributes to the
broader discourse on land governance and sustainable development. Ultimately, addressing the challenges
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of land acquisition and compensation is essential for protecting the rights and livelihoods of affected
communities, reducing conflicts, and fostering inclusive and sustainable development in the Niger Delta
region.

Legal and Institutional Framework

The legal foundation for compulsory land acquisition in Nigeria is primarily established by the Land Use
Act of 1978, which vests all land within a state in the authority of the state governor to be held in trust for
the benefit of the people. This legislation provides the government with the power to acquire land for
overriding public purposes, including infrastructure development and resource exploitation. However,
despite its intended role in promoting equitable land access and administrative efficiency, the Act has
been widely criticized for its inadequacies, particularly in relation to compensation provisions (Nuhu,
2019; Adegun, 2021).

A major limitation of the Land Use Act lies in its approach to compensation, which is largely restricted to
the value of unexhausted improvements such as crops, buildings, and other physical developments rather
than the intrinsic value of the land itself. This method of valuation is inconsistent with contemporary
market-based approaches that recognize land as a critical economic asset. Consequently, affected
landowners and users often receive compensation that does not reflect prevailing market realities or the
full extent of their economic and social losses (Olawumi & Chan, 2019). This has contributed to
widespread dissatisfaction, disputes, and resistance to government acquisition processes, particularly in
regions like Bayelsa State where livelihoods are closely tied to land resources.

Institutionally, the implementation of land acquisition and compensation processes is hindered by weak
administrative capacity, lack of transparency, and bureaucratic inefficiencies. Valuation practices are often
inconsistent, and delays in compensation payments further exacerbate the vulnerability of affected
communities (World Bank, 2022). In response to these challenges, recent policy debates have emphasized
the need to align Nigeria’s legal and institutional framework with international best practices. Notably, the
Voluntary Guidelines on the Responsible Governance of Tenure (VGGT) advocate for fair, prompt, and
adequate compensation, as well as inclusive stakeholder participation and accountability in land
governance processes (FAO, 2018). Aligning domestic laws with these global standards is essential for
improving equity, reducing conflicts, and enhancing sustainable land management in Nigeria.

METHODOLOGY
This study adopts a qualitative doctrinal research design, focusing on the critical analysis of legal texts,
policy frameworks, and institutional practices relating to land acquisition and compensation in Bayelsa
State, Nigeria. Data were derived from secondary sources, including academic literature, government
publications, and reports from international organizations. The study systematically examines the
provisions of the Land Use Act and related policies to identify gaps between statutory requirements and
practical implementation. Emphasis is placed on evaluating compensation practices against contemporary
global standards and best practices in land governance (Nuhu, 2019; Deininger et al., 2017; FAO, 2018).
Challenges of Land Acquisition and Compensation in Bayelsa State
Land acquisition and compensation processes in Bayelsa State are characterized by several structural,
institutional, and socio-economic challenges that undermine equity, efficiency, and sustainability. These
challenges are particularly pronounced due to the state’s riverine ecology, high dependence on land-based
livelihoods, and the application of the Land Use Act of 1978, which vests land ownership in the state
governor on behalf of the people (Land Use Act, 1978; Udo, 2009).

1. Inadequate Compensation
One of the most persistent challenges is the inadequacy of compensation offered to landowners and users.
In many cases, compensation is limited to the market value of physical structures or surface
improvements, while neglecting the broader economic value of land, including ecosystem services and
livelihood dependencies such as farming and fishing (Aluko, 2011). In Bayelsa State, where communities
rely heavily on wetlands and rivers for subsistence, this narrow valuation framework often results in
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significant economic loss. The failure to account for future income streams and communal land use
further exacerbates dissatisfaction among displaced populations (Oladapo & Ige, 2018).

2. Delay in Payment
Delays in compensation payments are another critical issue affecting land acquisition processes.
Bureaucratic bottlenecks within government agencies, coupled with lengthy approval procedures, often
result in affected persons waiting months or even years before receiving compensation (Elias, 2015). Such
delays create financial instability, particularly for rural households that depend on daily land-based
income. In extreme cases, delays displaced individuals into informal settlements or low-income
employment, deepening poverty cycles and social vulnerability (Nuhu & Aliyu, 2015).

3. Lack of Transparency
The land valuation and acquisition process is often criticized for its lack of transparency. Valuation
methods are sometimes unclear, inconsistently applied, or influenced by discretionary decisions of
officials, which opens avenues for corruption and undervaluation of properties (Ubani, 2016). In Bayelsa
State, affected communities frequently report insufficient consultation and inadequate access to valuation
reports. This opacity undermines public trust in government institutions and increases resistance to
development projects, including infrastructure expansion and oil-related developments (Adeniyi, 2013).

4. Social and Environmental Impacts
Land acquisition without adequate resettlement planning has significant social and environmental
consequences. Displacement often leads to the disruption of community networks, loss of cultural
heritage, and breakdown of traditional livelihoods (World Bank, 2017). In the Niger Delta region,
including Bayelsa State, environmental degradation from oil exploration compounds these effects, leaving
displaced communities with limited alternative livelihood options. The absence of structured resettlement
programs further exacerbates poverty and food insecurity among affected populations (Ibaba, 2011).

5. Weak Institutional Capacity
Weak institutional capacity remains a major constraint in effective land administration and compensation
management. Many valuation officers and land administration agencies lack sufficient technical training,
modern valuation tools, and adequate funding to carry out accurate and fair assessments (FAO, 2020).
Additionally, inter-agency coordination is often poor, leading to duplication of roles and inefficiencies in
implementation. This institutional weakness contributes to inconsistent compensation outcomes and weak
enforcement of land administration policies in Bayelsa State (Ezeani, 2012).

DISCUSSION

Empirical evidence from Bayelsa State and the wider Niger Delta region consistently shows that land
acquisition and compensation practices are marked by structural inefficiencies, socio-economic hardship,
and widespread dissatisfaction among affected communities. These realities reflect not only legal and
institutional weaknesses but also the lived experiences of rural households whose livelihoods are directly
tied to land, water, and ecosystem resources. In Bayelsa State, where farming and fishing constitute the
backbone of local economies, compulsory land acquisition has far-reaching consequences that extend
beyond monetary valuation into cultural, environmental, and social disruption (Odudu, 2018; Akujuru &
Ruddock, 2013).

One of the most strongly supported findings is that compensation payments are often grossly inadequate
when compared with the true economic value of land. Studies conducted in Niger Delta communities,
which share similar ecological and institutional contexts with Bayelsa State, reveal that compensation is
largely restricted to “unexhausted improvements” such as crops and buildings, while excluding the
productivity and ecological value of land (Olawumi & Chan, 2019). Akujuru and Ruddock (2013) found
that many claimants in oil-producing communities received compensation amounts far below replacement
cost values, with payments failing to reflect long-term income loss. In Bayelsa State, field-based evidence
shows that farmers displaced by oil exploration or infrastructure projects often lose access to fertile
wetlands and fishing grounds without receiving alternative land or adequate financial substitution (Ibaba,
2011).
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Evidence also demonstrates persistent delays in compensation payments, which significantly worsen the
socio-economic vulnerability of affected persons. In many Bayelsa communities, compensation is not
paid at the time of acquisition but is delayed due to bureaucratic approval processes and funding
constraints. Nuhu and Aliyu (2015) observe that such delays force displaced households into economic
insecurity, as they are deprived of both land access and timely financial compensation. Elias (2015)
further notes that delays in compensation in Nigeria’s land administration system often extend for months
or years, undermining the very purpose of compensation as a remedial mechanism. In Bayelsa State,
qualitative reports confirm that these delays often result in households resorting to informal livelihoods or
migration to urban centers.

Transparency and accountability deficits are also well documented in empirical studies. Land valuation
processes in Bayelsa State are frequently criticized for being opaque, inconsistent, and inaccessible to
affected communities. Ubani (2016) argues that discretionary valuation practices in Nigeria create
opportunities for undervaluation and corruption. Similarly, Adeniyi (2013) highlights that affected
persons are often excluded from key stages of the valuation and compensation process, limiting their
ability to contest unfair assessments. Empirical findings from Niger Delta communities indicate that this
lack of transparency contributes to mistrust in government institutions and resistance to development
projects, particularly in oil-producing areas where historical grievances already exist (UN-Habitat, 2020).
The social and environmental impacts of land acquisition in Bayelsa State are also well supported by
empirical research. Ibaba (2011) documents that oil exploration activities in the Niger Delta have led to
widespread environmental degradation, including oil spills, mangrove destruction, and water pollution.
These environmental impacts directly reduce agricultural productivity and fishery yields, thereby
compounding the effects of land acquisition. World Bank (2017) findings further confirm that
displacement without adequate resettlement planning leads to loss of social networks, cultural identity,
and traditional livelihood systems. In Bayelsa State, this is particularly evident in riverine communities
where land and water resources are central to social organization and economic survival.

Empirical studies also highlight the absence of effective resettlement and livelihood restoration
mechanisms. According to FAO (2018), international best practices require that displaced persons should
be assisted to restore or improve their livelihoods after acquisition. However, evidence from Bayelsa State
shows that compensation is typically cash-based and does not include structured resettlement or
livelihood replacement programs. This gap between policy expectations and implementation results in
long-term impoverishment of affected populations, particularly among rural households with limited
access to alternative income sources (World Bank, 2022). Institutional weaknesses further exacerbate
these challenges. FAO (2020) reports that land administration institutions in Nigeria suffer from
inadequate technical capacity, poor funding, and limited use of modern valuation technologies such as
Geographic Information Systems (GIS). In Bayelsa State, these weaknesses manifest in inconsistent
valuation standards and reliance on outdated compensation rates that fail to reflect current market
conditions. Ezeani (2012) also notes that weak inter-agency coordination contributes to duplication of
responsibilities and inefficiencies in land administration, leading to delays and disputes in compensation
processes.

Empirical evidence also links land acquisition challenges to conflict and social unrest in Bayelsa State.
Worufah (2023) observes that disputes over land compensation are a major driver of community protests
and conflicts in oil-producing areas. These conflicts are often fueled by perceptions of injustice,
exclusion, and economic marginalization. Studies across Niger Delta communities show that inadequate
compensation and environmental degradation have contributed to recurring tensions between host
communities, oil companies, and government authorities (Deininger et al., 2017). When assessed against
international standards, empirical findings reveal a significant gap between practice in Bayelsa State and
global best practices. The Voluntary Guidelines on the Responsible Governance of Tenure (VGGT)
emphasize transparency, participation, and fair compensation (FAO, 2018). Similarly, the World Bank’s
Environmental and Social Framework requires that displaced persons should not be worse off after land
acquisition (World Bank, 2022). However, empirical evidence shows that in Bayelsa State, affected
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communities often experience declining welfare after displacement, indicating a failure to meet these
standards.

Policy Gaps
Despite the existence of a legal framework for land administration in Nigeria, particularly the Land Use
Act of 1978, empirical evidence from Bayelsa State reveals significant policy and implementation gaps
that undermine equitable land acquisition and compensation outcomes. These gaps are evident in
valuation practices, institutional capacity, transparency mechanisms, and the absence of effective
resettlement frameworks. Addressing them is essential for reducing conflict, improving livelihoods, and
aligning local practices with international standards of land governance (FAO, 2018; World Bank, 2022).

i. Inadequate Legal Framework for Compensation
A major policy gap lies in the Land Use Act’s narrow definition of compensation, which focuses on
“unexhausted improvements” such as crops and buildings while excluding the intrinsic and market value
of land. This approach is increasingly inconsistent with contemporary valuation standards that emphasize
full replacement cost and livelihood restoration (Olawumi & Chan, 2019). Empirical studies in the Niger
Delta show that this limitation leads to systemic undervaluation of land, particularly in agrarian and
riverine communities where land productivity is the primary source of income (Akujuru & Ruddock,
2013). In Bayelsa State, this gap results in compensation that fails to reflect the true socio-economic value
of displaced land users, thereby perpetuating poverty and inequality.

ii. Weak Institutional Capacity and Fragmentation
Another critical gap is weak institutional capacity within land administration agencies. FAO (2020)
highlights that many Nigerian land agencies lack modern valuation tools, skilled personnel, and
coordinated inter-agency systems. In Bayelsa State, this translates into inconsistent valuation practices,
poor record keeping, and delays in processing compensation claims (Ezeani, 2012). Empirical evidence
also shows that fragmented responsibilities among ministries and land boards lead to inefficiencies and
duplication of roles, further delaying compensation payments (Elias, 2015).

iii. Lack of Transparency and Accountability
Transparency deficits represent a major governance gap in land acquisition processes. Empirical studies
indicate that affected communities often lack access to valuation reports and are excluded from decision-
making processes (Ubani, 2016). This opacity creates mistrust, encourages corruption, and fuels
resistance to development projects. Adeniyi (2013) further notes that discretionary valuation practices
undermine fairness and consistency, particularly in resource-rich regions like Bayelsa State.

iv. Absence of Resettlement and Livelihood Restoration Policies
A significant policy gap is the lack of structured resettlement and livelihood restoration programs.
Empirical evidence from Bayelsa State shows that compensation is largely cash-based and does not
include alternative land allocation, vocational training, or long-term livelihood support (Ibaba, 2011). As a
result, displaced households often experience long-term impoverishment and food insecurity. The World
Bank (2017) stresses that effective land acquisition frameworks must ensure that displaced persons are
not worse off after resettlement, a standard that is not currently met in Bayelsa State.

v. Conflict Management and Grievance Redress Mechanisms
Empirical evidence shows that land acquisition processes in Bayelsa State are frequently accompanied by
conflict due to inadequate grievance redress systems (Worufah, 2023). Affected communities often resort
to protests or litigation due to lack of effective dispute resolution channels. This reflects a major
institutional gap in managing land-related grievances.

Pathways for Reform
1. There is a strong need to amend the Land Use Act to incorporate market-based valuation
principles and explicitly recognize land’s economic, ecological, and social value. Compensation
frameworks should adopt the “replacement cost principle” as recommended by the World Bank
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(2022), ensuring that affected persons are financially and materially restored to pre-displacement
conditions or better.

2. Institutional strengthening is essential. Government should invest in capacity building for
valuation officers and introduce digital land administration systems such as Geographic
Information Systems (GIS) and integrated land registries. Establishing a centralized Land
Compensation and Resettlement Authority in Bayelsa State could improve coordination,
accountability, and efficiency in land acquisition processes.

3. Transparency mechanisms such as public disclosure of valuation methods, digital compensation
databases, and mandatory community consultations should be institutionalized. Independent
monitoring bodies, including civil society organizations, should be involved in oversight to
ensure accountability. These measures align with the Voluntary Guidelines on the Responsible
Governance of Tenure (VGGT), which emphasize participation and transparency in land
governance (FAO, 2018).

4. Government policy should shift from cash-only compensation to integrated resettlement planning.
This includes provision of replacement land, livelihood restoration programs, and community-
based development projects. Environmental and Social Impact Assessments (ESIAs) should be
mandatory before any land acquisition, with clear resettlement action plans implemented prior to
displacement.

5. A formal, accessible, and independent grievance redress mechanism should be established at both
state and community levels. Such systems should be time-bound, transparent, and inclusive of
traditional authorities and civil society actors. This would reduce litigation, enhance trust, and
promote peaceful resolution of disputes.

CONCLUSION

Land acquisition and compensation in Bayelsa State are shaped by deep-rooted legal, institutional, and
socio-economic challenges that continue to undermine fairness, trust, and sustainable development
outcomes. Although a legal framework exists to guide compulsory land acquisition, its approach to
compensation is limited and outdated, focusing narrowly on physical improvements rather than the full
economic, social, and environmental value of land. This has resulted in widespread dissatisfaction among
affected communities, many of whom rely heavily on land and water resources for their livelihoods. In
practice, compensation is often inadequate, delayed, and inconsistently implemented, largely due to
bureaucratic inefficiencies, weak institutional capacity, and poor coordination among relevant agencies.
The situation is further worsened by a lack of transparency and insufficient participation of affected
communities in decision-making processes, which fuels mistrust and resistance to development projects.
Additionally, the absence of structured resettlement and livelihood restoration measures means that many
displaced persons are left worse off after land acquisition, facing long-term economic hardship and social
dislocation. These challenges highlight a clear gap between policy intentions and actual implementation
on the ground. Overall, it is evident that meaningful reform is required to ensure that land acquisition
processes are fair, transparent, and people-centered, while also safeguarding the livelihoods and dignity of
affected populations.
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