Unveiling the Emissaries of the Niger Delta
At an inaugural meeting held on July 1, 2009 in Lagos, the Social and Economic Rights Action Center (SERAC) unpacked its latest intervention project, Emissaries of the Niger Delta, designed as a further contribution to efforts at restoring peace to the violence-ridden Niger Delta region of Nigeria. The project’s main thrust is to build an inclusive working group of motivated and committed key actors within and beyond the region to serve as Emissaries of the Niger Delta (END).  Under the auspices of its Niger Delta-focused Project to Reinvent Democratic Engagement in the Niger Delta supported by the Canadian Catholic Organization for Development and Peace, eight END members were enlisted to play a lead role in SERAC’s campaign to expand the space for democratic engagement towards the restoration of peace, rule of law, respect for human rights and development in the region. The working group is comprised of Niger Delta communities’ leaders and a representative of an oil company working in the region, a senior level government official, human rights and development leaders, and representatives of the academia and women’s organizations from around Nigeria. 
The inaugural meeting united six END members, and saw the members engage in detailed discussions aimed at formulating a strategic response to the environmental, economic and development challenges of the Niger Delta. In attendance at the inaugural meeting were Mr. Austin Onuoha, the Executive Director of the African Centre for Corporate Responsibility (ACCR); Mr. Victor J.E. Puegeren, Delta Geosciences Company Ltd, Warri, Delta State; Mr. Terna Agor, Executive Director, Community Development Initiative, Abuja, FCT;  Mr. Tony Akpoborie, Geologist, Delta State University, Abraka, Delta State; Mrs. Josephine Ogoba, Oporoza Community Woman Leader, Delta State and the END project facilitator, Ms. Olayemi Okubena.   Other members are Dr. Sam Amadi of the Ken Nnamani Leadership Center, Abuja, FCT and Mr. Bola Odugbesan of the National Environmental Standards and Regulation Enforcement Agency.                                

 Topping the working group’s action plan is to undertake an assessment of the growing violence in the region, as well as develop a work plan for expanding democratic engagement in the pursuit of fair and sustainable solutions to the complex conflict in the Niger Delta. To actualize this plan, the END is scheduled to undertake assessment missions to affected Niger Delta states of Delta, Rivers and Bayelsa in order to gain an updated knowledge of the situation in those areas.  The high visibility missions will draw public attention to the prevailing conditions and context of the crisis.
Also central to the discussions was the literature review component of the END mission through which members would conduct a comparative survey of previous and ongoing democratic and development initiatives in the Niger Delta, so as to gauge their successes or failures and distill useful lessons and best practices from them that can be remodeled on a national scale. As SERAC’s program coordinator, Ms. Victoria Ohaeri explained at the event, the END is not an attempt to reinvent the wheel. Rather, it is an ambitious exercise that is determined to examine past initiatives, in order to identify if they had any particular strengths and weaknesses, and in the process, create a set of recommendations for the government. Based on the outcome of the survey, the project will help to raise the visibility and relevance of identified initiatives, as well as mobilize support for them.  

Members also discussed the mission modalities, logistics, timetable, the operational structure and mission execution methodologies for carrying out and reporting on the mission. As the meeting drew to a close, specific tasks ranging from the analysis, definition of areas of interventions, identification of issues, development of questionnaires and socio-economic indicators, orientation of mission participants were assigned to each of the members. By these efforts, the END hopes to demonstrate that peace is not only achievable in the Niger Delta, but that it is also fashionable, cost-effective and socially, economically and politically advantageous.  Along these lines, the END members are continuing to undertake a number of clearly defined tasks including identifying and putting in focus viable democratic options for implementation by all sides to the conflict. 

