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SUMMARY  

 

Environmental surveys that require access to communal, family and individual farmlands, 

mangrove swamps or fishing villages to obtain data, can be very challenging to any team of 

environmental professionals working locally or on international development related projects. 

Land access restrictions may be imposed by different interest groups or stakeholders whose 

actions could interfere with the overall conduct or success of any environmental survey 

irrespective of its laudable goals and objectives. It might also be that the traditional land 

tenure patterns may differ significantly from land tenure patterns as understood by a 

multicultural project management team. In Nigeria, following a Federal Government 

invitation in 2006, the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) undertook a 

comprehensive environmental survey of several communities in the Niger Delta region 

following reported and documented high levels of hydro-carbon pollution in these areas
1
. 

Using an innovative and culture-based community entry and land access strategy developed 

by the UNEP project management team in a collaborative partnership with the Rivers State 

University of Science and Technology (RSUST), this paper presents the key considerations in 

this innovation and highlights the challenges encountered in the practical implementation of 

several key stages of the land access strategy
2
.  It documents real-life challenges as they were 

experienced in the field and which serves as feedback to the process and produces refinement 

and adaptation options for replication in similar environmental studies. 

 

  

                                                 
1
 See full Environmental Assessment of Ogoniland report at www.unep.org/nigeria 

2
 All authors where involved in the development and/or implementation of the community entry/Land Access 

strategy. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

 

Environmental surveys can range from very simple projects involving the investigation of a 

single site to large and more complex projects involving multiple locations and investigating 

multiple environmental media. In very simple description, an environmental assessment 

project will involve a preliminary historical and literature review on the study area, minor or 

major fieldwork and sampling followed by laboratory analysis and report production. Being 

in the nature of a project with set objectives, it is expected that the fundamental project 

management principles and procedures will apply and that predetermined goals and targets 

will be met. Land is an asset of enormous importance for billions of rural dwellers in the 

developing world, and especially in ACP countries where land is not just an economic asset, 

but has strong political, social, cultural, and spiritual dimensions (Boto, Peccerella, & 

Brasesco, 2012, p. 5). 

However, in real life situations as in the case of the UNEP Ogoniland project, a combination 

of traditional and innovative project management strategies had to be used in order to achieve 

overall success of the project. One of such innovations amongst several others was the use of 

a culture-based land access strategy. UNEP acknowledges that the two year study of the 

environment and public health impacts of oil contamination in Ogoniland is one of the most 

complex on-the-ground assessments ever undertaken by UNEP. (UNEP, 2011, p. 8) This 

assertion is quite significant judging by published statistics on the number of community and 

town-hall meetings that were held throughout the life of the project.  

On the issue of land access, the UNEP report acknowledges that, ‘facilitating access to 

specific sites where UNEP specialists needed to collect data was a major exercise and one that 

needed to be handled delicately as ownership was not always clear with attendant potential for 

local conflict. Multiple negotiations were often required, involving traditional rulers, local 

youth organizations and individual land owners or occupiers. A Land Access Team, provided 

by RSUST, working in conjunction with UNEP’s Communications Team, managed these 

challenging issues, explaining precisely what the UNEP team would be undertaking, where 

and at what time. (UNEP, 2011, p. 57)  

The RSUST driven Land Access strategy was implemented by a land Access Team (LAT) 

made up of academics and student interns drawn from the departments of Estate 

Management; Urban and Regional Planning and Land Surveying in collaboration with 

Academics from the departments of Estate Management and Geo-informatics at the Rivers 

State Polytechnic (RIVPOLY) in Bori. This innovative strategy went through several iterative 

phases and refinement throughout the implementation and review of daily feedback from the 

UNEP technical teams in the field. The process however achieved reasonable success in 

meeting its set objectives and can be used or adapted for use in similar development and 

environmental assessment projects. 
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2. PROJECT MANAGEMENT  

 

A project is essentially a way of organising people, and a way to manage tasks. The British 

Standards definition BS 6079 – 1 defines a project as a unique set of coordinated activities, 

with a definite starting and finishing point, undertaken by an individual or organization to 

meet specific objectives within defined schedule, cost and performance parameters. Project 

management is simply a style of coordinating and managing work. What differentiates it from 

other styles of management is that it is totally focused on a specific outcome and when this 

outcome is achieved, the project ceases to be necessary and the project is stopped (Newton, 

2009, p. 11) Projects can be categorized by their content, complexity and scale. Complexity 

can be assessed by either being risky, novel or intellectually complex. Project management 

has been defined severally but in terms of real life applications it means different things to 

different people and disciplines. A project management team is however responsible for 

determining what is appropriate for any given project.  

The PMBOK Guide (PMI, 2010)definition, meaning and theories of project management 

provide a general framework for this review. It defines a project as a temporary endeavour 

undertaken to create a unique product, service or result, and as such has a definite beginning 

and definite end (PMI, 2010, p. 4). Achieving a project’s objectives signals the end of a 

project unless it has to be terminated. Deliverables are expected at the end of each project or 

sub-project components of a main project. These would usually be in the form of products, 

services or results usually documented. It generally assumes a structured approach to projects 

but in the case where an unstructured or adaptive approach succeeds, then capturing the 

methodology which led to this success makes it adaptable for replication. The aims and 

objectives of this paper are to present details of the novel approach utilized in the Ogoniland 

study in the area of land access and community entry in a technical collaboration between 

UNEP and the Rivers State University of Science and Technology (RSUST), Nigeria.   

Project management may be defined as the investment of capital in a time bound intervention 

to create productive assets and the energy and inventiveness of people, plays an important 

role in projects and that this role is just as important as the expenditure of physical and 

financial resources (Cussworth & Franks, 1993).  Projects vary in type and size and the cycles 

may also differ. The general idea however is that a project goes through several stages and 

phases from implementation to and subsequently evaluation. The assumption might be that 

this is a linear relationship but in real life experiences, it is much more complex.  Acyclic 

pattern of projects is more popular. In social sciences related projects that deal with human 

capital, a more adaptive strategy is advocated.  

Project management involves the application of knowledge, skills, tools and techniques to 

project activities to meet project requirements (PMI, 2010, p. 8). It is a broad field but one of 

the significant requirements of a project management team is the ability to adapt their 

approach to the different concerns of various stakeholders. Projects do not take place in a 

vacuum but are implemented in a web of social, cultural, economic and other contexts. An 

understanding of the nature of a particular project will enable a reader appreciate the project 

management challenges involved therein. 
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3. ADAPTIVE PROJECT MANAGEMENT STRATEGY – A CASE STUDY 

 

The UNEP Environmental Assessment of Ogoniland Project was commissioned by the 

Federal Government of Nigeria in 2006. The main purpose of the project was to assess the 

extent of oil pollution in Ogoniland following the failure of decades of negotiation, initiatives 

and protests to deliver a solution to oil production related unrest and crises in parts of the 

Niger Delta. The geographical description of Ogoniland as per the UNEP study, covers four 

Local Government Areas (LGAs) of Rivers State in Nigeria which include Khana LGA, Tai 

LGA, Gokana LGA and Eleme LGA.  

There are several ways to manage a project in order to achieve the desired objectives of the 

specific project but this cannot be accomplished without taking the project environment into 

consideration. The complexity, risk, size and resources including other socio-cultural or 

socio-economic considerations, will determine the final approach. The UNEP led Ogoniland 

project can best be described as a complex project considering the fact that it was risky, novel 

and intellectually complex and is a classic example of a project in which an adaptive strategy 

was applied throughout its duration working in an environment filled with suspicion and 

distrust and trying at the same time to win the confidence of the people to enable the project 

proceed.  

Essentially, the focus of any environmental assessment project is to collect relevant data, 

analyse it and produce a report on the findings therefrom. Such a simple description however 

does not match the complexity of the process as evidenced in actual field operations. As with 

other projects, the socio-cultural environment in which a project takes place presents its own 

challenges to a project management team and an understanding of the expectations of local 

community is essential. Several authors within the fields of project management advocate 

some for standardization, technique and procedures and while this is a laudable desire, the 

real world out there presents a changing world and the demands of project management 

become more of a subjective rather than a deterministic process. A project management 

process might succeed with a reasonable amount of latitude that allows flexibility and 

innovative particularly when working in developing countries. Decision making may then be 

based on what is feasible and achievable within a given scenario as against pre-determined 

models or a combination of both.  

UNEP Ogoniland Project Management Structure 

There are several issues to consider in any project or in sub-projects of a main project. These 

include the methodology; implementation of the project management process; the project 

management culture and organizational structure; estimating; planning and scheduling, 

project execution; control and conflict management. In the case of sub-projects on the 

Ogoniland study, the larger project was subdivided into manageable units and single activities 

on the project where undertaken by project sub-teams along their thematic area or 

subcontracted out. The UNEP study project management function was executed by three 

major teams managed by an international project coordinator and overseen by UNEP Post 

Conflict and Disaster Management branch (PCDMB in Geneva and UNEP headquarters, in 

Nairobi. It is important to recognize the fact that different players in a project management 
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team may want a methodology that is designed for their particular benefit and conflict may 

often arise between parties which need to be sorted out over the life of the project in order to 

deliver an end product, this project was not an excepting but through a series of meetings and 

project briefings, conflict issues were very easily resolved. The main structure as detailed in 

Fig. 1 is outlined below.  

 

1. The Technical team consisted of experts who covered four main thematic areas of the 

study which included contaminated land, vegetation, water and public health.  

2. The Cross-cutting teams involved remote sensing (analysis of satellite imagery and 

provision of aerial photography) legal and institutional reviews; sample management. 

Community surveys were undertaken by the RSUST team.  

3. Support Teams: There were several Support Teams who provided specific services to 

both the thematic teams and the Cross cutting teams. They included well drilling; 

Topographical Survey, Data Management; Health safety and logistics, Land Access 

Team; and the Community Liaison and Communication. 

 

 
Figure 1 - UNEP Ogoniland Project Management Structure

3
 

 

The effective coordination of a mega project of this nature was impossible to accomplish 

without the technical, cross-cutting or support teams to achieve the project goals and 

objectives. This paper focuses on the activities of the RSUST/RIVPOLY driven Land Access 

                                                 
3
 Adapted from (UNEP, 2011, pp. 54-58) 
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Teams and challenges associated with their task and makes recommendation for replication in 

similar projects. 

 

4. METHODOLOGY 

 

A social and organizational theory framework underlies this study. The methodology uses an 

illustrative case study combined with field research data collection techniques and provides 

detailed description of the design and implementation of an innovative community entry and 

land access strategy developed by the UNEP project management team in collaboration with 

RSUST and executed jointly between RSUST and RIVPOLY in conjunction with the UNEP 

team.  

 

The choice of field research as a methodology is because it involves a range of well-defined, 

although variable, qualitative methods listed as follows: 

 Informal interviews 

 Direct observation 

 Participation in the life of the group 

 Collective discussions 

 Analyses of personal documents produced within the group,  

 Self-analysis 

 Results from activities undertaken off- or on-line, 

 Life-histories (Wikipedia, 2012).  

 

Although the field research methodology is generally described as qualitative research, it 

often includes quantitative dimensions.  This study presents a descriptive account of land 

access activities undertaken during the Ogoniland project as primary data source, analyses it 

and presents a rich picture of the EIA project management process. Data collection was by 

participant observation and the examination of field records and analysis of documents 

produced within the group of land access personnel. The authors were participants on the 

project and as such participant observation methodology was considered suitable and was 

utilized to give a first-hand participant account of the project as it occurred. Through a 

process of self-analysis and project review, the findings are outlined. The advantage of this 

approach is that it presents a rich picture of actual process by using content analysis 

techniques on the daily field activity log and content analysis of the LAT daily records of 

field activities.  

 

5. THE COMMUNITY ENTRY PROTOCOL 

 

Land Access Challenges on the Ogoniland Project 

At the commencement of the environmental assessment project, the tool available for 

accessing and inspecting impacted areas was a map showing areas with oil infrastructure and 
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records of historical spills within the proposed study area. Very few community names were 

associated with these locations and a major challenge immediately identified, was how to 

access each impacted location without appearing to be trespassing, actually trespassing or 

carrying out activities that could instigate additional conflict in the area considering that the 

entire project had conflict resolution as its underlying goal. Considering that all sample 

collection activities involved land access to specific locations or across specific locations to 

nearby creeks or rivers, a robust land and transparent access strategy was required which 

would in the absence of available records of land ownership in the area. Land ownership 

verification required knowledge of the local land use patterns and traditional verification 

processes. 

The initial task in developing a community entry protocol was to obtain a clearer picture and 

understanding of the specific tasks that were to be undertaken by each of the four thematic 

technical teams and the cross cutting teams including what data they expected to collect 

during the field work, and how? The Land Access Team (LAT) members participated in the 

initiation and development of a community entry protocol that was based on an understanding 

of the traditional land access practices in Ogoniland. Generally, the Ogoni’s practice the 

traditional bush-entry systems where payments are demanded for and expected to be made 

prior to entry upon ancestral land. This activity is however be preceded by meetings with the 

community chiefs, elders, youth, women and children. The purpose of such meetings is 

usually to establish a relationship following which formal business talks can take place and 

land entry authorized with or without any financial payments.  

Each step had specific set of objectives and deliverables as shown in Fig. 2. The horizontal 

arrows indicate firewalls which consist of expected deliverables from the preceding step prior 

to proceeding further. Although fast tracking did occur it was based on first of all having 

assessed the potential risk in skipping any step. 

 

Figure 2 – Community Entry protocol – UNEP Ogoniland Project 
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If it was not possible to actualise the deliverables from a preceding step, the process 

terminated at this point or was repeated before progressing to the next phase. The four (4) 

distinct phases are discussed further. Towards the later part of the project, a special 

reconnaissance protocol was developed for use in areas when the community had already 

been sensitized and there was no need for step 1 and the process commenced in steps 2 – 4, 

see Fig 2 

 

Figure 3 - Abridged Land entry protocol 

Pre-Entry Reconnaissance - Step 1 

The main purpose of the pre-entry reconnaissance step was an initial attempt to gain vehicular 

access to locations within close proximity of the impacted grids on the map of historical spills 

and to identify the Local Government Area (LGA) within which it falls. It was also to assess 

the likely physical access challenges envisaged at the actual reconnaissance phase. This 

process was facilitated using GIS tools and equipment and driven by the Community Liaison 

Assistants (CLA) Team, the project Technical Assistants (TA’s) with support from the 

health/safety and the security teams. Initial contact was established within the general 

geographical location of impacted areas and the surrounding communities identified. The 

deliverables from Step 1 included the identification of communities and the generation of 

follow-up activities for the Community Liaison Assistant (CLA) who took over the 

responsibility at this point to make actual contact with the community leaders and arrange a 

sensitization meeting in the Step 2. This was the most important outcome of the process and 

what was used to weigh the success or failure of a sensitization activity. 

The firewalls surrounding this initial step prohibited any physical land entry at this stage 

because it is assumed that the more remote villages would most probably not have been 

informed about the project. This could result has resulted in a misconception about the 

purpose of land entry and construing this action to mean violation of the traditional 

community land entry protocols or outright trespass. The CLA was the only support team 

member authorised to physically disembark from the project vehicle (except for technical 

reasons such as GPS signal failure), in order to interact with the locals to confirm the actual 

indigenous name of the location, obtain leads to the traditional leadership structure and 

possibly a contact person. This activity provided the basis upon which the CLA conducted 
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follow-up community based investigation, established firm contacts and negotiated a 

community sensitization and stakeholder meeting for the project management team to be 

undertaken in Step 2. 

Initial Community Entry and Sensitization – Step 2 

A sensitization meeting to formally introduce the project to the community was the main 

activity in step 2. This activity was CLA driven in conjunction with the LAT. The main 

purpose of a sensitization meeting was three-fold:  

1. To meet and interact with the land owners and their leaders, youth, women and 

children well as to familiarize with each other.  

2. To inform and educate the community through their representatives on the project’s 

goals, objectives and the proposed pattern of field activity.  

3. To obtain democratically appointed community representatives who would work 

closely with the project team in all future dealings associated with land in the 

community and throughout several phases of the project.  

The nomination of community contact persons was the single most important outcome of this 

step. It indicated acceptance or otherwise and a measure for success or failure at later stages 

of the project. A step 2 meeting was considered to be inconclusive when contact persons are 

despite the level of project awareness it raises. The firewalls surrounding this step are hinged 

on obtaining the names of contact persons who would subsequently work with the project 

team, as community representatives. Without getting these names, the process could not 

proceed to the next step as community acceptance was not certain. Exceptions to this rule 

were where a step 2 meeting was either rescheduled or it was unanimously agreed that the 

names and contact telephone numbers of such representatives, would be forwarded at a later 

date to the CLA.  

Land Access Negotiation – Step 3 

The land access negotiation in step 3 was an important community based activity during 

which physical land entry occurs and owners/occupiers of impacted farmlands are identified 

as this was crucial to the future sampling activity and community surveys. The land access 

team, made up primarily of land management academics and professionals resident in and 

around the study area and armed with local knowledge of community perceptions and 

expectations in connection with land, worked with the UNEP team to develop community 

entry protocols for the technical teams, the cross cutting teams as well as the support teams 

throughout the life of the project. The land access team (LAT) coordinated this process and 

were taken by the community nominated representatives to visit all known oil spill sites 

within their area particularly the historical sites indicated on the UNEP map. These sites are 

geo-referenced and the LAT assesses the nature of the terrain, the immediate and potential 

accessibility challenges in view of a larger team visiting the area using project vehicles and 

carrying equipment in subsequent phases. Alternative access routes are explored and feedback 

was given to the project health, safety and logistic as well as the security support teams for 

planning.  

The community nominated representatives played a key role in the initial identification of 

family lands and actual land owners. Armed with an understanding of the land holding 
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structure in the area which is by family, they guided the LAT to the elders, chiefs and family 

heads of plots of interest with which the LAT negotiated access. Acceptance during this level 

of investigation was measured by the nomination of persons at the family level to work with 

the UNEP teams during the sampling phase as labour hands and as family representatives. All 

de-bushing needs were dealt with using local community labour selected first by the specific 

family who owned the land and subsequently approved by the community youth leader(s) and 

nominated representatives. Conflict situations did arise occasionally where there were 

controversies on the boundaries of specific sites between different families. The usual 

approach then was to work with youth from both families which easily resolved the crisis. Ina 

situation where crops were to be removed to create access, appropriate compensation was 

estimated, negotiated and paid for. The deliverable from this exercise was a confirmed date or 

range of possible dates during which the family representatives would be present for the 

reconnaissance activities in step 4, to take place.  

Land Entry and Reconnaissance Survey – Step 4 

Step 4 involved actual entry for the purpose of work in connection with drilling of boreholes 

and /or sample collection on community/family/individual land. During this activity, the 

technical team were physically on the land and were allowed to spend time carrying out their 

Reconnaissance activity. The CLA was also present throughout this activity while the LAT 

was there to ensure that all required de-bushing had been done and that the community 

nominated representatives were present to guide the TAs in such a way that they did not 

unknowingly stray into neighbouring farmlands or communities. Where this happened on a 

few occasions, the combined team of LAT and CLA’s were on the spot to sort out these issues 

with the agitating communities. In severe cases of conflict, the CLA took the matter to the 

LGA where it was later resolved. Step 4 of the land entry protocol in any location signalled 

the beginning of the sampling activity which commenced with the drilling of ground-water 

monitoring wells 

There were several challenges during this phase particularly due to the fact that with certain 

spills, a community might have taken the TA’s to the impacted area within their own 

community boundaries while, the epicentre might actually have been in a neighbouring 

community for which access had not yet been negotiated. Sometimes an on-the- spot decision 

to quickly visit and see the epicentre angered those communities as their permission had not 

been sought prior to entry. The problem was usually much more complex in cases where 

multiple communities laid claim to a single impacted site. On the whole, LAT delivered all 

sites for reconnaissance and kept community members happy by making prompt payments for 

their time in the field. 

 

6. LAND ACCESS TEAM PROJECT ACTIVITIES  

 

The reconnaissance phase signalled beginning of the sampling phase which was christened 

MARIO by the project management team. It was named after the one of the Chief Scientific 

Expert on the project. The Mario phase was packed with non-stop activity up until the end of 

the project. The land access team participated in all the activities shown See Fig. 4. 
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The LAT participated in a cross section of project activities and were always in the field to 

deal with land access requirements or de-bushing to ensure the project team experts from any 

of the project thematic areas did not experience undue setbacks in the field. They covered all 

activities from drilling to socio-economics. As mentioned earlier, the CLA’s worked closely 

with the LAT particularly in identifying the owners. Their activities where fairly structured 

following a similar pattern developed earlier in the life of the project.  

 

7. IMPLEMENTATION CHALLENGES  

 

As anticipated, during the initial phases, there were few instances where team members 

having not fully understood the essence of the firewalls between each phase, attempted to 

enter community land but were prevented from gaining access and in a few isolated cases, 

with threats from the community youth and in others, community names were submitted to 

the CLA at a later date. Members of the Land Access Team were present at over 95% of all 

Step II activities during the life of the project occasionally being unable to attend due to 

conflicting field assignments.  In such cases, LAT depended heavily on feedback from the 

CLA’s regarding the nominated representatives. This was extremely important as the 

succeeding step depended on their knowledge of the community representatives. 

Where a sensitization activity ended without the appointment of community representatives, it 

became impossible to do any further work in the area. So this was a crucial step and a very 

traditional land access protocol for the Ogoni's. In most communities in Eleme and Khana 

LGAs, the community representatives were made up of 3 persons, the Chief Security Officer 
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(CSO) of the community, the youth leader and a representative of the chief’s palace to give 

him feedback and progress reports. In Gokana and Tai Local Government Areas, the number 

was usually increased to 5 as they added a representative from the Landlords of impacted 

areas with oil infrastructure and members of the Pipeline Vigilante Contracting teams. The 

process had to be flexible enough to allow for these variations as we progressed from LGA to 

LGA. 

This activity involved actual visits through community farm tracks to the exact location of 

impacted. Vehicles were used but in a majority of the cases motorbikes were used or the full 

team walked long distances to reach these locations. This process was important in order to 

determine (ahead of the UNEP Technical team reconnaissance visit), the nature of the terrain, 

vehicular access challenges and the de-bushing requirements if any, to gain access to specific 

sites. The actual land owners of impacted sites were identified as this would be crucial to the 

success of the of the reconnaissance phase in terms of land entry and recruitment of unskilled 

labourers. cess enabled them understand a little more about the local terrains, visit with the 

owners of actual impacted sites and schedule visit for the project technical team to do an 

initial reconnaissance survey. This was a very challenging phase of the project with several 

security issues and success depended a lot on the interpersonal skills of the particular LAT 

member.  

Depending on the expanse of the impacted areas, the process usually lasted 2 – 3 day on the 

average. Armed with a GPS, the LAT member could give more precise feedback to the 

technical team regarding the actual physical location of the impacted area relative to the grid 

on the map, the motor able distance and alternative access routes, the expectations of the 

community members as well. If the area was overgrown and would make access difficult for 

the technical team in Step 4, LAT made arrangement for de-bushing making all necessary 

payments as appropriate. During each of these visits, LAT incurred financial expenditure on 

preliminary clearing to enable them reach the site, payment for upwards of 4 motorbikes that 

took them to the location and a modest remuneration for the community representatives who 

worked with them. The deliverable from this exercise was a firm date for the reconnaissance 

activities undertaken by the technical assistants. 

 

8. CONCLUSION 

 

It is possible to say that the adaptive project management strategy used in the Environmental 

assessment of Ogoniland project was responsible for its timely completion and publication of 

the full report in 2011. The step-by community entry protocol enabled the formation of lasting 

friendship between community youth and members of the land access teams who gradually 

become constant figures within the community. By participating in the sensitization meetings 

in Step 2 and taking responsibility for nominating community contact persons to work with 

the UNEP team, a sense of ownership of the project and its process was developed by several 

communities. The process is replicable in similar projects 
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