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THE kidnapping of six oil workers on June 15 near the Dodo River, in the Niger Delta, illustrates the exposure of those involved in the energy industry to hostage-taking and highlights a growing trend in the region.
The specifics of the case - the hostages were released three days later apparently unharmed, having been allowed communication with their company and following mediation by local authorities - are not unusual.
The six had been seized in order to put pressure on the local unit of an oil major to deliver more jobs and development projects in the area.
For the tribal militants - of which the Ijaw, the Itsekari and their various sub-groups make up the majority - the use of kidnapping holds several advantages.
While hostage-taking requires access to safe havens in which to house, hold and feed abductees, by targeting personnel from oil interests they can be assured that they have the full attention of those they seek to put pressure on (the companies and the government).
Perhaps more importantly, lower-profile incidents normally draw a less hostile initial response from Nigerian security forces than the invasion of platforms or destruction of pumping stations.
Kidnaps in the region are carried out either for ransom or in order to exert pressure on the government or the oil companies.
So the premium that the group will tend to place on keeping the victim alive is an advantage.
Secondly, kidnappings tend to be short term - between one and two weeks - as either ransoms are paid or the perpetrators run out of resources or the will to hold the victims for longer.
Targets are more often than not those easily identifiable with the energy industry - commonly local managers, staff, sub-contractors and other services providers such as helicopter pilots.
Groups tend not to have the capability or intent to tackle the security associated with more senior figures.
Nonetheless, the risks to life tied up with such incidents are significant and danger points exist in common with kidnapping situations worldwide: the moment of abduction itself, the hand-over of the hostage and any intervention by the security forces (among whom the Nigerians should be viewed as particularly ill-equipped for such operations).
It barely needs highlighting here that the penalties to a company from even a successfully resolved kidnap incident - in terms of lost revenue, litigation, staff turnover and, particularly, reputation - are potentially profound.
However, by approaching the problem in an integrated and cohesive manner, the risks of an abduction occurring can be significantly reduced and the effects of any kidnap that does arise managed in a professional and effective way.
Thus, the company that invests in appropriate training for staff - both in avoidance and survival of such hostile actions - and accurate intelligence concerning threats to its personnel will ultimately experience dramatic savings while operating in the Delta region.
Further to this, it is essential that all organisations involved in the Delta have crisis management plans that are not only well prepared, but also regularly rehearsed and reviewed.
* Andrew Kain is MD of AKE Limited, a specialist risk services company.
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