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         SOUTHERN BORNO RAPID ASSESSMENT 
 

February 2016 
 
 
OVERVIEW 
 
The humanitarian situation in 
southern Borno is dire, with 
large numbers of internally 
displaced persons (IDPs) 
displaced for up to a year or 
more who have received little 
or no external assistance. 
Other than limited food and 
non-food item (NFI) 
distributions in Biu and some 
water, sanitation and hygiene 
(WASH) and shelter support to 
new IDPs from the Red Cross 
Movement, no humanitarian 
agencies have been present in 
the area. This includes Biu 
town, which alone hosts at 
least 30,000 IDPs1, most of 
them staying with local families 
who are themselves facing 
extremely difficult 
circumstances2. In Hawul Local 
Government Area (LGA), the 
situation is even more critical, with a mixed population of up to 48,000 IDPs and several thousand 
returnees living among impoverished host community members.3 They are isolated and vulnerable 
and without access to adequate food and water, let alone basic health services. Needs are equally 
pressing among IDPs in neighboring LGAs including Kwaya Kusar, where up to 5,000 individuals are 
displaced. IDPs in all these locations are reporting that between Hawul LGA and Gombi LGA in 
Adamawa State, many settlements have been completely destroyed by the insurgents. As the 
military continues to reclaim territory and IDPs start to return, the scale of needs is likely to further 
increase for food supplies, shelter materials, livelihoods support, WASH and NFIs, as well as 
protection, health and education service provision. 
 
ASSESSMENT METHODOLOGY 
  
Mercy Corps first carried out a security assessment of southern Borno to gauge accessibility, risks, 
potential mitigation strategies, communication means and logistical requirements for traveling in 
the area. This was followed by two data-gathering exercises, one in late November 2015 and one in 

                                                 
1
 According to ICRC and local authority estimates and Mercy Corps observations during this assessment. 

2 Though most IDPs are residing among the host community, there are three camp settlements where LGA authorities claim 

that approximately 7,000 individual IDPs are staying, including over 4,000 displaced as recently as late December 2015.  
3 IOM Displacement Tracking Matrix Round VIII, February 2016. 
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mid-January 2016 conducted by five Mercy Corps team members (three male, two female). The 
team carried out detailed assessments in and around Biu town (Biu LGA), Azere and Sabon Kaswa 
towns (Hawul LGA) and in Sabon Gari ward of Kwaya Kusar, using a combination of 120 multi-sector 
household surveys with IDP, returnee and host community men and women, as well as 12 focus 
group discussions with male and female IDPs and host community members. Meetings were held 
with at least 20 LGA representatives from various departments and ministries, as well as the Emir of 
Biu and staff from ICRC, the Nigerian Red Cross, FEWSNET and the Development Exchange Centre 
(DEC), a micro-finance institution. Additionally, 10 individual and 12 group interviews with 
adolescent girls and boys were conducted using the Cohort Livelihoods and Risk Analysis (CLARA) 
method, which seeks to understand the gender, protection and livelihoods needs of this 
demographic group and the inter-relationship between these domains. While the number of 
individual surveys conducted was not enough to be statistically significant, this was the first of 
several data gathering exercises which Mercy Corps intends to carry out in more depth in the coming 
weeks as it starts up humanitarian programming in the area. Site visits to Biu and Hawul have 
subsequently been carried out by Mercy Corps expatriate WASH and protection advisors. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
FINDINGS 
 
This assessment provides confirmation of the widespread assumption among humanitarian agencies 
that the humanitarian needs and protection risks within southern Borno are very high, given the 
complete lack of access to the area by assistance providers until very recently.  

 Only ICRC/Nigerian Red Cross and the polio campaign have had periodic access in recent 
months and local government authorities have had minimal or no resources to provide aid. 
They report that they are overwhelmed with the levels of demand for assistance from IDPs.  

 Mercy Corps’ rapid assessment, as well as preliminary information collected through 
bilateral meetings and communication with the Red Cross and state officials, notes the 
presence of at least 44,000 IDPs in the few locations visited during the assessment, 
including 22,500 IDPs in host communities and 7,000 or more in informal camp-like 
settlements in Biu town alone. The IOM February 2016 DTM estimates overall IDP totals in 
Biu LGA to be 53,172 – including the recent December 2015 displacements.4 

                                                 
4 The overall IDP total in the DTM for southern Borno is 131,814. 
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 Most IDPs in Biu are from nearby LGAs of southern Borno, though many have also come 
from Gujba and Gulani  LGAs in Yobe or from locations as far away as Bama.  

 The most recent arrivals are 5,000 or more IDPs fleeing the late December 2015 Boko 
Haram attacks in rural areas of Biu LGA (Buratai and Kimba wards), who are receiving 
minimal assistance in the form of tents, trucked water and temporary latrines from the Red 
Cross and basic levels of food from the LGA authorities.  

 There are an additional 9,000 highly vulnerable IDPs and returnees in the towns of Azere 
and Sabon Kaswa in Hawul LGA who have received no external assistance of any kind. 

 Meanwhile in Kwaya Kusar, over 5,000 IDPs from LGAs including Konduga, Bama, Gwoza 
and Gombi are clustered in Sabon Gari and nearby settlements, and have not received 
external assistance from any source.  

 
Humanitarian priorities consistently identified by all IDPs and host families include:  

 Food: the great majority of those interviewed indicated that food was their number one 
priority. They are consuming meals less frequently than normal (one to two times per day) 
with a very limited range of food types. ICRC has distributed food in kind in Biu only, but this 
has been far from sufficient. 

 Shelter: Most of the shelters occupied by IDPs are overcrowded and unfinished, with 
inadequate weather proofing. During the current harmattan season, nights can get very cold 
(8 – 10 degrees). Nevertheless rents are high and many households are in debt to landlords. 

 Basic household items: IDP households are lacking a wide range of non-food items, 
particularly bedding, hygiene supplies, sufficient clothing and bed nets.  

 Water supply / sanitation:  Latrines are inadequate in number and in very poor condition, 
typically without handwashing facilities. The distance to the nearest water point in Azere, 
Hawul LGA is 3 km, with the only water seller bringing water to the town charging double 
the typical price per 25 litre container (50 naira per 25 litres).  

 Livelihoods: Many IDPs are desperate to start earning income and support themselves, but 
there is no capital to restore or start up livelihood activities. 

 
In focus group discussions, both IDPs and host community members recognize that they will not be 
able to meet their needs in the short or long term if they depend on the local authorities or aid 
agencies who are rarely present (the Red Cross’s one-off food and NFI packages in Biu have been at 
best a stop gap for those lucky enough to receive them). Many of the adolescent IDP girls 
interviewed using the CLARA tool report that they are engaged in livelihoods such as farming and 
livestock day labour, tailoring and petty trade. However, there is an increasing prevalence among 
this demographic group of 
being forced to use high risk 
coping strategies to have 
enough money (or in kind food) 
for their families to eat, notably 
engaging in transactional sex.   
 
Protection:  Many concerns 
were raised during the survey 
and in FGDs, particularly by IDP 
adolescent girls and women, 
including: 

 Large numbers of women-
headed households 
without support networks 
or adult males present.  

Focus group discussion with adolescent IDP girls in 
Hawul LGA (Photo: Mercy Corps, 27-Nov-15) 
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 Stigmatization and harassment of IDPs by host community (notably in Azere). 

 Higher levels of GBV within IDP households than before the displacement. 

 Children dropping out of school due to displacement, inability to pay fees and materials and the 
pressure to earn income. 

 Frequent presence of separated children. 

 Forced engagement by women and both boys and girls in high-risk livelihood strategies in order 
to have enough income to eat, including children being forced to engage in hawking or day 
labour far from adult members of their family, and transactional sex by girls as young as nine. 

 Deprivation of food and other necessities because of kulle, an Islamic tenet which does not 
permit women to go outside the home for livelihoods activities. 
 

The assessment also noted from key informant interviews that stress and the resulting physical 
symptoms of hypertension and negative mental health are very common, indicating potential post-
traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) after witnessing violent events. Fear of additional attacks is 
widespread. This issue, as well as that of general access to health care, is made worse by the very 
limited availability of health facilities – particularly in Sabon Kaswa and Azere towns where the 
nearest functioning health institution is Biu General Hospital, 30km away. 
 
In terms of food security, as well as severely restricted dietary diversity and reduced meal frequency 
among some groups, the assessment noted agricultural production has reduced to a very low level. 
Even for host community farmers, the insecurity earlier in 2015 has meant late planting and no 
access to inputs such as fertilizers, which has consequently greatly reduced production. This is in line 
with the FEWSNET forecast of IPC Phase 2 (stressed) and Phase 3 (crisis) levels of food insecurity for 
North East Nigeria, which are predicted to last up until at least September 2016, the end of the 
forthcoming lean season. Some parts of the LGAs targeted have also been affected by flooding in the 
second half of 2015, including Miringa ward of Biu. 
  
Markets are operating to varying degrees: both Biu and Kwaya Kusar currently have functioning 
markets, open one or two days per week and with large numbers of traders bringing goods in and 
out from Gombe (with some regulation of the influx of vendors by military), Maiduguri5 and 
Kano. Cash infusions into the local market for food or NFIs via cash or voucher transfers would not 
distort prices or negatively affect availability. Conversely, for towns in Hawul LGA, market 
functioning is limited with few vendors present, so cash transfers would likely risk causing price 
spikes. In a similar pattern, financial institutions such as banks and some MFIs appear to be 
operating well in Biu, but not at all in Hawul. 
  
Income and Livelihoods: 

 Agriculture and livestock farming are by far the most common livelihood of IDPs in their places 
of origin, with petty trade, construction day labour, driving and government employment also 
common. Most IDPs would wish to return to their previous livelihood if they could. IDP farming 
households often said they had access to land on a short term basis to grow crops. However, 
they are unable to cultivate since they lack the means to buy seeds, tools and other inputs.  

 Incomes on average are much lower than before displacement, although host community 
households have also suffered a constriction in their average monthly income. 

 Food makes up a large percentage of monthly expenditure, followed by rent, education and 
hygiene (all of which are inadequately covered in the limited income available) – with levels of 
need seemingly similar among IDPs and host community households alike. 

                                                 
5 While the direct road from Biu to Maiduguri is not safe and not used for travel, some traders are accessing Maiduguri via 

Gombe (Nafada – Galda –Potiskum-Damaturu-Maiduguri). 
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Water, Sanitation and Hygiene: 

 Water access is severely constrained in Sabon Kaswa and Azere where the water table is low. 
One water point 3km out of town allows the one water trucking supplier to have a monopoly 
and charge double the typical rate for the region. Solutions could include drilling of more water 
points / installation of hand or foot- pumps and exploration of market-based options for 
increasing supply / lowering prices. 

 In Biu, water is relatively easy to reach, from  wells and boreholes. However, since water in more 
shallow aquifers is subject to contamination risk, a more detailed WaSH survey will be needed 
to test levels of faecal contamination and overall water quality. 

 The sanitation situation in Biu and Kwaya Kusar is dire, with too few latrines for the size of the 
population (13 - 17 or more individuals per latrine, no gender segregation and without doors or 
curtains). Latrines are also in generally bad condition and typically double as shower cubicles. 
There also appears to be very limited availability of soap for handwashing. 

  
Shelter and NFIs: Most IDPs are not living rent-free with host families but are rather having to rent 
accommodation, paying significantly higher than average prices due to demand outstripping supply. 
The exception is the more recently arrived IDPs, who are in camp-like settlements around the town 
of Biu, occupying a combination of tents provided by the Red Cross or crowded into public buildings. 
Neither of these options affords safety, dignity or sustainability. Many households staying among the 
host community are in debt, behind with rent but without alternative options. The most commonly-
lacking NFIs include mattresses, blankets, hygiene items, clothing and mosquito nets. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
RECOMMENDATIONS AND NEXT STEPS 
 

 There is a need to immediately begin delivering multi-sector humanitarian assistance to 
IDPs, returnees and vulnerable host community members in accessible parts of south Borno. 

 Such assistance needs to be done in close cooperation with the local authorities, who are 
highly committed, well-intentioned and welcoming of international humanitarian agencies, 
but lack resources and capacity. 

Newly 
displaced 
IDPs in camp 
in Biu town 
(Photo: 
Mercy Corps, 
13-Jan-16) 
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 Mercy Corps and other assistance agencies should start programming in locations and in 
sectors where the conflict affected population is in greatest need, in coordination with local 
stakeholders – notably with the provision of food, NFIs, WASH and targeted protection 
assistance, as well as shelter. 

 Plans and a funding strategy should be developed as soon as possible to support the 
recovery of livelihoods and community structures in the affected area, whether for IDPs who 
may remain in protracted displacement, or for households who have or will soon return to 
their places of origin. 

 As well as responding to priority needs as identified in this and in assessments by other 
assistance agencies and by the local authorities, advocacy is required to engage state and 
federal-level stakeholders in responding to the humanitarian situation in the area. This 
includes the Maiduguri-based state authorities who remain cut off from southern Borno. 

 In relation to this, the relevant authorities need to be encouraged to convey clear and 
accurate information to IDPs about conditions in their places of origin and the likelihood (or 
not) of receiving assistance there, so that displaced households can make a voluntary and 
informed decision about whether and when to return. 

 Wider and more detailed sector specific assessments should be undertaken as soon as 
possible, to better understand the full extent of gaps and needs, notably in the WASH, 
nutrition, livelihoods, agriculture, protection and shelter sectors. 

 Security remains volatile and unpredictable in southern Borno: humanitarian actors will 
need to proceed with great caution while working in the area. Close communications will 
need to be maintained with a wide range of local government and community stakeholders 
to ensure staff and beneficiary safety. 
 

  

     
 
   

Vulnerable host community member, Azere, Hawul LGA (Photo: Mercy Corps, 14-Jan-16) 

 


