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Zamfara State has been on the edge of a precipice 
in the last couple of years because of escalated 
banditry. The criminal violence has led to a surge in 
cattle rustling, raids on communities, ethnic conflicts 
and kidnapping for ransom. Out of the 4,419 persons 
abducted in Nigeria between January 2021 and 
June 2022 (See figure 1), Zamfara State recorded 
911 cases, the second highest in the country after 
Kaduna State, which recorded 1,271. (See figure 2)

In response, the government and traditional 
leadership have deployed a mixture of retaliatory 
and conciliatory strategies to no avail. For example, 
government troops’ deployment to quell bandits’ 
nefarious activities has yielded marginal results. 
Similarly, the use of amnesty to woo bandits 
has failed. These stabilisation efforts have been 
underpinned by a binary notion which divides the 
conflict actors into two separate ‘enemy’ groups. 
That is, those perpetrating violence (e.g. bandits) 
and those aiming for peace (e.g. members of state 
security forces). Based on the internal dynamics 
of banditry and other realities on the ground, this 
Nextier SPD policy weekly challenges the binary 
conception of criminal violence by shining some light 

Policy
Recommendations

There is a need for better screening and 
training of counter-terrorists.

More regular replacements will prevent 
serving counter-terrorist officials from 
forging a criminal alliance.

There is a need for effective intelligence-
driven policing to prevent and respond to 
attacks.

To deter others, anyone indicted for aiding 
and abetting terrorism and banditry should 
be prosecuted.

The Nigerian government must build public 
trust and confidence, especially in conflict 
zones.

Conflict Actors in Zamfara State: 
Doing Well Out of Violence
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http://00000Conflict%20Actors%20in%20Zamfara%20State%20Doing%20Well%20Out%20of%20Violence.doc
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on how the so-called ‘enemies’ connive to promote their economic agenda. 

Conflict Actors and Enemy Construction

The gradual but steady descent of Zamfara State and the broader North-West region into anarchy has mainly 
been blamed on the Fulani bandits who have resorted to terrorist tactics in their quest for land-based resources 
like pasture, water and grazing routes for their herds. The armed forces, political and traditional elite, and Hausa 
vigilante militias have only been blamed for using extreme violence to respond to Fulani terrorism. As argued by 
the Nextier report, this dominant narrative of the violence belies the historical peaceful co-existence of Fulani 
and Hausa in Zamfara State. In addition, both ethnic groups largely adhere to the Islamic faith. Thus, while the 
narrative of the Fulani Islamisation agenda is dominant in the South, especially under the Buhari administration, 
the discourse is less so in the North-West region, where Islam has been the main religion for both Fulani and Hausa 
for centuries. Therefore, in coming to grips with the actual drivers of banditry in Zamfara State, one should look 
beyond ethnic and religious enemy construction and grievance narratives and assess the self-related agendas 
of the conflict actors – whether bandits, vigilantes, local leaders or state security officials. As rightly argued by 
Keen (1998), collusion rather than conflict often underpins relations between ostensible rivals in most civil wars, 
especially in the context of limited statehood.

Vested Interests and Blurry Enmity

Across Zamfara State, banditry has become a lucrative business chain with many stakeholders aiding and abetting. 
Even though traditional rulers are saddled with the responsibility of ensuring peace and good governance at the 
grassroots, several emirs and district heads have been dethroned by the Zamfara State government since 2019 for 
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Fig 1: Kidnap Incidents and Victims by Regions in Nigeria (January 2021 – June 2022) Source: Nextier 
Violent Conflict Database 

Fig 2: Kidnap Incidents and Victims in North-West Nigeria (January 2021 – June 2022) Source: Nextier 
Violent Conflict Database

https://www.thisdaylive.com/index.php/2018/12/31/the-anarchy-in-zamfara-state/
https://www.premiumtimesng.com/news/headlines/544804-the-bandit-warlords-of-zamfara.html
https://nextierspd.com/bringing-history-into-the-resolution-of-banditry-in-zamfara-state/
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aiding and abetting terror gangs. The Emir of Maru 
was dethroned in August 2019 after a committee set 
up by the Zamfara State government and chaired by 
a former Inspector General of Police found him guilty 
of “working with terrorists and cattle rustlers in the 
Maru council area”. Similarly, the indictment of the 
Emir of Zurmi in the attacks on Kadawa village, where 
61 persons were killed, made the state government 
suspend the Emir in June 2021. The Emir of Dansadau 
was also suspended in June 2021 for aiding the 
activities of terrorists in his domains. Several district 
heads were also removed for similar offences, 
including Kanoma in Maru emirate in 2021. But 
surprisingly, even though the traditional rulers were 
found culpable for killing, kidnapping, cattle rustling 
and community raids, they were not prosecuted for 
wrongdoing by the government, perhaps because 
of the usefulness of such local leaders in mobilising 
votes for the political elite during elections. 

In addition, the political elite, including two ex-
governors, have also been accused of secretly 
aiding and abetting the activities of terrorists they 
openly claim to be fighting against. For example, 
even though the Zamfara State government has 
been denying paying ransoms to bandits who 
frequently kidnap school pupils and commuters on 
the highways, a recent report by the BBC revealed 
that the government paid the sum of ₦60 million to a 
bandit gang. One kingpin said, “I collected the money 
with my own hands. We bought more guns with the 
money”. Even the state government confirmed that 
top government officials and politicians used the 
peace deals such as the failed amnesty programme 
to enrich themselves. According to a key informant, 
“civil servants and politicians take advantage of 
peace deals. Corruption is the reason for peace 
deals failing. Peace deals between communities and 
bandits last but those between the government 
and bandits do not work due to corruption” (Key 
Informant Interview). Apart from the traditional and 
political elite, some Hausa persons in the community 
share information with bandits for kidnap targeting. 
“Some Hausa people collude with bandits by giving 
information about people who own livestock or who 
are well-to-do in the community; vehicles which 
convey traders on market days; farmers who have 
harvested their crops; as well as cattle owners who 
have made a large sale. Some local Hausa people 
are also involved in helping Fulani in the bush to sell 
rustled cattle” (Key Informant Interview).

State security officials responsible for protecting 
lives, properties and investments and ensuring public 
order are also complicit in the criminal political 
economy of banditry in Zamfara State. Although 
the population of the counter-terrorists in the state 
is nothing to write home, the few available ones on 
the ground are poorly equipped, remunerated, and 
generally demoralised. Yet some of them are well-
positioned in the criminal business chain. “While 
some security officers beg local people for money, 
some, such as DPOs (Divisional Police Officers) and 
Area Commanders, advise victim families on ransom 

payment and are involved in ransom negotiations. 
Moreover, the more unscrupulous security officers, 
especially those who have served in communities 
for many years, not only know the gun suppliers, 
they are also involved in the illegal business” (Key 
Informant Interview). Thus, there is a layered chain 
of beneficiaries, including bandits, local leaders, 
political elite, state security agents and locals who 
share information with bandits and front for them in 
the sale of rustled cattle. Indeed, most of these actors 
were in attendance in July when the Emir of Yandoton 
Daji, Aliyu Marafa, in Zamfara State openly conferred 
notorious bandit leader Ada Aleru with the traditional 
title of Sarkin Fulani in the emirate. 

Addressing Economic Agendas

From the preceding, it is evident that the vested 
interests of several beneficiaries oil the wheel of 
banditry in Zamfara State. Thus, this political economy 
of banditry needs to be addressed before criminal 
violence can be effectively curtailed. To facilitate this, 
some policy measures are needed.

1. There is a need for better screening and training 
of counter-terrorists: Fighting terrorism and 
banditry in a corrupt society such as Nigeria 
is always herculean. To ensure the success of 
the campaigns, the security officials involved in 
counter-banditry operations should be adequately 
screened and trained in guerrilla war curtailment. 
Any security official with questionable character 
should not be deployed in such an operation. To 
ensure the maintenance of professional conduct, 
those deployed should be equipped with state-
of-the-art gadgets and paid as when due to avoid 
their involvement in corrupt practices such as 
being bought over by bandits and other criminals 
as is currently being witnessed in Zamfara State.

2. More regular replacement: to prevent serving 
counter-terrorists officials from forging a criminal 
alliance with those they fight, they should be 
replaced more regularly. Keeping security officers 
on the front lines for too long can lead to undue 
familiarity with the people and possible infiltration 
by criminals, as the Zamfara experience shows.

 
3. The need for effective intelligence-driven policing: 

There is no better time for intelligence-driven 
policing in Nigeria than now. Better training and 
purchase of appropriate gadgets can enable 
the police and armed forces to track people in 
society who aid and abet criminals as well as 
unscrupulous security officials such as those 
involved in kidnap deals and supply of firearms in 
Zamfara State. 

4. Prosecution of indicted persons: To serve as 
deterrence to others, anyone indicted for aiding 
and abetting terrorism and banditry should 
be prosecuted and made to face the wrath of 
the law if found guilty by the court regardless 

https://www.premiumtimesng.com/news/headlines/543865-11-zamfara-katsina-emirs-district-heads-sacked-suspended-for-allegedly-abetting-terrorists.html
https://www.premiumtimesng.com/news/headlines/543865-11-zamfara-katsina-emirs-district-heads-sacked-suspended-for-allegedly-abetting-terrorists.html
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The Sit-at-home Protest:
Its Impact on Education

Ultimately, educational standards 
are likely to suffer a decline.

Ambush as Terrorist Weapon: 
Living in the Mind of the Enemy

Ambush has been a regular 
feature in Nigeria’s terrorism 
and banditry landscape.

Jihadist Violence and Military 
Resurgence:
The Crisis of Fragile 
Democratisation in Africa

In just over six months in 2021, 
coups made a rude comeback in 
Sudan, Mali, Chad, and Guinea. 

Bloodletting Gold in Zamfara 
State:
Reflecting on Illicit Mining and 
Violence
Zamfara State has gained infamy 
for bloodletting connected to 
illicit gold mining activities.

Conflicts and the Dilemma of 
Traditional Rulers:
Examining Nigeria’s North-Central 
Region

The North-Central Zone has been 
in the eye of the storm of Nigeria’s 
multiple conflicts for several years. 

A Resource Conflict Perspective:
Questioning the Lingering Zamfara 
Crises
The conflict in Zamfara is one 
instance of the festering conflicts 
in the North West of Nigeria with 
its peculiar grisly tales and very 
dim prospects of resolution in 
the near future.

Beyond Farmers and Herders: 
Natural Resource Conflicts in the 
North-Central

Resource conflicts have 
remained intractable in the 
North-Central Zone of Nigeria. 

Planning Development and 
Navigating Insecurity:
How Soludo can Achieve a 
Peaceful State
As Anambra State Governor-elect 
Prof Charles Soludo prepares to take 
the mantle of leadership on March 
17, 2022, a flurry of dreams and great 
expectations reverberates across the 
State and beyond. 

of their sociopolitical status. The practice of 
not prosecuting indicted emirs, district heads, 
civil servants and politicians in Zamfara State 
is a dangerous precedent which should be 
condemned.

5. Building of trust: There is a total trust deficiency 
in the country and even more in conflict zones 
like Zamfara state or where bandits are operating. 
The Nigerian state must be seen as capable of 
providing security to the people. The absence of 
such trust means that the people will seek other 
alternatives, such as negotiating with the bandits 
for a truce or even working against the state. 
Such trust-building engagement could include 
more civic- military-paramilitary relations in the 
communities, building more infrastructures in 
such communities and providing other forms of 
empowerment for people in such communities to 
turn their hearts towards the state.

Conclusion

Banditry in Zamfara State is riding on the waves of 
collusion. Several actors benefit from the conflict’s 
political economy and sabotage efforts to curb 
violence. These entrepreneurs of violence must be 
identified, prosecuted and appropriate punishment 

meted on them no matter their sociopolitical status 
if the deadly violence is to be tackled effectively. 
To ensure this, there is a need for better training 
and screening of counter-terrorists, more regular 
replacement at the front lines, effective intelligence-
driven policing, and prosecution of those indicted for 
aiding and abetting bandits to serve as deterrence to 
others.
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