
Experts should explore the full 

range of legal and constitutional 

issues regarding Mr President's 

interest in establishing grazing 

routes across the country.
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Origin and Fate of Grazing Routes

In 1965, after the first National 

Livestock Development Project (NLDP) 

initiation, the Northern Regional House 

of Assembly passed a grazing law for 

livestock development. The legislation 

mapped out specific grazing areas 

across different parts of the North. 

They were to be provided with the 

grazing needs of the herders, such as 

watering points, veterinary services 

and clinics. The idea of grazing areas 

was meant to enhance livestock 

development and prevent conflicts 

related to the destruction of farm crops 

through grazing. Also, since 2009, 

grazing routes according to Oyaloku

were marked out through Nasarawa, 

Benue, Plateau, Katsina, Bauchi, 

Sokoto and Adamawa states and 

Abuja. However, only 270 of these 

official grazing lands are functional.

However, agrarian conflicts have 

grown by gradual degrees over the 

years due to encroachment on 

farmlands in cattle grazing and altering 

the stock routes where they existed 

earlier. From 2015, farmer-herder 

conflicts that arose from the destruction 

of crops and retaliatory actions by 

farmers turned into a massive conflict 

leading to the loss of 3641 lives 

between 2016 and 2018. Beyond this 

figure, several more deaths have 

continued to occur in the country due to 

farmer-herder violence. Indeed, 

herders have become so impetuous in

Reviving Cattle Grazing Routes 
What are the Conflict Potentials?

The national government should 

respect the principles of federal 

practice by avoiding a collision 

course in imposing policies that the 

state governments validly reject.
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Recently, Nigeria's President, Mr

Muhammadu Buhari, mentioned that he 

had advised the Attorney General of the 

Federation to go to the archive and pull 

up a certain gazette of the First 

Republic, which lasted between 1960 

and 1966 to use it for the resuscitation 

of the cattle routes and grazing areas 

across Nigeria. In the same speech, the 

President also supported the Attorney 

General on his refutation of the 17 

Governors of the southern states of 

Nigeria to ban open grazing of cattle in 

southern parts of the country. The 

background to the decision of the 

southern governors is that the 

destruction of farmlands across the 

country by herders occasion insecurity 

and disrupts agricultural livelihoods. 

President Buhari may be driven by the 

desire to address the problem of 

agrarian violence. Yet, there are 

several issues that he did not reckon 

with regarding the planned restoration 

of the grazing routes. These include 

constitutional issues and transitions that 

have taken place in the structure of the 

Nigerian federation, ethnic suspicion 

and cultural sensitivity and the 

propensity of such revived grazing 

routes to deepen agrarian conflicts. 

This edition of Nextier SPD Policy 

Weekly considers these factors that 

could inflame new and far-reaching 

conflicts in the country due to likely 

agitations that may trail the revival of 

grazing routes in unwilling 

communities. 

The development of livestock 

production in the country should 

fully embrace modern practices 

and technology.
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Government should also have a limit 

of intervention in livestock 

production in order not to be seen to 

favour particular private businesses.
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recent years that they have inadvertently acquired the 

label of violent war-mongering, the domination-seeking 

ethnic group for the Fulani. The latter is predominant in 

the cattle-breeding business. 

Reports of killings by herders cut across the six geo-

political zones of Nigeria. Their ravages in Benue State 

led the government to ban the open grazing of cattle in 

the state. More recently, the continuing expansion of the 

violent activities of the herdsmen has compelled many 

states to take different measures, including the 

introduction of Forest Guards in Enugu State, the 

adoption of Amotekun to provide general security in the 

South West region, among others. The climax of actions 

targeted at ending the farmer-herder violence is the ban 

on open grazing in Southern Nigeria. The opposing 

views of the Attorney General and the President on the 

one hand and southern governors on the other hand on 

open grazing are a disturbing sign of the north-south 

divide in Nigeria. In the Southerners' view, the 

Presidency and the Attorney General are unduly 

partisan, while the northerners, especially the Fulani, 

see the southern governors' decision on open grazing 

as an attack on their economy, which ought to be 

resisted. This edition of the SPD Weekly considers 

some of the matters arising from this development 

below.

Matters Arising

One of the several issues that materialise regarding the 

planned opening of stock routes across the country is 

the structural/constitutional one. In terms of the 

structure, the northern region of the First Republic had 

been split into 19 states as part of the current 36-state 

structure in Nigeria. Each of the 19 states is a 

coordinated level of government that shares power with 

the Federal Government and is not liable to obey the 

President's decisions on issues outside the purview of 

the exclusive powers list in the constitution. Subjects in 

the exclusive list are within the powers of the central 

government. Besides, laws of the Northern region of the 

First Republic are not binding on any state that was part 

of that region but chooses a different policy direction 

from those of the defunct northern region after being 

created as a new autonomous component of the 

Nigerian Federation. 

In the case of issues related to land, the Land Use Law 

of 1978 gives the jurisdiction of lands in the states to the 

state governments through the governors. Thus, 

governors of territories in the old northern region but 

have been created as states which share power with the 

central government in the Nigerian Federation are not 

bound in law by gazettes of the old northern regional 

government. Indeed, the northern regional laws and the 

President's interest in land use for livestock cannot 

contradict the constitutional rights of state governments 

to exercise jurisdiction on land matters as provided in 

the Land Use Law. 

This is also the case for the southern states. Southern 

states, in particular, have contested that there were no 

grazing routes in their region. Also, the Governor of 

Benue State has declared that no Benue land was 

gazetted for grazing routes.

Hence, there is tension between the position of Benue 

State Governor and the claim above that Benue is one of 

the states where grazing routes have been mapped out. 

It, therefore, becomes important to know whether those 

who marked out the grazing routes that included Benue 

state have the powers to do so. If lands were marked out 

anywhere for grazing routes without the state 

government's consent, the Federal Government would 

have acted outside its powers. When this contestation is 

related to the dominant inclination to end open grazing in 

the South of Nigeria and Benue State in the North, which 

has done so, it becomes clear that any attempt to create 

stock routes in 2021 based on a law that the relevant 

state governments do not approve is an invitation to the 

crisis. The establishment of grazing routes in states that 

reject them amounts to an imposition that undermines 

the Land Use law of 1978 and the whole essence of 

federalism. 

Another major issue that arises from a federally-imposed 

grazing route in Nigeria is ethnic suspicion. It is a 

common belief among Nigerians that political power in 

the hands of a Fulani underpins the impetuosity of the 

Fulani herdsmen across Nigeria. They attack other 

groups without attracting consequences of the national 

law. Besides, President Buhari defends the herdsmen in 

his major public addresses. He did so in 2018 during a 

press conference with Donald Trump, the former US 

President when he paid a state visit to the United States. 

He again defended the Fulani herdsmen as mere stick-

wielding non-violent innocents in a recent interview with 

Arise TV. The consequence of herdsmen's impetuosity 

and official responses to them is the growth of anti-Fulani 

sentiments across the country. The suggestion that 

grazing routes would be opened across the country with 

a First Republic gazette is understood in the light of 

multiplying the privileges of a group that are already 

notorious for violence.  

Related to the above fallout of ethnic suspicion is the 

possibility of deepening divisions and hatred. In this 

case, the opening of grazing routes across the country, 

which is understood to mean using the state to develop a 

particular line of business dominated by the Fulani, is 

considered inappropriate. The general anger that would 

result from dispossessing people of their ancestral lands 

may lead to armed resistance. In places where there are 

already tensions and agitations for secession, violence 

may escalate once again. Generally, the Fulani is 

increasingly being labelled, including the herders and 

non-herders among them.
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Such a development is not healthy for national 

security. Indeed, the foundation of the labelling is what 

seems like a project of expansion and aggressive land 

acquisition. 

Not only that this avoidable disastrous path should not 

be taken lightly due to its implications for conflicts, but 

it would also leave livestock development in Nigeria in 

its current use of the ancient pastoral method. It also 

implies that ranching and modern technology are not 

options. 

This is evidenced in the tendency to continue creating 

institutions that support a primitive approach that is 

less productive and conflict-ridden. 

• In Search of Remedy

• The following steps may offer a pathway from the 

possible catastrophe of sustaining such a direction:

1. Experts should explore the full range of legal and 

constitutional issues regarding Mr President's 

interest in establishing grazing routes across the 

country that he believes existed in the First 

Republic and present the implications for a 

policy guide. 

2. The national government should respect the 

principles of federal practice by avoiding a 

collision course in imposing policies that the 

state governments validly reject.
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3. The development of livestock production in the 

country should fully embrace modern practices 

and technology. If, however, some states are 

interested in creating grazing routes, such 

policies should be limited to those states. 

4. Government should also have a limit of 

intervention in livestock production in order not 

to be seen to favour particular private 

businesses. This is to avoid precedents that 

would make future presidents target and start 

developing private businesses dominated by 

their cultural origins. 

Conclusion

The expressed intention of President Buhari to revive 
the grazing routes where it existed in northern Nigeria 
and even extend it to where its existence is denied in 
the South would not support national security if 
implemented. Governors, political and opinion leaders 
in southern Nigeria, and Benue State in the North have 
expressed remonstrance to it. Revival or creation of 
grazing routes seems like cooking conflicts in a policy 
pot. Thus, the idea should be jettisoned in favour of 
modern livestock breeding methods, national peace 
and security.
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