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prediction of ‘The Coming Anarchy’. 

However, the violence ravaging the North-

West is multi-faceted and deep-rooted. The 

root cause is traceable to the resource 

competition between Fulani herders and 

Hausa farmers, which has 

triggered organised criminal activities, 

including cattle rustling, ransom kidnapping, 

community raids and sexual violence 

against women and girls. Over time, both 

ethnic groups have mobilised human and 

material resources for their campaigns of 

violence. While the Fulani have established 

militias to facilitate their raids, the Hausa (in 

support of the state governments) have set 

up vigilante groups to support their cause.

All of these have been taking place in the 

context of governance crisis and climate 

change. The level of poverty in the North-

West is higher than the national average. 

Besides, the region also has the highest 

number of out-of-school children and 

Almajirai (itinerant Islamic pupils) in Nigeria 

(Aghedo and Eke, 2013). These debilitating 

socioeconomic conditions provide some 

legitimate grievances against the state and 

make desperate and unemployed youth 

vulnerable to criminal and jihadist 

mobilisation. Worse still, borders in the 

region are notoriously permeable, leading 

to the influx of jihadists, mercenaries and 

illegal arms through the Sahara Desert. 

Since 2019, some jihadist groups linked to 

Ansaru, ISWAP and al-Qaeda have gained 

inroads into the North-West with their 

parent groups claiming responsibility for 

some of their activities. Similarly, forests in 

the North-West, as in other parts of the 

country, have been abandoned by state 

authorities. Following the logic of 

ungoverned spaces, bandits and other 

criminal gangs have deployed the forests 

as terrorist sanctuaries or safe havens by 

setting up camps in them.
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Gradually but steadily, the North-West 

geopolitical zone has been under siege for 

nearly a decade. In the last two years, 

violence in the region has witnessed 

intense escalation as bandits have 

terrorised several communities. Zamfara, 

Katsina, Kaduna, and Sokoto states have 

been the worst hit by the activities of non-

state violent actors and growing 

militarisation by state troops. 

Hundreds of students, farmers and other 

residents have been kidnapped for ransom; 

some injured, and a few others killed. The 

reign of terror has triggered complex 

emergencies and food insecurity in the 

troubled and poorly governed region. 

Responses by national and sub-national 

governments have been largely reactive 

and repressive. Though some conciliatory 

measures such as amnesty have been 

deployed in some hot spots, the peace 

deals have rewarded violence rather than 

engendered stabilisation, social cohesion 

and peace-building. Following these 

developments, this edition of Nextier SPD 

Policy Weekly examines how inclusive 

community dialogue can bring about the 

cessation of violence and promote peace in 

the region.

A Perfect Storm

The current violent insecurity in the North-

West started in Zamfara State in 2011 and 

escalated in 2014. It soon spread to 

neighbouring states in the region such as 

Katsina, Kaduna, Kano, Sokoto and Kebbi, 

and Niger State in the North-Central. Even 

though inter-religious conflicts and infighting 

characterised the region among Islamic 

scholars and sects in the 1970s and 1980s 

(Anugwon, 2008), the level of violence in 

the area today remains unprecedented. It 

reminds one of Robert Kaplan’s (1994)
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There is a need for community 
dialogue on effective ways of 
ensuring equity in the distribution of 
socioeconomic and political goods.
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Damaging Consequences

The menacing activities of bandits and the growing 

militarisation to repel the criminals have engendered many 

damaging consequences for lives and livelihoods across the 

troubled region. According to the International Crisis Group, 

between 2011 and May 2020, the violence had claimed over 

8,000 lives, displaced at least 200,000 

persons and orphaned over 16,000 children. In Zamfara State 

alone, a total of 3,600 people were reportedly kidnapped 

between 2011 and 2019. This year alone, UNICEF estimates 

that 20 attacks on schools have been recorded, 1,436 

students have been kidnapped, 16 students killed, and over 

200 still missing in northern Nigeria, especially the North-

West. Those kidnapped are often subjected to gang rape, 

exchanged for huge ransoms, or used as bargains in swap 

deals for arrested criminals. In recent months, school raids by 

bandits have led to the closure of hundreds of schools in 

northern Nigeria, especially the North-West. This further 

increases the over 10 million out-of-children in the country, 

most of whom are in the northern area. Also, the attacks on 

farmers and cattle raiding have triggered food insecurity in the 

region and beyond.

Community Dialogue with Stakeholders

Both kinetic and non-kinetic measures have been adopted to 

reduce the tide of violence in the North-West. For example, 

the region has been practically militarised by state security 

personnel, including armed forces, police, civil defence corps, 

and even civilian militias. In pursuit of a non-kinetic approach, 

the Zamfara State government struck a peace deal with about 

1000 Fulani herders and allied fighters in 2016 and 2017. The 

criminals who were granted amnesty surrendered their 

weapons and renounced banditry in exchange for promises of 

cash. A similar peace deal was executed in Katsina State. 

However, these poorly implemented measures have excluded 

many critical stakeholders at the community level. As a result, 

they have not restored social cohesion, public safety and 

security of lives and likelihoods. Thus, there is a need to adopt 

a community-based approach in stemming the tide of 

violence. In that regard, the following pathway can be helpful:

1. There is a need for mediated community dialogue 

between leaders of both Fulani and Hausa: The major 

combative communities in the North-West are the Fulani 

and Hausa. Several leaders of both ethnic groups have 

been indicted for complicity in the violence. Some local 

community heads were even dethroned. With the 

knowledge they have of the grassroots, including 

awareness of mischief makers in their domains, credible 

Fulani and Hausa local leaders should be engaged in 

mobilising their members for the impartial discussion of 

grievances and suggestions on how they can be 

addressed. The inputs of such local opinion leaders are 

invaluable in identifying conflicts' causal factors and 

mitigation efforts. It is important to know that an effective 

political settlement framework and implementation will be 

needed to kick-start such community dialogues based on 

the cultural and religious make of Northern Nigeria.

2. There is a need for community dialogue between farmers 

and herders: While the core combative communities have 

been the Fulani and the Hausa ethnic groups, the warring 

livelihood actors have been the Fulani herders, and 

Hausa farmers have been at loggerheads over land-

based resources. These dominant conflict actors need to 

be engaged and made to understand that their campaign 

of violence is mutually destructive of their lives and 

livelihood strategies. This peace education can be done 

by civil society organisations and consultants who are 

professionally non-partisan.

3. There is a need for community dialogue between 
vigilantes and militias: similar engagement and peace 
education need to be extended to Fulani ethnic militias 
and pro-Hausa vigilante groups, which have been used to 
prosecute these decade-long violent conflicts. As was 
done in post-genocide Rwanda, the destructive energies 
of such groups should be re-directed and re-oriented 
towards legitimate enterprises and peace-building projects 
(Mamdani, 2001).

4. There is a need for community dialogue on effective ways 
of ensuring equity in the distribution of socioeconomic and 
political goods: durable peace has remained elusive in the 
North-West because of inequitable distribution of 
resources among ethnic communities. Thus, peace-
building interventions must be distributed equitably to unite 
rather than divide the ethnic communities. But, again, this 
can be better handled by non-state actors to allay the 
fears of ethnic bias or marginalisation.

Conclusion

Violent conflicts have raged on in Nigeria’s North-West for 
nearly a decade. However, the government's efforts at 
ensuring peace have achieved minimal success largely 
because of excluding critical community stakeholders. 
Community dialogue with Fulani and Hausa leaders, farmers 
and herders, militias, and vigilantes is critical to significantly 
stem the tide of violence. In addition, peace-building 
interventions must be distributed equitably, possibly by 
contracted firms, to allay the fears of ethnic capture of 
socioeconomic, public goods. 
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