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With a complex range of ethnic, religious and linguistic groups competing for access to 
resources, outbreaks of violence leading to significant situations of short-term internal 
displacement are frequent in Nigeria. Many internally displaced people (IDPs) seek refuge 
with family and friends while waiting for the violence to subside so they can return to their 
homes. Complex displacement patterns and the lack of any comprehensive and reliable 
survey make agreeing on IDP numbers almost impossible. In the absence of accurate 
statistics, IDP needs often go undetected and the response is often ad-hoc and insufficient.  
 
Inter-communal conflicts and clashes between the army and militia members in the Niger 
Delta continued to be the main direct causes of displacement in 2008. While violence has 
often broken out along religious or ethnic lines, poverty and unequal access to power and 
resources (including land and oil wealth) lie behind these conflicts.  
 
The implementation of an International Court of Justice ruling giving control over the 
Bakassi peninsula to Cameroon created an unexpected wave of displacement into the 
neighbouring states of Cross River and Akwa Ibom. Fearing persecution by Cameroonian 
security services, thousands of Bakassi residents found refuge in makeshift camps or with 
host families, often in precarious conditions. Similarly, in one of the worst example of 
communal violence in the country in years, at the end of 2008 people fled the city of Jos, in 
Plateau State, to find refuge in local churches, mosques and army or police barracks.  
 
More than a year after the new administration was sworn in, persistent challenges remain. 
Failure to provide good governance and economic and social development across the 
country will continue to fuel instability. The new UN Development Assistance Framework 
for 2009-2012 will only provide an effective framework for addressing recurring displace-
ment if agencies achieve effective coordination and if there is national political will to 
support them. 
 

www.internal-displacement.org 
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Background and causes of  
displacement  
 
The causes of conflict and generalised 
violence in Nigeria have long been de-
bated. Scholars describe the systematic 
and overlapping patterns of inequality in 
the country as “breeding grounds” for 
conflict (O. Okpeh, 2008; CRISE, June 
2007). Indeed, since the end of military 
rule in 1999 and the return to democracy, 
Nigeria has witnessed recurrent outbreaks 
of violence. As a result, the country is 
faced with the ongoing challenge of re-
sponding to a fluctuating but always size-
able internally displaced population.  
 
For decades now, Nigeria has been trying 
to resolve its “national question”, in an 
attempt to bring together its extremely 
complex web of ethnic, linguistic and 
religious identities. With an estimated 
population of 140 million people and be-
tween 250 and 400 ethnic groups, Nigeria 
is Africa’s most populous nation and one 
of its most diverse. The Hausa-Fulani, the 
Yoruba and the Igbo account for almost 
half of the country’s population, and 
many smaller groups tend to cluster 
around these three, creating a tripolar 
ethnic structure around which competi-
tion strategies intensify (CRISE Working 
Paper 44, March 2007). A religious di-
vide separates the mainly-Muslim north 
and the richer and more powerful mainly-
Christian south. A history of predomi-
nantly military rule has left the country 
with little political dialogue between state 
and civil society (U. Idemudia and U. Ite, 
September 2006) and endemic corrup-
tion. Almost a decade after the return to 
democracy, transparent management be-
haviour and equitable resource distribu-
tion are still rare and the legitimacy of the 
state is still questioned (HRW, October 

2007). Nigeria is ranked alongside con-
flict countries as the 18th worst of 177 
countries on the Failed States Index for 
2008 (The Fund for Peace, 2008). 
 
The turning point in Nigeria’s fall into 
internal conflict is identified by some 
analysts as the 1987 Kafanchan-Kaduna 
riots, from which old tensions between 
Muslim Hausa-Fulani and non-Muslim 
communities gradually spread throughout 
the north and the “Middle Belt” of the 
country (CRISE, January 2005). While 
some of these conflicts may appear to be 
caused by a single factor such as religion 
or ethnicity, the reality is usually more 
complex. The introduction in recent years 
of Islamic Sharia law in 12 of Nigeria’s 
36 states has caused additional tensions, 
but clashes between Muslim and Chris-
tian groups have usually been caused by 
other factors, such as pressure on land or 
unequal access to social services. The 
same dynamic has often been observed 
with regard to “ethnic conflicts”. Ethnic 
identity and mobilisation play a promi-
nent role in the political landscape, and 
impact frequently on political stability, 
but they are mostly created to access 
spoils of a different nature. 
 
Numbers and patterns of  
displacement 
 
There are no reliable statistics on inter-
nally displaced people (IDPs) in Nigeria 
and no general agreement on their actual 
numbers in the absence of any compre-
hensive survey. The figures available are 
generally only estimates provided by 
government and non-governmental agen-
cies. According to Moremi Soyinka-
Onijala, fomer Special Assistant to the 
Nigerian President on Migration and 
Humanitarian Affairs, estimates on the 
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number of IDPs in Nigeria have varied 
from 500,000 to millions (Brookings, 
June 2006, p.8). In an interview with a 
local newspaper, the Federal Commis-
sioner for Refugees recently estimated 
that around half a million people had 
been displaced between 1999 and 2005, 
when communal clashes peaked (This 
Day News, 17 April 2008). The figure 
would of course increase if more recent 
situations such as those described below 
were taken into account. Additionally, 
regions affected by armed violence have 
regularly experienced floods, further 
complicating displacement and return 
patterns and the attempts to distinguish 
between conflict and non-conflict IDPs 
(IRIN, 30 August 2007; Reuters, 7 Au-
gust 2007; Action Aid International, Au-
gust 2007). 
 
The vast majority of displaced people in 
Nigeria seek refuge with family, friends 
or host communities in areas where their 
ethnic or religious group is in the major-
ity (G.D. Je’adayibe, 2008). Many appear 
to return to their homes or resettle near 
their home areas soon after the violence 
which forced them to leave has subsided, 
but an unknown number also resettle in 
other areas of the country. This was par-
ticularly the case for those displaced dur-
ing ethno-religious crises in central 
Nigeria between 2000 and 2002. The 
houses of the displaced were in fact 
pulled to the ground, indicating that IDPs 
were not welcome to return (G.D. 
Je’adayibe, 2008, p.170).  
 
There are no official IDP camps of a 
long-lasting nature in the country. Where 
camps for IDPs have been established, as 
for example following the 2004 violence 
in Plateau State, their residents have 
tended to integrate into the local commu-

nity, join relatives in other states, or re-
turn to their villages to try and salvage 
what they can of their homes.  
 
Others have sought shelter in major 
towns or along major transport arteries, 
where it has been difficult to distinguish 
between people forced to flee by violence 
and those moving for economic reasons 
(UNOWA, October 2007, p.31). When 
IDPs have found refuge in urban areas, 
their right to adequate housing has suf-
fered from persistent institutional policies 
of forced evictions, which have led to 
new patterns of intra-urban displacement. 
The Centre on Housing Rights and Evic-
tions estimated in 2008 that over two mil-
lion people had been forcibly evicted 
since 2000 in cities like Lagos, Port Har-
court and Abuja (COHRE, May 2008, 
p.7). In Abuja, residents of informal set-
tlements were evicted as part of the im-
plementation of the Abuja Master Plan, a 
planning framework drawn up to make 
the new federal capital more orderly than 
its predecessor Lagos (Reuters, 23 July 
2008; IRIN, 23 November 2007). Resi-
dents who arrived after the establishment 
of the Federal Capital Territory in 1991, 
also referred to as non-indigenes or set-
tlers, have generally been the target of 
such demolitions, which have often been 
carried out with violence by heavily-
armed security agents (COHRE, May 
2008, p.11). 
 
Recent and ongoing displacement 
situations 
  
Perhaps the most significant cause of 
communal violence in Nigeria has been 
the entrenched division throughout the 
country between people considered in-
digenous to an area, and those regarded 
as settlers. Indigenous groups have rou-
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tinely prevented settlers from owning 
land or businesses, or accessing jobs and 
education, inevitably causing tensions. 
One of the most recent outbreaks of vio-
lence resulting from these tensions oc-
curred in June 2008, when fighting over a 
protracted land dispute between people 
considered as indigenous and settlers in 
Ebonyi state reportedly forced thousands 
of people to flee to the state capital 
(Reuters, 5 July 2008). These clashes, on 
this occasion sparked by disagreements 
over the control of a local market, began 
when the Ezza community moved to the 
area in the late 1950s and started compet-
ing for access to land with the local Ez-
illo community (BBC, 3 October 2008). 
Traditionally, migrant communities have 
limited rights to land in Nigeria, even 
years after their arrival, and indigenous 
communities at times refer to court rul-
ings going back to colonial times to sub-
stantiate their claims over land 
(Vanguard, 7 September 2008).  
 
Violence leading to displacement also 
tends to be sparked by religious tensions. 
Clashes between Muslim and Christian 
communities in the city of Bauchi in De-
cember 2007 led to the displacement of a 
reported 3,000 people (IRIN, 13 Decem-
ber 2008). Fighting began following a 
dispute over the construction of a mosque 
in a mixed Muslim-Christian neighbour-
hood. In another northern city, Sokoto, 
tensions between Shi’ites and Sunnis 
have long been simmering. Following the 
assassination of a Sunni cleric in July 
2007, Shi’ites quarters were razed to the 
ground, forcing many of the residents to 
flee (Reuters, 20 March 2008). As of be-
ginning of 2008, many had yet to return.  
 
 
 

The Bakassi peninsula 
 
The oil-rich Bakassi peninsula had been 
the object of a dispute between Camer-
oon and Nigeria since independence until 
the International Court of Justice awarded 
the control over the peninsula to Camer-
oon in 2002. Although the majority of the 
population living on the peninsula con-
sider themselves Nigerian, Nigeria ceded 
the peninsula on 14 August 2008. Al-
though residents could acquire full Cam-
eroonian citizenship or opt for resident 
alien status (IRIN, 13 November 2007), 
thousands of them fled following the 
hand-over to the neighbouring Nigerian 
states of Cross River and Akwa Ibom, 
fearing persecution by Cameroonian se-
curity services given previous incidents. 
As of September 2008, some 76,000 peo-
ple had registered at 12 sites in the two 
states (IRIN, 25 September 2008).  
 
Both the Nigerian government (specifi-
cally, a technical committee chaired by 
the Minister of Special Duties and admin-
istered by the Federal Commissioner for 
Refugees) and the Nigerian Red Cross 
had formulated contingency plans for the 
return of Bakassi residents ahead of the 
hand-over date. A site in Cross River 
State was identified for the creation of 
New Bakassi (IRIN, 13 November 2007) 
and the government had allocated $17 
million to the state authorities to build a 
permanent settlement for the returnees 
(IRIN, 25 September 2008). However, 
more people than expected moved into 
not only Cross River State but also Akwa 
Ibom State, where no contingency plans 
had been put into place (Vanguard, 28 
August 2008). People found refuge in 
camps or residential areas in the interior 
or along coastal areas to guarantee their 
traditional livelihoods, while others inte-
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grated into local communities. Four main 
camps were set up in Akwa Ibom State, 
where some 2,500 former Bakassi resi-
dents have been housed in empty homes 
or abandoned schools, mostly without 
running water (IFRC, 10 November 
2008).   
 
Displacement and oil production  
 
In the Niger Delta region, displacement 
has been closely linked to oil production. 
While the region has been volatile for 
many years, with impoverished local 
communities accusing successive gov-
ernments as well as oil companies of de-
priving them of their fair share of 
revenues (ICG, 18 September 2008), ten-
sions have escalated dramatically since 
early 2006. Armed militias have used in-
creasingly violent means to gain greater 
control of oil wealth and criminal rackets, 
clashing with the Nigerian army, kidnap-
ping numerous foreign workers and de-
stroying installations to reduce the 
country’s oil output by one fifth (IRIN, 
17 November 2008; Reuters, 10 July 
2008). In September 2008, in some of the 
heaviest clashes in the region between the 
military and members of the Movement 
for the Emancipation of the Niger Delta 
(MEND), civilians were caught in the 
crossfire and two villages were allegedly 
razed to the ground forcing up to 20,000 
people to flee (IRIN, 19 September 
2008). Violence between local militia 
groups and security forces, as well as in-
ter-militia fighting and widespread de-
struction of property, has frequently 
forced people to flee their homes (VOA, 
3 August 2008; Reuters, 30 July 2008; 
Mail and Guardian, 20 July 2008). Oil-
related environmental problems in the 
area have also been linked to increased 
population movements (JSDA, 2008). 

Scholars have advanced different analy-
ses to explain the risk of oil-related con-
flict in Nigeria (CRISE, June 2007). One 
analysis links the likelihood of conflict to 
factors such as excessive government de-
pendence on oil revenues, an institution-
ally unstable revenue allocation system 
and weak political institutional arrange-
ments. A parallel reading finds reason for 
conflict in the lack of enforcement and 
the “marriage of interests” between the 
Nigerian state and oil companies, which 
can lead to the repression of oil commu-
nities in case of disputes. In any case, 
factors like lack of good governance, lack 
of social and economic development and 
increased militarisation continue to fuel 
instability in the area (USIP, June 2008; 
Reuters, 8 October 2008; The Economist, 
18 September 2008). Despite its oil 
wealth (Nigeria is Africa’s leading oil 
producer, and the seventh largest in the 
world), at least two thirds of Nigerians 
live on less than $1 per day. The cause of 
the conflict “rests squarely on oil revenue 
allocation” and on the sense of relative 
deprivation that this induces among the 
huge pools of destitute and frustrated 
youth (U. Idemudia and U. Ite, Septem-
ber 2006). Many analysts believe that this 
sense of deprivation is used by politi-
cians, particularly those linked to the 
former military regime, to create social 
divisions and violence. Despite promises 
to address the root causes of the conflict 
in the Niger Delta, the administration of 
President Yar’Adua has so far failed to 
engage the parties involved in fruitful 
dialogue (Reuters, 12 June 2008).  
 
Displacement due to electoral violence  
 
Pre and post-electoral violence leads fre-
quently to short-term displacement in Ni-
geria. The April 2007 general elections 
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generated violence in certain parts of the 
country (CEHRD, May 2007), and, al-
though no situations of widespread inter-
nal displacement were recorded, the 
Nigerian Red Cross reported that vio-
lence in Ihima local government area of 
Kogi State, Ukwale local government 
area of Delta State, and Asakio local 
government area of Nasarawa State 
caused the displacement of around 4,500 
people. The IDPs temporarily found shel-
ter in public buildings. Where violent in-
cidents occurred, and people were 
displaced because of the destruction of 
their homes, they mostly found shelter 
with their relatives (NRCS, August 
2007). In Port Harcourt, inter-militia 
fighting because of rivalries between 
politicians forced residents to relocate to 
other areas of the town deemed safer 
(IRIN, 20 August 2007; Reuters, 16 Au-
gust 2007). Displacement was also re-
corded ahead of the elections, in 
particular in the Kano area, as people left 
their homes fearing upcoming violence 
(IRIN, 28 March 2007). 
 
A recent study of the 2007 polls shows 
that the incumbent party preferred ballot 
fraud and vote buying while other parties 
used violence to improve their results 
(CSAE, June 2008). After the 2007 elec-
tions, violent power struggles between 
armed groups, used by politicians for 
voter intimidation, arose as many local 
observers had predicted (HRW, 26 March 
2008), causing particular chaos and de-
struction in Rivers State.  
 
Electoral violence has also featured in 
local elections (Reuters, 7 November 
2008; IRIN, 3 April 2008). Disputed re-
sults in Plateau State elections, for exam-
ple, led at the end of November 2008 to 
some of the worst inter-communal unrest 

in the country for years. In the state capi-
tal Jos, some 7,000 people were report-
edly displaced by clashes that were 
described as being between Christians 
and Muslims (BBC, 1 December 2008). 
However, tensions between the two 
groups primarily reflect resentment be-
tween the indigenous (Christian) minority 
and settlers from the Hausa-speaking 
Muslim north (Reuters, 30 November 
2008). IDPs from both faiths reportedly 
found refuge together in makeshift camps 
around Jos.  
 
National response  
 
The repeated occurrence of conflict 
throughout the country and the lack of a 
comprehensive approach to internal dis-
placement have meant that both the local 
and the federal governments have been 
unable to provide an adequate response. 
Although recognising the problem, they 
have struggled to intervene effectively 
because of their current structures. Even 
in terms of immediate relief, the Nigerian 
Red Cross, the most prominent actor en-
gaged in humanitarian response, is often 
ahead of the local governments in provid-
ing relief. They have the structure and the 
personnel to respond to a crisis at very 
short notice. 
 
The national governmental response to 
situations of internal displacement in Ni-
geria revolves around three bodies coor-
dinated by the Federal Ministry of 
Special Duties, which was created under 
the new administration of President 
Yar’Adua. The Institute for Peace and 
Conflict Resolution (IPCR) focuses on 
conflict prevention, as “an intellectual 
base to sharpen and support Government 
in formulating and implementing policies 
that relate to the promotion of peace and 
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management of conflicts” (IPCR, 2007). 
The National Emergency Management 
Agency (NEMA) coordinates emergency 
relief operations and assists in the reha-
bilitation of victims where necessary. It is 
present in most states and often supports 
IDPs in the emergency phase of a crisis, 
but it lacks the resources to assist people 
displaced for a longer period of time or to 
help returnees reintegrate, and it has no 
age-specific or gender-specific policies. 
The National Commission for Refugees 
(NCFR) has taken de-facto responsibility 
for post-emergency and long-term pro-
grammes aimed at durable solutions for 
IDPs, in addition to refugees. If neces-
sary, it assists NEMA with camp man-
agement.  
 
The primary responsibility for responding 
to displacement, however, lies with the 
local governments, and only if they are 
unable to cope are state governments 
called in. State Emergency Management 
Agencies (SEMAs) exist in some states, 
but they have varying capacities. Only 
when this second level of response is in-
effective does the state government ap-
peal to the federal government for 
support. The President takes the final de-
cision on whether the federal government 
intervenes.  
 
In one noteworthy exception the federal 
government has taken direct responsibil-
ity, creating a new ministry charged with 
infrastructural development as well as 
youth development in the Niger Delta. 
The impact of this remains to be seen 
(BBC, 11 September 2008).  
 
National responses are generally con-
strained by a lack of experience in deal-
ing with IDP issues. This has resulted in 
ad-hoc responses, inefficiencies and gaps 

in support to affected populations, and 
also in competing mandates between in-
stitutions (Je’adayibe, 2008). The federal 
government is considering whether to 
create a separate agency responsible for 
IDPs or to formally attach such responsi-
bility to the mandate of existing agencies 
such as NCFR. A national IDP policy has 
been planned since the creation of the 
Nigerian Presidential Committee on IDPs 
in January 2004, but it was still awaiting 
approval by the Federal Executive Coun-
cil in mid-2008 (CEDAW, 3 July 2008). 
As highlighted by NCFR’s Chief Execu-
tive in a press statement, Nigeria was 
among the countries in the African Union 
to deliberate on a convention for the pro-
tection and assistance of IDPs in Africa 
(Daily Trust, 26 June 2008), a develop-
ment which could encourage the adoption 
of a national IDP policy.  
 
International response  
 
The UN in Nigeria has focused on devel-
opment rather than humanitarian issues, 
as no humanitarian agency has been will-
ing to commit the ongoing resources nec-
essary and as the UN community feels 
there is more to be gained in tackling the 
development failures causing the recur-
rent conflicts. In this context, coordina-
tion between humanitarian agencies at all 
levels has been inconsistent. The UN 
country team will implement pro-
grammes under the second UN Devel-
opment Assistance Framework (UNDAF 
II) for 2009-2012, for the first time “de-
livering as one” to ensure faster and more 
effective operations towards the attain-
ment of the Millennium Development 
Goals (UN, June 2008). As a first step, 
however, this new approach will only be 
implemented in six selected states, one in 
each of the geopolitical zones in Nigeria, 
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where the UN country team will take col-
lective responsibility for the achievement 
of outputs and progress towards the out-
comes agreed under the UNDAF II 
(2009-2012).  

risk providing only “cosmetic relief” with 
serious consequences for displaced people 
(Brandeis University, October 2006). The 
primary necessity remains therefore a 
strong reform programme which supports 
good governance and the development or 
strengthening of institutions engaged in 
preventing and resolving conflicts and as-
sisting those displaced by them.  

 
The findings of a research study con-
ducted on the management of internal 
displacement in Nigeria, with particular 
reference to the communal conflict in 
Kaduna in 2000, show that local or inter-
national humanitarian NGOs can only 
operate effectively in the presence of a 
supportive government. Otherwise, they  

 
 
Note: This is a summary of the IDMC’s 
Internal Displacement profile. The full 
profile is available online here. 
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solutions to the plight of the internally displaced in line with international standards. 
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hance the capacity of local actors to respond to the needs of internally displaced people. 
In its work, the Centre cooperates with and provides support to local and national civil 
society initiatives. 
 
For more information, visit the Internal Displacement Monitoring Centre website and the 
database at www.internal-displacement.org . 
 
 
Media contact: 
 

Kate Halff 
Head of IDMC 
Tel.: +41 (0)22 799 07 03 
Email: kate.halff@nrc.ch
 
 
 
 
 
 

IDMC 
Norwegian Refugee Council 

Chemin de Balexert 7-9 
1219 Geneva, Switzerland 

www.internal-displacement.org
Tel:  +41 22 799 0700 
Fax:  +41 22 799 0701 
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