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On Their Own: 
Millions Neglected in Northeastern Nigeria’s Ongoing 

Crisis  

Overview. In the past 18 months, conflict in Northern 

Nigeria involving Boko Haram has caused an already-

dire situation to deteriorate into a major humanitarian 

crisis. At least 1.5 million internally displaced persons 

(IDPs) have been uprooted by the Boko Haram conflict 

and over 4 million people in the affected region are 

facing acute levels of hunger.   

Ninety percent of displaced households are living in 

informal settlements or in host communities, yet hosts 

have received little-to-no support from government 

entities or the international community.  Since the 

elections in March and April 2015, the number of 

attacks by Boko Haram has increased, with a spike in 

the number and range of attacks on civilians, and 

returns are not happening on any significant scale. The 

majority of conflict affected persons (at least 2.3 

million men, women, and children according to OCHA) 

remain unassisted and in critical need of assistance. 

Operational humanitarian organizations are failing to 

meet needs and new agencies are unable to start 

operations because of chronic underfunding by 

donors. Levels of financial support to the crisis are well 

below adequate, and are a small fraction of the 

resources being channelled to similar scale crises 

elsewhere in Africa and in the Middle East.  

 Key Messages  

 The humanitarian crisis in northeast Nigeria is not 
improving, with 1.5m people still uprooted and 
over 4 million people facing acute levels of 
hunger.   

 The current humanitarian response is chronically 
underfunded and is not even close to meeting the 
basic needs of the majority of displaced people. 

 Since the elections in March and April 2015, the 
number of attacks against civilians by Boko Haram 
has increased.  

 Ninety percent of displaced households are living 
in informal settlements or host communities – not 
camps. 

 Conditions for the secure, voluntary and 
supported return home of displaced people do not 
yet exist in most parts of the region, yet there is a 
high risk that people will be pressured into 
returning prematurely. 

 The humanitarian crisis will not end soon and will 
be protracted over at least the next two to three 
years or more.   

Source:FTS OCHA- July 2015 
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A Neglected Crisis. Before the Boko Haram crisis in the 

northeast, Nigeria already had the fourth highest 

number of internally displaced persons (IDPs) in the 

world.i This new wave of violence and displacement is 

exposing millions of vulnerable children, women and 

young men to horrific violence, suffering and trauma, 

while increasing risks of tensions between displaced 

people and host communities. Despite this, 

international investments in humanitarian assistance 

in Nigeria have been negligible despite the 

deterioration of the humanitarian situation since 2012 

and are not increasing commensurate with rapidly 

escalating needs.  

 

The Nigerian National Emergency Management  

Agency (NEMA), the State Emergency Management 

Agencies (SEMAs) and Nigerian civil society 

organizations are doing their best, and international 

NGOs, the Red Cross Movement and UN agencies are 

also ramping up their levels of support. However, the 

majority of IDPs and host communities remain 

unassisted and in critical need of support.  

OCHA figures suggest that, at best, 50% of conflict 

impacted people have been reached with assistance, 

and even those only with one or more sectors of 

assistance rather than comprehensively.ii 

Characteristics of Displacement. The majority of 

families have been displaced for several months or 

longer, and have been forced to live without means of 

sustenance in often basic and undignified conditions. 

Whether renting space with host communities or 

living in formal or informal camp settlements, their 

living conditions are at best basic and in many cases 

fail to meet any minimum international humanitarian 

standards in terms of safety, shelter space, access to 

food, water and sanitation, livelihoods and the 

provision of basic healthcare and education.  

 

One young woman, Fati, age 16 from Michika, 

recounted her experience fleeing to a nearby camp 

with her two younger siblings, only to be met with 

poor camp conditions; she described going for three 

days without food because donations were low, no 

place to bathe, sleeping without shelter, and no access 

to latrines at night—particularly dangerous conditions 

for girls her age, she notes. 

Currently, ninety percent of displaced households are 

living in informal settlements or with host 

communities who have received either limited or in 

many cases no assistance.  

Conditions for return are not in place. Most displaced 

people are not able to return to their places of origin 

and few population movements are observed in 

Adamawa State, while more people continue being 

displaced in many areas. The security situation 

resulting from the conflict continues to be critical and 

has recently worsened in some areas. Since the 

elections in March and April 2015, the number of 

attacks by Boko Haram has increased, with a spike in 

the number and range of attacks on civilians, 

including in areas not previously targeted such as 

Yola and Bauchi. Homes, infrastructure, crops and 

livestock have been destroyed or looted across swaths 

of territory attacked during the insurgency. Families 

typically have little or nothing to go back to, especially 

in the near total absence of humanitarian 

organizations and basic service providers in many 

areas. Communities in rural areas of the northeast 

largely depend on farming for their livelihoods and 

sustenance, but the June planting window for most 

staple crops has already passed.iii Even if security 

improves, most families will not be able to support 

themselves in the short term when they return.  

 

Exacerbating Community Vulnerabilities. Four million 

people are experiencing acute hunger in the north of 

Nigeria, an already impoverished and food insecure 

region before the onset of the current conflict. Many 

displaced people will not be able to return home in the 

coming months, particularly those from the worst 

affected parts of Borno and Yobe. Even when they do, 

large scale multi-sector support will be needed to keep 

them safe, sheltered and fed until their shattered 

communities can get back on their feet.  The Nigerian 

Government, international community, humanitarian 

actors and other donors need to acknowledge this by 

creating multi-year plans for supporting IDPs and 

other vulnerable groups in the northeast. This must be 



supported by multi-year funding commensurate with 

this major humanitarian crisis.  

 

Failing to meet needs. Operational humanitarian 

organizations are not able to scale up to full capacity 

and new agencies are unable to start operations 

because of underfunding by donors. Levels of financial 

support to the crisis are well below requirements, and 

a small fraction of the resources being channelled to 

similar scale crises elsewhere in Africa and in the 

Middle East.iv 

 

The crisis continues to have a destabilizing regional 

impact, with Niger, Chad and Cameroon all affected by 

the flows of Nigerian refugees and the knock on 

internal displacement resulting from Boko Haram 

cross border attacks. That said, by far the greatest 

levels of unmet needs remain in Nigeria, where over 

90% of the displaced remain, where humanitarian 

funding is severely limited and access is most 

challenging. 

 

i As of May 2014, 3.3 million people had been internally displaced by violence in the country, according to Nigeria’s 
National Commission for Refugees. Nigeria was then considered to have the fourth largest internally displaced 
population in the world, behind Syria, Colombia and Sudan. (Internal Displacement Monitoring Center (IDMC), 5 
June 2014, Briefing paper- Nigeria: Fleeing Boko Haram's relentless terror: http://www.internal-
displacement.org/publications/2014/nigeria-fleeing-boko-harams-relentless-terror and  
  IDMC Website: http://www.internal-displacement.org/global-figures  
ii As of May 31, 2015. See OCHA Humanitarian Dashboard on Nigeria, 
http://www.humanitarianresponse.info/en/system/files/documents/files/ocha_nga_humanitarian_dashboard_for
_january-may2015_corrected_0.pdf  
iii See FEWSNET Nigeria Food Security Update, May 2015: Continuing conflict limits participation in main season 
activities. 
iv Of the $100 million requested in OCHA’s Strategic Response Plan for Nigeria, only 27% has been funded. In 
comparison, $1.63 billion has been requested for South Sudan (of which $672.1 million has been funded), and 
$863 million has been requested for Somalia (which $226 million has been covered). See https://fts.unocha.org 

                                                           

Recommendations  

1. International donors should immediately and 
significantly increase their humanitarian funding 
for the crisis to address the chronic lack of 
resources and ensure at least minimal coverage of 
critical needs. 

2. Investments should target host communities and 
support local service provision systems, using 
resilience frameworks to assess vulnerabilities and 
capacities rather than frameworks that incentivize 
programs to target individual persons, within 
camps.  

3. The international community should invest as 
much as possible in developing local Nigerian 
capacities and support international-national 
partnerships to improve the effectiveness and 
accountability of assistance provided. 

4. Investments should be multi-sector, multi-year 
and support scaling across geographies and 
sectors as needed, recognizing that an adequate 
response will require the simultaneous integration 
of lifesaving, livelihoods, protection and conflict 
mitigation activities, and will be protracted over at 
least the next two to three years or more. 

5. The UN and the international community should 
work with the Government of Nigeria to develop a 
plan for ongoing support to the 1.5m people who 
remain displaced, as well as the affected host 
communities, alongside planning for returns. 

6. Development efforts throughout the region 
should reorient now to mitigate spill-over effects. 
Program modifications will be needed to prevent 
further deterioration of the situation in Nigeria and 
across the region. 


