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Abstract. Nomadism has been an age-long mode of pastoralism. Over the centuries, the practice 
has thrived amidst certain socio-ecological dialectics which has in luenced its essence, including 
con lict and insecurity, climate change, urbanization, as well as changing patterns of land-use sys-
tems. Embedded in the practice of nomadism is the phenomenon of transhumant migration whereby 
pastoralists undertake a seasonally amenable geo-spatial sojourn in search of pasturable ields, 
resulting to both trans-local and trans-national migration. This pattern of migration has become 
a veritable source of security and livelihood threats in some parts of Africa in the contemporary 
times. This study explores the nexus between nomadic migrancy and rural violence in northern 
Nigeria against the backdrop of the degenerating complexion of nomadism in that context over the 
recent years. By means of a descriptive analysis, predicated on secondary sources and anchored 
on the ‘ungoverned spaces’ thesis, the study sets 
forth to establish how nomadic migrancy has ac-
centuated and/or complicated the incidence of 
rural violence in the focal area. The study posits 
that non-regulation of nomadic migration and 
pastoralism by the Nigerian government has 
provided an opportunity for the perpetuation of 
violent crimes, such as rural banditry and herds-
men militancy in the focal area. The study makes 
a case for a pragmatic securitization of Nigeria’s 
border and immigration governance systems as 
the way forward.
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1. Introduction

Nigeria is a country with huge governance deϐicits. It is a dysfunctional state, precar-
iously slacking about holding effective sway over its territory and civil population. 
Governance deϐicits mean the inability of the government to effectively superintend 
its territories and frontiers in a manner that makes for sustainable national security. 
 It presupposes the failure of the state in that context to perform the basic functions of 
governance, providing security, civil policing, education, healthcare, livelihood oppor-
tunities and law and order. 

Nigeria’s governance deϐicits also manifest in terms of the incapability of the Nigeria 
state to optimally harness and exploit its enormous human and natural endowments 
towards the goal of national development. Most fundamentally, governance deϐicits in 
Nigeria are saliently demonstrated by the country’s frailty in upholding its territori-
ality and sovereignty in the face of internal or external existential threats. Important 
critical empirical indicators of governance deϐicits in Nigeria include endemic poverty, 
mass unemployment, prevalence of violence and criminality, terrorism, and the like. 
Challenges such as the aforementioned are not peculiar to Nigeria. Nonetheless, the 
apparent lethargy with which governmental authorities in the country have attended 
to the challenges smacks of functional irresponsibility.

The nonchalant posture of the Nigerian government towards governance has been most 
pronounced in the area of civil security. In this regard, the inability of the government to 
assume and exercise legitimate control or dominion over its territorial domain creates 
an avalanche of “ungoverned havens” that conduce for criminal impunity and intractabil-
ity. This has been the case with the contemporary challenge of nomadic migrancy, which 
has been associated with high incidence of rural violence in northern Nigeria. In this 
context, the salient analytical posers of the study include understanding the nature of 
contemporary nomadic migration in northern Nigeria, how nomadic migrancy correlate 
with the rising incidence of rural violence in northern Nigeria, and the implications 
nomadic migrancy has for national security in Nigeria. 

Situating its arguments within the analytical prism of the ‘ungoverned spaces’ the-
sis, the study posits that the non-regulation of nomadic migration and pastoralism by 
the Nigerian government has complicated the incidence of rural violence in northern 
Nigeria by accentuating the prevalence of rural banditry, herdsmen militancy and arms 
proliferations in that context. Arising from the analytical premise of a threat-import 
analysis, the study submits that nomadic migrancy holds critical implications for na-
tional security in Nigeria. This article is systematically structured into seven sections to 
properly engage the discourse. The ϐirst section introduces the discourse by situating 
hypothetically the nexus between nomadic migrancy and rural violence, associating the 
pathology with the prevalence of governance deϐicits in Nigeria. The second section 
clariϐies and contextualizes nomadic migrancy, rural violence and nomadism as the 
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conceptual thrusts of the study. The third section presents the ungoverned spaces thesis 
as an analytical framework of the study. The fourth section provides some reϐlective 
perspectives on pastoral migration in an attempt to explore the extant literature on 
the subject matter. The ϐifth section concentrates on the complex interplay of nomadic 
migrancy, ungoverned spaces, and rural violence in northern Nigeria. The sixth section 
examines the implications of the nomadic migrancy challenge for national security in 
Nigeria. The last section concludes by making salient submissions with policy impli-
cations and recommendations. 

2. Conceptualizing and Contextualizing Basic Variables

Three key variables constitute the conceptual thrust of the present discourse, namely 
rural violence, nomadism and nomadic migrancy. The sub-sections that follow present 
the operational meanings of the variables alongside a number of contextual nuances 
designed to properly situate their understanding.

2.1 Nomadic migracy: This refers to a pattern of migration and settlement associated 
with pastoral nomadism. It presupposes the movement and/or sojourn of nomadic 
herdsmen from one location to another in pursuit of ecological survival, economic 
substance and sustainable livelihood. The movement can be translocal or transnational, 
depending on its origination-to-destination equation vis-à-vis national boundaries. 
Nomadic migrancy in Nigeria is characterized by sporadic inϐlux of herdsmen into the 
country, especially from the Niger-Chad corridor of the country’s northern borderlines. 
Over the years, this phenomenon has exploited the faultiness border porosity in the 
country towards constituting a national security threat.

2.2 Rural violence: By violence it meant “the intentional use of force or power, threat-
ened or actual, against oneself, another person, or against a group or community that 
either results in or has the likelihood of resulting in injury, death, psychological harm, 
mal-development or deprivation” (Krung, Dahlberg, Mercy, Zwi & Locano, 2002, p. 6). 
Rural violence, therefore, refers to a situation whereby a person, group or community 
in the hinterlands (countryside) is deliberately inϐlicted with death, injury, or any form 
of psycho-social harm. Rural violence thrives in the context of socio-political and agrar-
ian contestations (Kay, 2001). It is also associated with armed criminality (Ceccato & 
Ceccato, 2017), especially in the context of fragile state.

Drivers of rural violence in Nigeria include communal disputations pertaining to iden-
tity politics, power sharing, resource control, chieftaincy tussles, etcetera. This is in 
addition to various dimensions of armed criminality, such as banditry, cattle rustling, 
kidnapping, cultism and youth-related brigandage (Okoli & Okpaleke, 2014). There 
has been a rising trend of rural violence in Nigeria over the years. This development 
has been exacerbated by the incidences of arms proliferations and organized militancy 
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in the countryside, amidst the “government’s fecklessness in dealing with the threat” 
(Federal Research Division-Library of Congress, 2008, p. 137).

2.3 Nomadism: Our understanding of nomadism in this context presupposes pastoral 
nomadism. It refers to a subsistence practice or strategy that is based on itinerant sub-
sistence whereby a pastoral group or community moves from place to place in prospect 
of a “pastorable” livelihood. Pastoral nomadism is basically a pattern food producing 
economy as distinguished from other forms of food extracting economy such as hunting 
and gathering, ϐishing (Khazanov, 1994). More precisely, pastoral nomadism has been 
conceptualized “… as distinct form of food-producing economy in which extensive mobile 
pastoralism is the predominant activity, and in which the majority of the population is 
drawn into periodic pastoral migrations” (Khazanov, 1994, p. 17).

Pastoral nomadism is a ‘socio-ecological mode’ of culture that has coexisted as an al-
ternative to agricultural sedentism and urban living (Scholz, 1995). Beyond being an 
agrarian practice, nomadism typiϐies a cultural system with salient socio-ecological 
essences and dynamics. These include temporally and spatially ubiquitous settlement, 
mobile pastoralism and transhumance political economy (Egwu, 2016). Nomadism 
in West Africa is associated traditionally with the Fulani. In Nigeria, the practice has 
been inhibited by the adversities of climate change, civil conϐlicts, urbanization, popu-
lation explosion, and insecurity. Over the recent years, the practice has become rather 
estranged and precarious, apparently degenerating into the morass of rural banditry 
and armed militancy. 

3. Theoretical Framework: The Ungoverned Spaces Thesis 

In interrogating nomadic migrancy and rural violence in northern Nigeria, the un-
governed spaces thesis has been adopted. The choice of ungoverned spaces thesis is 
motivated by the fact that previous studies on the complex nature, dynamics and con-
sequences of nomadic migrancy were predicated on eco-violence (Homer-Dixton, 1994, 
1999; Okoli & Atelhe, 2014; Odoh & Chigozie, 2012; Awogbade, Olaniyan, & Faleye, 
2016), competitive control of resources (Fisher & Mercado, 2014), competing gover-
nance (Forest, 2010), intractable conϐlicts (Northrup, 1989; Coleman, 2000; Putnam 
& Wondolleck, 2003; Gray, Coleman, & Putnam, 2007; Smith, 2014), modernization 
triggered by cultural change and democracy (Newman, 1991; Inglehart & Welzel, 2005) 
and the Marxist political economy (Marx and Engel, 1968; Ensminger & Rutten, 1991) 
approaches. 

As plausible as these analytical frameworks are in explaining phenomenon of the type 
investigated, they tended to have given less consideration to the role of the state and 
the place of governance in the crisis associated with the nomadic migrancy responsible 
for rural violence. From this context, the ungoverned spaces thesis is found to have the 
capacity of explaining the salient dialectics of criminal and subversive activities within 
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Nigeria’s ungoverned spaces, which have posed serious threats to the existence of the 
nation.

The ungoverned spaces thesis fertilized in the post-9/11 era featured remarkably in 
a report developed by the American think-tanks with the RAND Corporation (Rabasa, 
Boraz, Chalk, Cragin, Karasik, Moroney, O’Brien, & Peters, 2007). The concept of un-
governed spaces was popularized by Hillary Clinton, the former Secretary of State in 
the United States of America, when she addressed the Afghanistan-Pakistan border as 
ungoverned spaces (Marsden, 2017). Since then, publicists, scholars, researchers and 
policy-makers have used ungoverned spaces thesis to investigate and engage discourses 
involving different strands of domestic and global security concerns. 

Contemporary security concerns, particularly in sub-Saharan Africa, have tended to lend 
credence to the ungoverned spaces thesis, to the effect that sovereign void exempliϐied 
in governance deϐicit exist in Africa. As Keister (2014) puts it, ungoverned spaces reϐlect 
a general condition of weak or non-existence of state authority in a deϐined geographic 
area. In other words, ungoverned spaces relate to areas where there are governance 
deϐicits or absence of control over areas of speciϐic or general concerns. Without effective 
state’s control, or under the atmosphere of ungoverned spaces, also referred as “anarchic 
zones”, state’s security becomes precarious (Fall, 2015; Taylor, 2016; Coleman, 2000). 

The ungoverned spaces thesis presents deϐinitively exploitable and contested spaces 
that often come under the illegitimate control of gangs, local armed groups, militants 
and/or warlords as a result of under-governance, misgovernance or the total absence 
of governance within a deϐinable space (Raleigh & Dowd, 2013; Whelan, 2005, 2006; 
Lamb, 2008; Clunan & Trinkunas, 2010). In this context, a shadow state or authority 
emerges to contest the authority of the state (Taylor, 2016; Mallet, 2010; Whelan, 2006), 
through local networks within and across the state. 

The problems of ungoverned spaces are contingent on certain conditions, including 
the size of the state, population growth, density and spatial distribution, as well as the 
pattern of wealth distribution. Other conditions may include urbanization, globalization 
and increase wealth of non-state actors and lack of capacity to exercise effective control 
of territorial boundaries, as well as the government complacency toward the security 
threats (Menkhaus, 2007; Keister, 2014; Julum & Evans, 2015). 

It is the sole responsibility of state to provide and guarantee national stability through 
security governance. The purpose of security governance is to mitigate conditions that 
have the tendencies of leading to the problems such as that of ungoverned spaces. 
Security governance in this context implies the exercise of effective governance through 
social provision of human security as well as national security. The essence of security 
governance is to guarantee the safety of lives, property, livelihoods, and territoriality in 
state through the monopoly of legal violence (Lenshie, 2018; Coleman, 2000). 
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The ungoverned spaces thesis has been criticized for excessively being Western in an-
alyzing security issues, in that the thesis is framed against non-Western states viewed 
as constituting security threats to the Western countries as a result of their weaknesses 
(Menkhaus, 2010; Feldman, 2009; Andrew, 1975). Some of the reasons explicated for 
such analysis stem from the fragility of states in developing countries, particularly in the 
Middle-East and Africa. Poor governance, porous state’s boundaries and weak security 
institutions are some of the conditions attributed for the prevalence of ungoverned 
spaces in these continents (Raleigh, 2013; Martin, 2003). 

Western scholars and publicist believe that chaos in these parts of the world have del-
eterious effects on the Western world (Diggins, 2011; Andrew, 1975; Feldman, 2009). 
The scenario implies that ungoverned spaces are generally manifest in dysfunctional 
states. Nonetheless, even the strong states also suffer the consequences of ungoverned 
spaces that are internal to them (Lenshie, 2018; Marsden, 2017). 

Despite the criticism of the ungoverned spaces thesis, it has been found to be plausible 
in analyzing the intersection between nomadic migrancy and rural violence in Nigeria. 
The thesis implicates the government of Nigeria for permitting the emergence of con-
tested, ungoverned, misgoverned and exploitable spaces controlled by networks of 
criminalities under different identities. One of such spaces is the unregulated practice of 
nomadic migrancy, which has yielded violence in many parts of rural northern Nigeria. 
In the recent time, Nigeria has witnessed unprecedented nomadic migration from other 
countries. These nomads are undocumented and unregulated. The porous nature of the 
Nigeria’s boundaries makes it possible for the inϐlux of nomadic migrants in the country. 

The consequences of uncoordinated governance are incidences of rural banditry, herds-
men militancy and arms proliferations, which instantiate rural violence in most parts 
of the northern Nigeria. The failure of the government of Nigeria to exercise effective 
sovereignty or control of the ungoverned spaces within its territorial conϐines and fron-
tiers, explains the criminal dynamics in the ungoverned spheres (Olaniyan & Akinyele, 
2017; Ali, 2017).

4. Perspectives on Pastoral Nomadism/Nomadic Migration 

Pastoral nomadism is a cultural cum occupational practice whereby herds are main-
tained all year round based on a system of free–range, extensive grazing (Goodall, 2007). 
It is essentially a mobile form of food-producing economy, entailing the periodic move-
ment of a substantial percent of the population of a pastoral community in accordance 
with the dialectics of pastoral economy (Khazanov, 1994). According to Khazanov (1994) 
the most salient characteristics of pastoral nomadism are:

(1) Pastoralism is a predominant form of economic activity (2) Its extensive 
character connected with the maintenance of herds all year round on a system 
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of free-range grazing without stables (3) Periodic mobility in accordance with 
the demands of pastoral economy within the boundaries of speciϐic grazing 
territories, or between these territories (as opposed to migrations) (4) The 
participation in pastoral mobility of all or the majority of the population (as 
opposed, for example, to the management of herds on distant pastures by spe-
cialist herdsmen, into which only a minority is involved in pastoral migrations 
(5) The orientation of production towards the requirement of subsistence (as 
opposed to the capitalist ranch or dairy farming of today (p. 160).

From the foregoing, whether it is the majority or minority of the population that is 
involved, pastoral nomadism entails necessarily a level of communal migration. This 
movement involves the herders alongside their herds, often in company of members 
of the herding clan. Therefore, nomadic migration is, above all, motivated by economic 
rationalism. As Kurekova (2011) stated, it is “stimulated primarily by rational economic 
consideration of relative beneϐits and costs” (p. 4).

Depending on the seasonal variability as well as other salient socio-structural interven-
ers within a pastoral ecology, nomadic migration usually tends from areas of high pasto-
ral costs towards areas of high pastoral beneϐits. ‘Pastoral costs’ refer to the prevalence 
of occurrences that undermine effective and rewarding pastoralism, such as drought, 
desertiϐication, civil strife, disease, insurgency, and so on. ‘Pastoral beneϐits’, on the 
other hand, have to with the availability pasture and fresh water, as well as assurance 
of peace and security (Egwu, 2016).

Nomadic migration is a veritable livelihood strategy open to all nomadic communities 
(McDowell & Haan, 1997). It enables the herders navigate through social and ecological 
hazards that often confront their occupation in an effort to ensure survival and sus-
tainability of livelihood. In addition to the imperative of survival, migration also helps 
nomadic communities to access new rangelands, locate new markets for their produce, 
and establish new transhumant linkages and ties (Mulianga, 2009).

Adriansen (2005) observes that nomadic migration “is highly appropriate in a variable 
and unpredictable environment” (p. 208). According to him:

Pastoral mobility implies that pastoralists can move to areas with pasture for 
their livestock. Moreover, pastoral mobility means that the effect of unfore-
seen events, e.g. outbreak of disease, bush ϐire, locust attack, can be mitigated. 
Finally, migration between different agro-ecological zones means that more 
animals can be kept than in each of the zones (p. 208).

In other words, nomadic migration guarantees a high pastoral productivity, resilience 
and sustainability. With that, the subsistence of the pastoral community is guaranteed 
on a sustainable basis.
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Broadly, two patterns of nomadic migration are identiϐiable, namely routine seasonal 
migration and ‘emergency’ migration (Janzen, 2005). The former is dictated by the 
exigencies of seasonal variability while the latter is often informed by the need to es-
cape climatic, civil, or health-related adversities such as drought, pestilence, conϐlict, 
etc. Whatever be the reason, nomadic migration has its essence in a “spatio-temporal 
movement” in search of a favourable rangeland (Mulianga, 2009, p. 1).

Nomadic migration can be translocal or transnational (Lee, 2009). Translocal migra-
tion occurs within the territories of a country while transnational migration occurs 
across the borders of countries. The crossing of international boundaries by herds-
men in Africa typiϐies the reality of irregular migration (International Organization for 
Migration [IOM], 2011). According to the IOM (2011), irregular migration is “movement 
that takes place outside the regulatory norms of the sending, transit and receiving 
countries” (p. 54).

Nomadic migration to and fro the borderlines of Nigeria are largely unregulated. This 
has created an illicit economy around the nomadic business giving rise to organized 
crimes such as smuggling, trafϐicking in humans and drugs, and cattle rustling (IOM, 
2011). It has also provided avenues for terrorism and/or insurgency ϐinancing (Okoli, 
2017). The abusive instrumentalization of nomadic migration by organized criminals 
and insurgents/ terrorists has raised a pertinent national security concern in Nigeria. 
The sections that follow will engage this important concern.

5. Nomadic Migrancy, Ungoverned Spaces,
and Rural Violence in Northern Nigeria

Nigeria is a territorially challenged and fragile state. It is characterized by what we 
may term “virtual territorial ungovernability”. This existential syndrome is evident in 
the near absence of governmental presence and control within critical domains of the 
country’s wider territorial sphere. Nigeria’s territorial ungovernability is thus instanti-
ated by the huge governance deϐicits in the country’s physical and maritime boundaries, 
cyberspace, forest areas, as well as mainland, airways and waterways.

Nigeria’s ungoverned spaces syndrome is most saliently and vividly demonstrated by 
the vast and porous borderlines of the country. The Nigeria World Today (2017) is of 
the view that “Nigeria borders are vast with hundreds of footpath, overlapping to the 
adjoining countries of Chad, Cameroon and Niger, with links to Sudan, Mali and Libya” 
(para. 5). The source adds that:

… there are more than 250 walkways from Maiduguri, Damaturu axis to Niger, 
Chad or Cameroon. Most of these paths are unknown to the security agen-
cies and are neither manned nor guarded and they are being used frequently 
by criminals to sneak in (sic) instrument of death into the country (para. 5).
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In addition to its woefully porous boundaries and borderlands, Nigeria’s countryside is 
equally characterized by acute ungovernability. There are vast expanses of rangelands 
and forests that are physically and functionally separated from the sphere of effec-
tive state control. These ungoverned spaces have often been occupied and utilized by 
criminals, insurgents and terrorists as operational strangleholds (Okoli & Ochim, 2016).

How does the foregoing apply to the phenomenon of nomadic migrancy? First, nomadic 
migrancy is a phenomenon that festers within the typically ungoverned spaces of the 
Nigerian territory, namely the porous boundaries and borderlands, the scarcely gov-
erned rangelands and forestlands, and the poorly policed hinterlands in the country-
side. Secondly, nomadic migrancy itself is an activity that is hardly regulated by the law. 
Obtaining largely outside the formal regulatory regime of the state, the practice is bound 
to be abused. This is evident in the bastardization of the practice by criminals, insur-
gents and terrorists who capitalize on the governance deϐicits in the sector to perpetrate 
felonious acts. The sub-sections hereunder attempt to put the foregoing argument into 
empirical perspective, drawing from selected evidences from northern Nigeria.

Sufϐice it to state that the ungoverned nature of nomadic migration in Nigeria has cre-
ated an enabling environment for criminal impunity in the sector. This has led to critical 
outcomes that complicate and accentuate the incidence of rural violence in northern 
Nigeria, with dire implications for nation security of the country.

5.1 Nomadic migrancy and arms proliferations: Nomadic herdsmen have been in-
volved in arms proliferations in two important ways. First, they bear arms, ranging 
from rudimentary to modern weaponry. Nowadays, it is common to see Fulani cowboys 
brazenly armed with sophisticated weapons, such as AK-47, in the course of their routine 
grazing. The weapons are ostensibly borne for self-defense, and possibly, to ward off 
traditional threats of cattle rustling and banditry (Egwu, 2016). Unfortunately, it is the 
same weapons that the herdsmen use in raiding settled communities at every instance 
of a major confrontation (Bonga, 2017).

Besides the issue of arms bearing, the herdsmen have also been implicated in arms 
smuggling and running (trafϐicking). According to Nigeria World Today (2017):

It is unfortunate that the Fulani Herdsmen have devised mean (sic) of smug-
gling arms into Nigeria through the footways. The methods they employ in-
clude the use of their cattle. The fact that the weapons are light and collapsible 
makes it easy to be hidden and transported with cattle. The ammunition are 
(sic) attached to the bellies of the cows with specially crafted skin bags major-
ing meant for illegal mission undetected (para. 6).

Reinforcing the claims of the above citation, Omitola (2014, slide 14) opines’ that 
“Fulani herdsmen have been reported to be involved in transporting (of) small arms 
to Nigeria through their cattle”. The smuggling and trafϐicking of arms, as well as the 
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blatant use of same, by the herdsmen has complicated the challenge of arms prolifera-
tions in northern Nigeria.

5.2 Nomadic migrancy and rural banditry: Nomadic migration has contributed to the 
escalation of rural banditry in northern Nigeria. This is evident in the spate of armed 
robbery, cattle rustling and kidnapping wherein herdsmen have been implicated. Crops 
of herdsmen displaced by conϐlict and climatic adversities in the Sahel have migrated 
to parts of northern Nigeria where they have taken to guerilla criminality. In places like 
Borno, Yobe, Bauchi, Adamawa, Gombe and Jigawa States, they have often operated as 
high-way robbers (locally referred to as Kwanta-Kwanta), molesting passers-by on the 
inter-state roads (Okoli & Okpaleke, 2014).

In Zamfara-Kebbi axis of North West Nigeria, rural banditry has assumed a sophisticated 
dimension with the emergence of forest-based nomadic bandits who specialize in cattle 
rustling, kidnapping as well as market and village raids (see table 1 below). In Zamfara 
State, the criminals have effectively occupied the major neighbouring forests from where 
they launch incessant attacks on hapless communities in the hinterlands of the State. 

Table 1: Estimated Number of Livestock Rustled in the Zamfara State in 2016

S/No Area Number of Livestock
1 Badarawa Over 200
2 Bagega Over 4,500
3 Dorayi Over 2,500
4 Filinga Over 5,000
5 Gidan Kaso 1,455
6 Guru 270
7 Jangeme Over 600
8 Kizara Over 4,000
9 Lilo 90

10 Lingyado Over 2,100
11 Madaba 106
12 Nasarawa Godal Over 1,000
13 Nasarawa Mai Layi Over 500
14 Rukudawa 250
15 Shigama and Kwokeya 1,020
16 Tsabre Over 3,500
17 Tungar Baushe 1,110
18 Unguwar Galadima 850
19 ‘Yar gada 230

Source: MACBAN (2016) as cited in Rufai (2016, p.6).

In North Central Nigeria, rural banditry orchestrated by the migrant herdsmen and 
their local cohorts has led to a convolution of rural criminality and violence. While 
some have engaged in cattle rustling, others have taken to kidnapping and robbery. A 
recent arrest by the Nigerian police of a gang of kidnappers who doubled as herdsmen 
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in Niger State is instructive. Regarding this incident, Uwujire (2017) reports:

In addition to kidnapping, they engaged in robbery, dispossessing the hapless 
victims of both cash and valuables. After the operations, they would simply 
disappear into the bush and resume tending to their cattle, an activity that 
provided perfect cover for the criminal acts (para. 4).

Elsewhere, in North Central Nigeria, incidents of rural banditry involving the herdsmen 
have been pervasive. States, such as Benue, Nasarawa Plateau, have become critical 
hotbeds of cattle rusting (see table 2 below). Cattle rustling are a specialized crimi-
nality that requires some nomadic prowess. Driving a herd of rustled cattle along the 
hazardous bush paths for days and nights certainly requires an expertise that only an 
experienced nomadic cowboy can offer. In effect, it takes the involvement of an experi-
enced herdsman to effectuate cattle rustling in any case (Okoli, 2016). This highlights 
the culpability of the migrant herdsman to the act.

Table 2: Estimated Incidence of Cattle Rustling in Central Nigeria (2013 to early 2015) 

State No. of Cattle Rustled No. of Human Casualty
Plateau 28,000 264
Nasarawa 25,000 70
Benue 8,680 2,500
Kwara 1,640 150
FCT 1,500 7
Total 64,820 2,991

Source: Weekly Trust (2015, May 16), as cited in Okoli (2016, p. 418).

Fulani herdsmen have also been involved in nightly and highway robberies in Central 
Nigeria. In Nasarawa State, for instance, they have been responsible for most of the 
market-day road-robberies in the hinterlands. They have equally been involved in 
nightly robbery attacks in the urban centers and suburbs of the State (Okoli, 2016). 
The scenario is more or less the same in parts of the neighboring States of Kaduna and 
Taraba, where the contours of rural banditry have been life-threatening.

5.3 Nomadic migrancy and herdsmen militancy: The dominant herding community 
in Nigeria is the Fulani. The Fulani are traditionally a nomadic tribe with immense 
sense of group solidarity. The cult-like solidarity manifests powerfully in their relation-
ship with out-groups. When faced with a threat emanating from the out groups, the 
Fulani are inclined to mobilize supports from their national and transnational tribal 
networks, even in terms of military logistics and resourcing. This tendency has played 
out in the context of the perennial farmer-herder conϐlicts in Nigeria, whereby ϐighters 
are recruited by the herdsmen from their clans in the Diaspora to ϐight for them. Most 
of the perpetrators of herdsmen militancy arrested in various places in North Central 
Nigeria have incidentally been found to be foreign Fulani. 



79

Issue 25, October 2018

The organized militias ϐighting on the side of the Fulani in most instances of farmer-
herder crises in Northern Nigeria have been found to consist largely of Fulani from 
the Sahel and Magrib (Nigeria World Today, 2017, para. 8). The involvement of these 
elements in the crises has not only complicated matters, it has resulted in huge humani-
tarian crises that negate sustainable human security in Northern Nigeria and beyond.

Empirical Indicators 
Confl ict Crime

• Farmer-herder confl ict • Cattle rustling
• Indigene-settler confl ict • Armed robbery
• Christian-Muslim confl ict • Arms traffi cking
• Fulbe-Habe (Hausa-Fulani) confl ict • Kidnapping

Confl ict CrimeViolence

Figure 2: The Conϐlict-Crime Nexus of Nomadic Migrancy

Source: Authors’ concept, 2018.

Nomadic migrancy has been associated with the vicious outcomes of conϐlict and crime 
whose indicators are highlighted in ϐigure 2. The critical outcomes intersect on violence, 
with requisite crisis and instability manifested in the forms of farmer-herder conϐlict, 
indigene-settler conϐlict, Christian-Muslim conϐlict and Fulbe-Habe conϐlict, as well as 
cattle rustling, armed robbery, arms trafϐicking and kidnapping in northern Nigeria. 
The implications involving the various dynamics of conϐlicts and criminalities are great 
and deleterious for national security in Nigeria.

6. Nomadic Migrancy: Implications for National Security

Nomadic migrancy constitutes a threat to national security in Nigeria. It has provided 
an avenue for irregular and undocumented inϐlux of migrant herdsmen into the country. 
Locally, it has resulted in unrestrained and often provocative movement of herdsmen 
from one part of the country to another. The unregulated nature of these movements 
means that it could be capitalized upon by criminal or terrorist elements towards un-
dermining the security of the nation. This has, indeed, been the situation. 

As we have established in the course of our analysis in this study, the ungoverned terrain 
of nomadic migrancy in Nigeria has provided ample opportunities for the perpetration 
of organized crime by local and transnational syndicates operating as or in the guise of 
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herdsmen. The proven complicity of migrant herdsmen involving in arms trafϐicking, 
cattle rustling and kidnapping in northern Nigeria, point to the ominous fact that an 
underworld economy of violence cum criminality is festering alongside unregulated 
nomadic migration.

More ominous is the fact that migrant herdsmen have been implicated in the on-going 
insurgency and militancy in the North-Eastern and North–Central Regions respectively 
(McGregor, 2014; Olayoku, 2014). Apart from rustling cows and trafϐicking arms for 
Boko Haram insurgents, migrant herdsmen have orchestrated lethal violence in parts 
of North Central Nigeria. The orgy of violence in North Central Nigeria has been very 
pervasive and prevalent over the recent years. The trajectory of the violence points 
to the arrival of another genre of insurgency in the country in addition to the Boko 
Haram menace.

Equally disturbing is the involvement of migrant herdsmen in communal conϐlicts in 
northern Nigeria. This trend is evident is the ethno-communal/religious conϐlagrations 
in States such as Kaduna, Taraba, Zamfara, and the bulk of the north-central States. In 
these contexts, mercenary ϐighters recruited from the rank and ϐile of Sahelian herds-
men militia have often been involved in localized communal conϐlict, ϐighting for their 
pay-masters. Sometimes, the militant herdsmen would simply volunteer to come to the 
aid of a preferred conϐlicting party on the basis of ethno-religious afϐinity. A semblance 
of this played out in the Eggon (Ombatse)-Fulani crisis in Nasarawa State (2014-2015).

The involvement of migrant herdsmen in criminality and violence in northern Nigeria 
has complicated the security situation in the area, resulting in volatile inter-group rela-
tions, arms proliferations, human casualties and injury, force displacement of popula-
tion, livelihood crises, and allied humanitarian disasters. It has accentuated the material 
suffering of the vulnerable rural population which has been sentenced to the margins 
of human security as a consequence.

The most strategic import of the foregoing is that Nigeria’s national security is under 
a dire threat. The ease and impunity with which the marauding herdsmen inϐiltrate 
and terrorize Nigerian communities in the hinterlands adumbrate an acute failure of 
national security in a fast failing state of Nigeria.

7. Conclusion and Recommendations

Nomadic migrancy is one of the most dominant patterns of contemporary group migra-
tion in Africa. It has been driven by a combination of socio-ecological and economic 
factors that bear on the survival, subsistence, and sustainability of the nomadic tribe. In 
sub-Saharan Africa, nomadic migrancy is traditionally associated with the Fulani who 
constitute the bulk of the nomadic population in that context. The Fulani are mostly 
found in West Africa where their nomadic extraction engage in translocal and trans-
national transhumance.
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Nigeria constitutes a critical hotbed within the West African transhumance corridor. 
As such, it occupies a crucial place in the political economy of nomadic migration in 
the region, serving variously as a veritable point of origin, transits, and destination of 
nomadic migrancy. Nigeria witnesses inϐlux of nomadic herdsmen from Mali, Niger and 
Chad on yearly basis. These migrants enter through the multifarious irregular routes 
that dot the northern axes of Nigeria’s porous borderlines. Over the years, this pattern 
of migration has been associated with untoward tendencies that threaten national se-
curity in Nigeria.

This study explored the nexus between nomadic migrancy and rural violence in 
Northern Nigeria. It argued that unregulated migration has aggravated the incidence 
of rural violence in Northern Nigeria. It identiϐied rural banditry, herdsmen militancy 
and arms proliferations as the complications of the nomadic migrancy menace, not-
ing that the trend holds grave implications for national security in Nigeria. To arrest 
and reverse this trend, there is a need for the Nigerian government to institute a se-
curitized border governance system capable of de-criminalizing nomadic migration 
and pastoralism. 

In this regard, a transhumance regulation regime whereby the entry and movement of 
migrant herdsmen are documented and monitored should be instituted. This should be 
backed up by a digitally mastered system of range-surveillance by which the activities 
of the herdsmen are tracked in real time in the hinterlands in order to forestall their 
criminal and subversive tendencies. Lastly, there is a need for Nigerian government 
to institute a specialized rangeland guard system of community policing in an effort 
to ϐill the lacuna of conventional policing in Nigeria’s vast and vulnerable countryside. 
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