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Abstract

In light of the failure of the Nigerian military in containing the bandits in the northwest, the non-

military solution was advanced as an alternative to address the violence. This came in the form of 

amnesty deals involving “financial settlement”, among others, for the bandits in exchange for 

peace. However, rather than containing the crisis, the amnesty deal acted in opposite direction, 

leading to its escalation. It is in this context that this study interrogates the changing dynamics of 

banditry in the region. It contends that three interrelated factors were responsible for the failure of 

the amnesty deals. First, the bandits are cluster groups without any identifiable central 

leadership, thus, amnesty for some groups only encourage the proliferation of more groups for 

material accumulation. Secondly, the intricate linkage between banditry in northwest and 

terrorism in the northeast has implication for the escalation of the crisis. Lastly, lack of 

commitment to the deals by bandit groups who operate transnationally without respect or 

recognition for national laws or governments. The study recommends a new approach through 

which banditry can be curbed in Nigeria.
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Introduction

This lamentation from the Katsina State governor vividly provides a concerning insight into the 

terrible state of insecurity not only in Katsina State but also in the entire northwest. The quote 

portrays the gesture of despair at the escalating violence of armed banditry in the region despite 



Nile Journal of Political Science

ISSN 2488-9547

28

NJPS - 2021 Vol. 2 Issue 1 / ©Copyright by NUN

The crime is driven by many overlapping factors which include cattle rustling, the proliferation of 

small arms and light weapons, chronic youth unemployment, illicit artisanal mining, poverty and 

inequality and more importantly, the rising instability across West Africa (Campbell, 2020). The 

intractability of the attacks is compounded by the corrupt-ridden and demoralized military that 

has been overstretched by its deployment in many states of the federation. In the northeast, the 

military’s engagement in a war with the terrorists has entered the second decade with no prospect 

of victory in the immediate future regardless of the government’s assertion of the ‘technical 

defeat’ of the deadly group (Onapajo, 2017). Though they operate under several disparate groups, 

it is widely believed that most of the bandits are of Fulani origin from Nigeria, Niger, Chad, Sudan, 

Cameroon, Senegal and Mali (Campbell, 2020, Olaniyan and Yahaya, 2016; Vanguard, 2020). The 

Nigerian Police has also pointed out that some bandit groups operating in the northwest “come 

from outside the country. We arrested Sudanese, Nigeriens, Malians, among other nationals” 

(Vanguard, 20, 2020). The different nationalities of Fulani ethnic extraction involved in the armed 

banditry in Nigeria make the crime a unique human security threat in Nigeria.

In response to the rising armed banditry in the region, the government increased the deployment 

of the security personnel to the affected states, leading to the arrest and killing of some of the 

bandits. However, despite the military effort, vicious attacks by the gangs dangerously escalated, 

making coercive approach inconsequential. It is in this context that the governments of the 

northwestern states struck amnesty deals with bandits in 2019. Speaking on the necessity of the 

deal, Governor Masari, maintained that negotiated amnesty remains the best way to have durable 

peace (Campbell, 2020). However, the negotiated deal failed to produce the desired results as 

armed banditry increased significantly in the region. Essentially, the deal involved disarmament 

of the bandits, the release of the abducted persons, and more importantly, an amnesty for the 

bandits instead of prosecution with an undisclosed financial package. Indeed, literature has 

proliferated on banditry in northern Nigeria (Olaniyan and Yahaya, 2016; Okoli & Lenshie; Okoli 

all efforts at addressing the crisis. While the decade-long terrorism of the jihadist Boko Haram 

group continues to dominate headlines in Nigeria’s national dailies, the brutal activities of armed 

bandits equally constitute a more complex security challenge to the country than readily admit. 

Nigeria’s northwest continues to endure ceaseless devastating attacks from the heavily armed 

bandits. Unlike the Boko Haram group whose ultimate goal remains the destruction of Nigeria’s 

secular constitution and the corrupt democratic political institution in favour of a Sharia-

compliant theocratic system, organized banditry is merely a criminal enterprise bent on material 

accumulation. 
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Armed Banditry and Rising Insecurity in the North-West

In contemporary security studies, the literature on the incidence of armed banditry perpetrated by 

criminal networks and individuals not affiliated with any group is directly connected with 

increasingly declining authority and power of states in the Global South (Olaniyan & Yahaya, 

2016; Owonikoko and Danjibo, 2019). Although armed banditry in Nigeria is as old as the nation 

itself, manifesting in cattle rustling, village raiding and robbery, , the crime has in recent years 

transformed from its rudimentary phase into a complex and highly organized criminal network, 

constituting potent security threat to the affected states. The gradual transformation of banditry 

into an appalling humanitarian disaster in the northwest represents the prevailing national 

The study of government’s amnesty deals for banditry is yet to receive scholarly attention. It is in 

this light that this paper examines banditry in the context of the negotiated amnesty deals. It 

contends that the deals rather than triggering de-escalation acted in opposite direction, resulting 

in the escalation of the crisis across Northwest and beyond. The study relies on qualitative data 

sourced from the personal interviews, media reports, institutional reports such as WANEP; ISS; 

Terrorism Monitor (Jamestown Foundation), Amnesty International and International Crisis 

Group. Also, relevant information was sourced from journal articles governmental documents 

and other library materials. 

Banditry broadly involves the mobilization of violence by sub-national criminal groups to 

primarily advance their economic interests rather than promoting a political or religious cause. In 

sharp contrast to ideological groups which always have objectives, banditry is purely acts of 

criminality targeting individuals and organizations for wealth accumulation. It involves killing, 

armed robbery, village raiding, ransom kidnapping, raping, cattle rustling and allied armed 

violence such as illegal mining (Okoli & Okpaleke 2014; Kuna and Ibrahim, 2016). Armed banditry 

is as old as recorded history. In the Jewish Holy Book, commonly called “The Old Testament” of the 

Christian Bible, stories abound of different shades of banditry perpetrated by people of diverse 

nationalities. According to the Book of Samuel, David, who will later become the second King of 

united Israel became a bandit with his militia of debtors1 to survive while fleeing King Saul's 

persecution. After walking away with Nabal’s crops and livestock under the threat of violence, 

David with his men became a foreign bandit group, raiding the neighbouring tribes, sacking 

villages, slaughtering people including women and stealing their livestock (1 Samuel 27). 

and Ukwu 2019). 



Nile Journal of Political Science

ISSN 2488-9547

30

NJPS - 2021 Vol. 2 Issue 1 / ©Copyright by NUN

Though most scholarship on the armed banditry in Nigeria tends to focus on the seemingly 

unending crisis between the local farmers and Fulani pastoralists (Ladan, 2014; Misereor, 2018: 

Olaniyan, 2018; Olaniyan & Yahaya 2016; Ahmad 2019; Ojo, 2020), the issue is far more complex 

than such a narrative. While the crisis bears substantively on the dialectics of the crisis involving 

the two groups, the internationalization of the armed banditry and its connection with the jihadist 

Boko Haram terrorism calls for a meaningful attempt to understand the peculiar threat armed 

banditry represents and why amnesty deals failed. While Okoli and Ugwu (2019) remarked that 

the attacks carried out by the bandits epitomize the calculated efforts by Islamist groups to 

further the Islamization of the wider northern Nigeria, little evidence exists to substantiate such a 

view. Unlike Islamist jihadist terrorists, the motivation behind banditry is wealth accumulation 

which is not shaped by any ideological inspiration. Ojo (2020) has argued that activities of bandits 

are devoid of political inclination. Attributing the goal of armed bandits to religious or political 

objectives seems to have been overdrawn. They are groups of marauders who are motivated 

wholly by criminal intents to meet their material desires (McGregor 2014; Olayoku 2014). In 

Zamfara and Katsina States where the crisis is concentrated, an overwhelming majority of the 

victims of the menace are Muslims. 

leadership failure and chronic socio-economic paralysis in the country.

The disengagement of the military from politics in 1999, leaving the security architecture at the 

mercy of usually incompetent and ineptitude politicians have continued to have disastrous 

implications for the human security in Africa’s largest democracy. Incessant armed banditry in 

the northwest is indicative of a breakdown of social order exacerbated by inequality and 

governance crisis in the region. The criminals are leveraging on this social disorder to establish 

their order. Indeed, the vicious violence perpetrated by bandits has further worsened the human 

security condition in Nigeria. Based on a study by the West Africa Network of Peace-building 

(WANEP), in 2019 alone, more than one thousand persons, mostly civilians were killed by the 

bandits in Northwest. In Zamfara State, the epicentre of the crisis, the Northern youth movement, 

operating under the umbrella of Arewa Youth Forum (AYF) says attacks by the bandits in the state 

claimed 11,000 adult males and orphaned forty-four thousand children (Vanguard, 22 September 

2020). Two years earlier, the former governor of the state, Abdulaziz Yari stated that nearly five 

hundred villages have been destroyed between 2011 and 2018 (Premium Times, 2018). Besides 

the rising poverty and pervasive culture of impunity characteristic of democratic government, 

banditry in particular and widespread insecurity challenge in northern Nigeria, in general, is 

compounded by the influx of small arms and light weapons to Nigeria. The porous borders 
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The most potent and well-discussed dimension of armed banditry in the northwest is cattle 

rustling, driven primarily by allied accumulative tendencies. In recent times, the rising 

phenomenon of armed banditry with respect to cattle rustling in the northwest is one of the 

transitions from the hitherto largely localized skirmishes among various groups of Fulani 

pastoralists which did not escalate into a brutal everyday occurrence being witnessed today. As 

Olaniyan and Yahaya (2016, 97) have maintained “Fulani [herdsmen] have practiced cattle raiding 

for many years as a cultural pattern of showing prowess and of restocking depleted stock.” The 

current brutal armed banditry signifies a transformation from this erstwhile traditional practice of 

cattle raiding leading to a well-coordinated and well-funded banditry in virtually every state in the 

northwest. Thus, given their historical antecedent and the ethnicity of most bandits arrested, 

Fulani herdsmen and fighters are often implicated in the latest wave of banditry (Campbell, 2020). 

Corroborating this view, Ojo (2020, 20) emphasizes that “there is evidence of Fulani herdsmen, 

who have lost their herds to bad weather, disease or violence such as the Boko Haram invasion, 

have engaged in cattle rustling in northern Nigeria”. The intensification in the cattle rustling in the 

region is apparently not unconnected to the activities of the bandits. 

coupled with the inefficient border governance by Nigeria and its neighbouring states in Chad 

Basin region have been exploited by various criminal gangs to traffic arms across the region. 

Unlike the petty banditry perpetrated by individuals which mostly prevailed in the previous epoch, 

the current banditry is well-organised and thrives on a network of criminal gangs that are 

syndicated. The interjection of sophisticated weapons mostly from the chaotic Sahel and 

extreme violence accompanying banditry signify its transformation from a low-level crime into a 

brutal and profit-oriented transnational criminal enterprise. The presence of a thriving local 

economy based mainly on livestock farming, crop production and the poorly regulated informal 

mining provides an avalanche of crime targets. The void created by the absence of the national 

security apparatus in most agrarian communities has become a huge incentive for criminal 

opportunism and impunity as well (The Humanitarian, 2018). In the northwest, which is the focal 

area of this study, armed banditry manifests in diverse ways. Prominent among these which 

include cattle rustling, armed robbery and kidnapping for ransom are further discussed.

Writing on this intricate connection in 2017, Bagu and Smith (2017, 5) aptly capture the unfolding 

deadly scenario, observing that “in North-West Nigeria, criminal gangs [bandits] are reportedly 

engaging in organised rural banditry to profit off livestock theft and trade…” Cattle rustling by 

armed bandits thrives in the northwest due to many factors. Critical among these is the nature of 
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Also, the geographical peculiarity of the northern hinterlands and frontiers with rugged 

mountainous terrains and forested areas has made them predisposed to opportunistic 

exploitation by different bandit gangs. This challenge is compounded by the vastness of the 

landmass of the zone. Indeed, the availability of enormous swathes of forest reserves in the 

northwest is generally out of reach of the security personnel. Most of the banditry with respect to 

cattle rustling takes place in state-owned forest reserves such as Kamuku, Kiyanbana, and Fagore 

forests in the northwest (Olaniyan and Yahaya 2016). These forest areas offer perfect hideouts for 

rustlers to escape from security operatives. Apart from the difficult terrains which the bandits 

have a better knowledge of, the Nigerian security forces are grossly ill-equipped and poorly 

motivated to risk their lives combing the forests for criminals that are armed with sophisticated 

weapons. The conversion of forest reserve areas to sanctuaries by the bandits and other criminal 

elements coupled with the ineffectiveness of military has resulted in what is often described as 

‘ungoverned spaces’. Taylor (2016) provides an excellent insight into what constitutes 

ungoverned spaces. According to him: 

From Taylor’s explanation, it becomes apparent that the prevalence and escalating armed 

banditry in northern Nigeria is simply a mismanaged security crisis that has been simmering over 

the years. The phenomenon of under-governed or ungoverned forestlands and poorly regulated 

borderlands has been exploited by criminal elements in general and armed bandits, particularly in 

northern Nigeria. In addition to the under-governed spaces highlighted above, corruption and 

the political economy and the geography of the region. The crime fits organically into the peculiar 

environment of the zone where unregulated traditional itinerant animal husbandry is an abiding 

practice and the herders themselves have been resistant to any form of reforms of nomadic 

pastoralism in compliance with global best practice2. The largely unregulated nomadic 

pastoralism, especially in Nigeria’s northwest and north-central, is strongly characterized with 

systemic contradictions, one of which is the growing phenomenon of ‘killer herdsmen’ 

orchestrating all forms of rural criminalities across the nation (Okoli and Lenshie 2018). 

A place where the state or central government is unable or unwilling to extend control, 

effectively govern, or influence the local population, and where a provincial, local, tribal, 

autonomous government does not fully or effectively govern due to inadequate 

governance capacity, insufficient political will, gaps in legitimacy, the presence of 

conflict, or restrictive norms of behavior. Ungoverned areas should be assumed to 

include under-governed, ill-governed, contested, and exploitable areas (Taylor, 2016; 6). 
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ineptitude among the ruling political elites have dangerously incapacitated the government to 

assert its power within its territory, leaving the citizens to their devices. This has become more 

obvious in recent years as the state has grossly demonstrated a pathological incapacity to 

govern, fuelling the popular view that Nigeria is becoming a failed state3. Prevalence of informal 

economy, the presence of criminal networks linked with foreign actors, access to modern 

weapons as well as inadequate government presence make northwest prone to armed banditry 

(Ojo, 2020).

In Zamfara State, the hub of banditry in the northwest, the crime has ignited serious suspicion 

between the Hausa population and Fulani ethnic group in the state with the former alleging that 

the latter was perpetrating banditry in its areas (Bagu and Smith, 2017; Amnesty International, 

2018 ). Within the space of four months – December 2018 and March, 2019, the state recorded an 

upsurge in the kidnapping incidents as 227 were kidnapped (Gusau, 2019). The situation in the 

state is disconcerting in that some bandit groups have gone not only sedentary but also territorial, 

operating a sort of underworld fiefdoms in the forest areas where criminal impunity reigns 

supremely amidst the ‘authority’ of the kingpin-bandits (Okoli and Ugwu, 2019). In the 

neighbouring Katsina state, the high frequency of mass abductions of persons has generated 

discontent in the state. The dissatisfaction with the gross insecurity provoked by bandits have 

triggered violent protests in the state, as the residents call on the President Buhari, who 

Besides cattle rustling, the high incidence of kidnapping represents a growing dimension of 

banditry in the northwest. In states like Zamfara, Katsina and Kaduna, abduction of persons by 

bandits has become incessant. The crime is primarily driven by the quest for material gains 

through ransom. The victims are, in most cases those perceived by the bandits as possessing 

some Kidnap Ransom Value (KRV) based on their socio-economic status (Okoli and Agada, 2014). 

A notorious bandit; Mohammed Sani, who was recently arrested by police, admitted kidnapping a 

countless number of persons and killing numerous abducted victims due to their inability to pay 

ransoms. He says that he “carried out his operations mainly in Kaduna, Katsina, Niger and 

Zamfara States” (Adepegba, 2020). Sani, who is a ‘Sector Commander’ within the larger banditry 

enterprise, says: “I have lost count of the number of operations I have participated in, but we 

usually release those on whose heads we collect ransoms, while anyone, who could not pay or his 

relatives could not pay, was killed. We have killed over 50 persons who did not pay ransom” 

(Adepegba 2020). While parading the suspect, Police Public Relations Officer, DCP Frank Mba, 

says that Sani’s area of speciality is banditry, rustling cattle and he has over 100 men directly 

under his command (Adepegba, 2020).
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Before it was finally stopped as part of efforts to fight banditry, the various sites of the artisanal 

mining activities in Zamfara and Katsina States have been raided several times by bandits, 

stealing the gold and cash, and kidnapping the miners especially the foreign ones for ransom (The 

Humanitarian, 2018; Adeniyi, 2018). Even though mining activities have been proscribed in the 

region by the Federal Government in 2019 due to the intricate linkage between banditry and 

mining operations, illegal mining still continues with the bandits exercising control over the 

activities (Ogundele, 2020). The proceeds from the mining have been identified in the lingering 

arms proliferation in the region. In August 26, 2020, Zamfara State governor, Alhaji Bello 

Matawalle raised the alarm that foreign arms dealers trade arms for gold, he partly attributed the 

lingering banditry in the state to the partnership between the gun-running international cartel and 

Several villages in Birnin-Gwari Local Government Area of Kaduna State continue to face 

security challenges similar to those in Zamfara State. Their situation is even more volatile, 

due to the proximity of the LGA to Zamfara State. The forests that cut across the two States 

(Kaduna and Zamfara States), made the residents vulnerable to repeated abductions. 

Apart from the attendant losses in human lives and material destruction, the crisis has ignited 

massive population displacement as tens of thousands of the residents sought refuge in the 

neighbouring Republic of Niger while others continue to endure the horrible condition in Internally 

Displaced Camps across the region (WANEP, 2020). Ceaseless village raids have also had terrible 

implications for economic activities resulting in the declining productivity across the zone.

incidentally hails from the state, and the state governor, Masari to resign from their respective 

positions for their failure to secure the lives of the residents (Sahara Reporters, 2020). In Kaduna 

State, the unrelenting raids by the suspected Fulani marauders despite all efforts at addressing 

the crisis have exacerbated the religious and ethnic faultlines between the Christian-dominated 

Southern Kaduna and the Fulani-dominated section of the state.

Closely related to the kidnapping in the zone is the menace of village raid and armed robbery by 

the bandits. Village raids, in which market squares and individuals are robbed, have become a 

common feature of armed banditry in the northwest. Hardest hit with this form of banditry in 

Zamfara State where nearly five hundred villages have been pillaged by the criminals between 

2011 and 2018 (Premium Times, 2018). Also, Kaduna State especially Southern Kaduna has 

become a new hotspot of village raids leading to the murder of hundreds of the residents. 

According to a report by Amnesty International (2018, 22):
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The reluctance of the security forces to act even when availed with vital actionable intelligence by 

the residents lends credence to the alleged sabotage in the military. The alleged collaboration 

between the criminals and security establishment was further validated by Y. Z. Ya’u, the former 

Director of the Center for Information Technology and Development (CITAD). According to him, 

“people (bandits) steal hundreds of cattle, move them around for days and they don’t get 

apprehended, which means there is a problem with our security system…. Second, there is a form 

of collaboration between criminal elements and security agents and thirdly there is outright 

corruption” (National Express, 2016). As a result of the woeful failure of the Nigerian military to 

address insecurity in the northern region, Governor Zulum has appealed to the Federal 

government to seek the assistance of neighbouring Chad’s military which has demonstrated 

loudly capability against terrorism around Lake Chad region (The Nation, 2020).

The official response to the crisis has been largely reactive4. While the government mouths 

belligerent slogans and the military parrot aggressive rhetoric, warning the criminals to desist 

from their nefarious activities, they have only demonstrated a dismal lethargy in dealing 

decisively with the armed banditry and other national security emergencies. The government’s 

mishandling Boko Haram terrorism in the northeast has also reflected in the way banditry is being 

handled in the northwest. Indeed, several observers and victims of terrorism in the beleaguered 

region including the Governor of Borno State, Professor Babagana Zulum believe the military is 

more of a cog in the fight against insecurity challenges. The governor had pointedly accused the 

military of duplicity in the fight against insecurity, describing Boko Haram attacks on his convoy 

as “a complete sabotage” (Kabir, 2020). The governor’s statement is an indictment on the Nigerian 

military and it also underscores the disturbing security condition in northern Nigeria. Studies 

have indicated that, in some cases, the bandits work in cahoots with the security personnel 

(Olaniyan and Yahaya, 2016 The Guardian, 2017). 

armed bandits (Ogunmade, 2020; Ogundele, 2020). Since the destabilisation of Libya following 

the collapse of Muammar Ghadaffi’s regime, there has been an increase in the flow of weapons 

into Nigeria from the Sahel (Gaye, 2018). Terrorists and bandits in Nigeria have taken the 

advantage of the chaos in the Sahel and access to modern arms to terrorise the country.

State Response to Banditry in the Northwest 

Based on the typical lacklustre performance of the military in handling security threats in Nigeria 

in recent years, expecting a massive victory over the bandits is a misplaced hope! Its response to 
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Amnesty Programmes and the Rising Banditry

the security conundrum in the northwest has been situational, devoid of any holistic strategic 

planning to defeat the marauders. The military approach against banditry comprises mainly 

armed reconnaissance and coordinated air raids targeted at the different flashpoints. However, 

rather than decimating the bandit groups, the aerial bombardments have only resulted in the 

dispersal of the bandits in many places in the northwest. While they remain active in Zamfara, 

Katsina and Kaduna, states such as Niger, Kebbi and Sokoto which were not previously affected 

significantly by the menace have experienced rising cases of armed banditry. 

Its modest success in Nigeria's oil-rich Niger delta speaks volumes of inherent potentials of 

amnesty in the peace-building process. Despite the growing incapacity of the governments to 

assert their authorities within their borders especially in the Third World, Slye (2002, 175) insists 

that amnesties within the context of conflict management circle are “less a reflection of our 

increased tolerance of impunity and more of an indication of the force of the international human 

rights movement”. While states, by international law, are required to prosecute violators of what is 

often described as “crime against humanity”, and protect the fundamental rights of victims, and 

uphold rule of law, arbitrary use of amnesties tends to violate these international conventions and 

protocols and encourage gross impunity. This is because amnesty deals are often viewed as 

offering short-term social stability, and are not critical to the much-desired long-term stability 

which is vital for the enjoyment of fundamental human rights and rule of law (Obi 2010). Against 

the background of the implementation of the amnesty programme in Niger Delta, Nigeria, Ledum 

It is in the light of the escalation of the crisis and distressing counter-banditry failure of the 

military in the northwest that the various state governments in the region contemplated amnesty 

for the bandits to elicit cease-fire. Taking a cue from what appears to be a modest success of the 

amnesty programme for the militants in Nigeria’s delta region by the Federal Government, the 

northwestern governments proposed amnesty for the bandits. Before delving into the analysis of 

amnesty for the bandits, it is imperative to interrogate the notion of amnesty within the context of 

peace-building effort. Amnesty programme, as a veritable non-coercive instrument of addressing 

socio-political discontent, has engaged scholarly discourse in recent years (Saheed and Danjibo, 

2020; Olaniyan and Yahaya 2019; Nwankpa, 2014; Slye, 2002, Scharf, 2007; Laplante, 2012). Slye 

(2002), for example, has opined that amnesty remains a promising non-military tool capable of 

resolving political logjam and other wide-ranging purposes, most of which are morally justifiable. 

As wars become increasingly unwinnable, the use of amnesty has gained currency as a non-

military effort to engender peace and stability in a crisis-ridden society. 
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Mittee has noted that:

Even though the introduction of amnesty to address the unique challenges of the people of the 

region, produced what can be termed as a modest success as cases of vandalism  of oil 

infrastructure have appreciably reduced, criminalities such as oil theft are yet to abate. Thus, 

Sadat, (2007, 240) has described the amnesty programme as possessing little moral or 

persuasive force. Regardless of the pessimism against amnesty, the functional utility of the deal 

represents an effort to facilitate human rights advancement when guided by moral intention and 

implemented in an atmosphere of transparency and accountability by state actors. 

Since the implementation of amnesty in the oil-bearing region of the country is generally 

adjudged successful, it has therefore been recommended to solve other similar security threats in 

the country. Though, rejected by the Boko Haram group when it was first proposed by the 

President Goodluck Jonathan’s government, its successor has commenced the implementation 

of the amnesty for the repented terrorists through the Operation Safe Corridor (OPSC). Even 

though armed banditry has no clear cut political or religious goals, other than material 

accumulation through criminality, some state governments in the zone have had to come up with 

some sort of initiatives under which bandits were paid to end the bloodshed in their territories5. 

Apparently, these efforts failed to produce the desired results. Therefore, in July 2019, the 

governments of Zamfara, Katsina and Sokoto states separately and officially struck amnesty 

deals with bandits. Speaking on the necessity of the deal, Masari, Governor of Katsina State, 

maintained that amnesty remains the best way to have durable peace (Campbell, 2020).

 Essentially, the deals involved the release of the abducted persons, and more importantly, an 

amnesty for the bandits instead of prosecution. Since it was generally acknowledged that 

unemployment and rural poverty was the reason for the banditry, the thinking of the state 

governments of the beleaguered region was that once incentives were offered to the bandits, 

banditry and all associated with it would disappear. Therefore, the deals were basically couched in 

disarmament, demobilization and reintegration (DDR) In this case, disarmament implied bandits 

were required to hand over their arms and demobilisation meant the disengagement of bandits 

I have my difficulty with the way they (Federal Government) have presented amnesty as a 

solution (to Niger Delta militancy) in itself. They seem to be saying that we are not going 

to prosecute some people if they drop their arms and then that will bring peace. Anybody 

who thinks that way must be dreaming (cited in Albert, 2015, 391).
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from their hideouts in the forests and various armed groups. The last segment – reintegration, 

involved the offering of economic support to the repentant bandits who had undergone 

rehabilitation (alongside hundreds of the released bandits who were previously in detention) to 

aid their resettlement (This Day, 2019). To ensure the success of the amnesty, the local security 

outfit comprising volunteers youths (Yansakai) established by the state governments to combat 

armed banditry was banned to guarantee that the bandits are no longer harassed by anyone 

(Micheal, 2020).

Basically, the amnesty efforts yielded some positive results shortly after it was implemented. 

These were evident in the decline in attacks, recovery of arms, the release of abducted persons 

and returning of the rustled cattle to their owners. The Zamfara State government stated that the 

amnesty initiative led to the release of 525 hostages mostly women and children (Jonathan, 

2019). Some bandits including the notorious bandit leader, known as Sada embraced the gesture 

willingly surrendered and handover their weapons (Okezie and Ndidi, 2020). However, by the end 

of the 2019 (same year the bandits accepted amnesty) armed banditry resumed in the northwest, 

becoming more ferocious in Zamfara and Katsina States (WANEP, 2020). So fierce was the 

resurgence of the banditry in the region that the Katsina State Governor Masari, says he regrets 

granting amnesty to the bandits, vowing that he would never grant amnesty to bandits again 

(Michael, 2020). The Governor attributed the failed gesture to betrayal, lamenting: “…that some 

bandits who accepted amnesty betrayed his government and became enemies of the state, and 

were among those fuelling insecurity in the state” (Michael, 2020). 

 It thus becomes apposite to understand why the negotiated amnesty with the bandits acted in 

opposite direction rather than instigating a sustainable cease-fire in the region. Certainly, the 

amnesty is fraught with some shortcomings. While the amnesty encouraged bandits to accept 

the deal and turn in their weapons to the governments, the way and manner in which the 

programme was designed and implemented by the affected state governors primarily indicated 

that their goal was aimed at buying peace for their respective states rather than tackling the 

various drivers of the crisis. In the first instance, the negotiations, which resulted in the amnesty 

involved government officials and key leaders of the armed bandit groups. Meanwhile, the bandits 

are haphazard groups, lacking any form of identifiable central leadership. Some bandit groups do 

not operate like militias, and according to International Crisis Group (2020), they are neither 

cohesive nor under a centralized command and occasionally act autonomously, clashing with one 

another. Some are allied with the local Emirs and Chiefs, providing vital information for the 

bandits for gratification (Jimoh et al 2019). Some individuals are into banditry without operating 
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While some submitted fraction of their arms to receive material support from the governments, 

the deal inadvertently encouraged unemployed youth in the environment to embrace crime, thus, 

proliferating armed bandits in the region. When asked to comment on the appropriateness of the 

amnesty to the bandits, the former naval engineer, Timothy Iwuagwu says it is a wrong idea. It is 

like legitimizing the nefarious activities of these criminals. It will send the wrong signals. It should 

not be encouraged (Interview 22 December, 2019). The bandits as well as the residents 

interpreted the amnesty gesture as a capitulation of government who lack the vital political will 

and superior military capacity to defeat crime. Particularly for the ‘perpetually unconnected 

youths’ and other individuals with the criminal tendency in the region, the amnesty programme 

became a veritable means of carving out some privileges and opportunities from the 

governments. Therefore, despite amnesty, armed banditry persists. It has to be understood that 

the deal was merely an imposition of the governments on the bandits without any form of 

restitution (justice) and clarity before its implementation. 

The state governments were not victorious over the bandit groups, hence the much-needed 

reconciliation – a major component of amnesty, was lacking in the process. Governor Masari even 

vouched for the bandits, claiming they are ready to disarm. According to him, “The first stage [of 

the amnesty] is about the release of some of them [bandits]. We will start reconciliation between 

them and their neighbours” (Lakemfa, 2020). Practically, how would be communities of rapists, 

murderers, kidnappers, rustlers and armed robbers will live side by side with their victims as good 

neighbours who were not compensated for their losses? The released bandits were not even 

convicted or charged to court. 

under any group. They take into banditry primarily to survive in an environment of inequality and 

extreme poverty. They mostly operate within the local milieu and can be best described as a 

‘network of unconnected bandits’. Also, there are bandit groups which are affiliates of Islamist 

groups in the northeast, providing critical financial support to terrorism in Borno, Yobe and 

Adamawa States through proceeds from the rustled animals and other allied criminal activities 

(Jeremiah, 2020).

 

Indeed, when it became apparent that the sums of money received by the so-called repentant 

bandits were being used to procure more arms, the State government in Zamfara declared that the 

state would no longer dole out money to repentant criminals to prevent them from using the fund 

to buy more weapons. In his words: “for every rifle submitted by a repentant bandit, there would be 

compensation of two cows. We don’t want to give them money, so they wouldn’t use the money to 
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The presence of jihadi terrorists in the region indicates that armed banditry is far more complex 

than what financial inducement couched in amnesty deals could stamp out. According to the 

Defense Headquarters, the presence and expanding activities of Islamist terrorists in the 

northwest has emboldened armed banditry (Sahara Reporters, 2020). The influential 

International Crisis Group (2020) also points out that the resurgence of the hitherto dormant Boko 

Haram splinter group – Ansaru in the northwest adds to the escalating security complications in 

the region. Writing for the reputable Security Think Thank; ISS, Samuel (2020) explains that the 

security conundrum in the northeast is being exploited by Boko Haram to expand its reach. As 

security continues to deteriorate in the northwest, jihadist groups are steadily stepping up their 

 …because of what is happening in the North-East and the fact that the military troops are 

doing a great job in the fight against insurgency there, most of the bandits are running 

toward the North-West of the country and we have evidence. When we operated in Kaduna, 

Birnin Gwari, where we attacked a group of bandits, we realized that most of them came 

from the Islamic State of West Africa, who are terrorists, kidnapping for ransom. So the 

issue is not the level you are looking at it, it is a big issue… (Vanguard, 2020). 

Closely related to the argument advanced above was the infiltration of the northwest by the Boko 

Haram terrorists. It has been widely reported that there are bandit groups which are profoundly 

connected to Boko Haram/ISWAP groups in the beleaguered northeast, providing funding to the 

seemingly intractable Islamist insurgency in the zone through proceeds from the kidnapping, 

activities, robberies and village raids, rustled cattle and other associated criminal activities 

(Jeremiah, 2020). The Inspector-General of Police (IGP) Muhammed Adamu once remarked that 

terrorists from the ISWAP faction of Boko Haram are involved in the banditry in the northwest. He 

says:

While lamenting his frustration with unending banditry in his state, Governor Masari says: “My 

government initially introduced amnesty for cattle rustlers, they changed operations and 

introduced kidnapping and later introduced invasion of villagers for the purpose of killing the 

people only” (Danjuma, 2020). It would appear from this statement that had the government not 

granted amnesty to the bandits, criminality would not have gotten to the high level it is today

purchase new weapons’ (Umar, 2020). Instead, the government promised the ex-bandits two 

cows for every weapon submitted to the government. Apparently, the negotiators were unmindful 

of the fact that scarcely could disparate criminal groups operating as village raiders, armed 

robbers, cattle rustlers and kidnappers with no central leadership keep to agreements.
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presence in the region, taking advantage of the prevailing security crisis and the amnesties being 

offered by the governments of the zone. As Boko Haram determinedly rejected amnesty as 

proposed by the administration of President Jonathan, it would be foolhardy expecting its 

affiliates in the northwest to embrace deal in any form. Boko Haram/ISWAP cannot risk forfeiting 

one of the major sources of their funding by accepting amnesties to be law-abiding. Campbell and 

Jack, (2020) have observed that Nigeria, like most parts of West Africa, the line between Islamist 

groups and other criminal networks can be very thin, pointing out that jihadi groups in Nigeria are 

financing their operations by kidnapping for ransom, cattle rustling and narcotics trafficking. The 

terrorists turned bandits in the northwest only took the advantage offered by the amnesties in the 

northwest to sustain their jihadi activities in the northeast. 

The peculiar nature of Nigeria’s borders with its contiguous neighbours to the north makes 

effective border regulation very difficult, incentivizing cross-border trafficking in arms, persons, 

narcotics and other contrabands. The colonial legacies of the Europeans especially in the way the 

continent was arbitrarily balkanised with scant regard to the ethnic and tribal configurations have 

continued to have implications for the seemingly intractable cross-border criminality by criminal 

gangs. The Lake Chad riparian states are unable to efficiently police their international 

boundaries that slice through cultural and ethnic groups since cross-border movement among 

the tribes artificially separated are seen by the people as part of their internal movement and not 

seen as moving across countries. The implementation of ECOWAS’ protocol on mobility aimed at 

Another vital reason responsible for the failed amnesty deals and exacerbating armed banditry is 

the fact that armed banditry is no longer a local security challenge. The crisis has gone 

transnational, embracing nationals of various countries in West Africa. Governor Masari once 

stated that “several of the bandits operating in the state were from neighbouring Niger Republic 

and were doing so in collaboration with their counterparts from Zamfara, Kaduna and Sokoto 

States” (Michael, 2020). Indeed, most of its external actors did not even present themselves for 

amnesty. The Nigerian Inspector General of Police (IGP) Mohammed Adamu once concluded that 

bandits are foreigners. According to him: “We have realized that most of the banditry have 

international dimension. The bandits come from outside the country. We arrested Sudanese, 

Nigeriens and Malians among other nationals” (Omonobi and Salem, 2020). In his reaction to the 

internationalization of banditry in the northwest, Timothy Iwuagwu blames the current crisis on 

the chaos in the lawless Sahel region. According to him, “The death of the late Libyan leader 

Muammar Gadaffi led to a state of lawlessness, thereby resulting in the influx of gunmen with 

sophisticated arms into Nigeria and some other nations” (Interview 22 December, 2019).  
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Conclusion

facilitating regional integration has further accelerated diffusion of persons within the region, 

gravely facilitating trans-national insecurity challenge in the north especially. Essentially, the 

processes of globalisation have enhanced the spread of security threat that extends beyond 

national borders blurring the putative distinction between internal and external security 

challenges. Today, bandit groups, jihadist terrorist organisations, and other sundry criminal 

enterprises have leveraged on the porosity of the Nigerian borders to unleash terror on Nigeria. 

Writing as back as 2013, The New Humanitarian (2013) emphasises that many armed bandits are 

of Fulani origin who have joined gangs involved in cross-border armed banditry in Nigeria, Niger, 

Chad, Cameroon, Senegal and Mali. Miffed by the high level of transborder security challenge in 

the country, Federal government closed all Nigeria’s landed borders to fight the crime and prevent 

smuggling of contraband harming the national economy (The Guardian, 2019). 

However, this policy has failed to halt the influx of foreign criminals to the country, prompting 

Kano State Governor, Abdullahi Ganduje to urge Abuja to demonstrate political will in stopping the 

influx of foreign armed herdsmen into the country (Ibrahim, 2020; Guardian, 2020). In his 

passionate appeal to the President Buhari, the governor said: “the current border closure and the 

Coronavirus pandemic could be utilised to stop the trafficking of weapons into the country which 

is fuelling conflicts in the nation” (Ibrahim, 2020). Despite the prevailing border policy, the foreign 

criminals have demonstrated determination to cross to Nigeria and wreak havoc on the hapless 

citizens. In October 2020, for example, daredevil bandits wanting to cross to Nigeria through 

Katsina/Jibiya borderline killed a customs officer – Garba Nasiru at the checkpoint and 

successfully gained entrance into the country (Olaide 2020). Given the complex nature of 

insecurity in the northern region broadly and northwest specifically and widespread the bandits 

are, Professor Bala Hussain has described the amnesties as ‘premature’. In an interview, the 

coordinator of the Red Cross in Katsina State casts aspersion on the deals, saying, “They have not 

set up all the mechanisms, or done the groundwork before going into the bush.... It is very 

disheartening…because these [bandits] are conflict entrepreneurs” (Munshi, 2019). The 

regionalisation of the armed banditry in West Africa with a high concentration in Nigeria’s 

northwest cannot be simply addressed by offering an incentive to these conflict entrepreneurs.

While jihadist terrorist groups are engaged in the battle with the Federal troops over the control of 

the northeast, scores of heavily armed bandit groups are steadily conquering the northwest 

through ceaseless attacks. The multifaceted security challenges present an existential threat to 

the entire northern region. The rising phenomenon of banditry represents the transformation of 
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Whether home-grown or transnational groups, bandits are potent security challenge that requires 

all efforts the government could muster to defeat them. The Nigerian security architecture in 

collaboration with local community watch groups in the region should strengthen local policing to 

combat banditry. The unfolding scenario in security sector requires the effective involvement of 

the locals in the fight. For example, villagers in Karaukarau village in Katsina confronted the 

bandits who stormed their village to raid (HassanWuyo, 2020). The residents confronted the gang 

and successfully rescued ten women abducted by them. This bravery by the locals is an indication 

that they are capable of safeguarding themselves if given the necessary support and legal 

backing. Collaboration between the communities and government will ensure the efficient 

governance of the forest areas being currently used as hideouts by the criminals. Preventing the 

illegal users from controlling the reserves will facilitate the restoration of normalcy to the region. 

A successful war against banditry in the northwest depends considerably on the actual defeat of 

the terrorism of Boko Haram/ISWAP in the northeast. As established by this study, the profound 

connection between terrorist groups active in the northeast and armed bandits partly explains the 

transformation of the crisis into an amnesty-defying and vicious nature of the crime in the region. 

The extension of the Boko Haram’s reach into the northwest for the purpose of getting funding for 

its activities as well as the brutal operations of the ISWAP-link Ansaru terror organization in the 

region indicates that war against banditry should be treated as an effort to defeat terrorism. The 

military should take the advantage of the prevailing border closure by Nigeria to halt the influx of 

the foreign armed fighters and weapons to Nigeria. While the closure is effective in the Southern 

part, the same cannot be said of the northern borders where criminals continue to gain entrance 

the age-long cattle-raiding practice among various rival Fulani pastoralist groups into well-

coordinated international criminal networks (Olaniyan & Yahaya, 2016). The impacts of this crime 

against humanity have been massive, igniting appalling humanitarian tragedy and provoking 

considerable socio-economic decline in the region. Besides the decline in the rural agricultural 

productivity, armed banditry has led to the loss of 353 billion Naira between 2016 and 2018 from 

the illegal artisanal gold mining in Zamfara State by the bandits (Amaefule, et al, 2019). In the 

aftermath of the failed counter-banditry strategy of the Nigerian military, amnesty becomes 

popular among the state governments of the region. However, this study has interrogated the 

failure of this non-military approach. It points out that resorting to superficial negotiated 

amnesties that do not acknowledge or address holistically the various drivers of armed banditry 

was tantamount to attempting to buy peace rather than building peace. The ‘negotiated deals’, 

which came in form of ‘settlements’ only sacrificed long terms impacts for short term gains.
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4. These military operations were carried out under numerous code-names such as 

Operation Puff Adder, operation Diran Mikiya, Operation Sharan Daji, Operation Hadarin 

Daji, Operation Thunder Strike and Exercise Harbra Kunama 111 and the ongoing one is 

known as operation Sahel Sanity.

2. The Fulani nomadic pastoralists still follow the traditional way of rearing cattle by herding 

cows to various locations, looking for grass and in the process, destroying the crops of the 

local farmers. This has generated the incessant herder-farmer clashes. They have refused 

to adopt the ranching system to forestall animals trespassing into farmlands. As part of 

the solution to curb this crisis across Nigeria, the Federal government proposed RUGA 

initiative in which settlement will be established in all 774 local government areas for the 

use of the herdsmen. While the initiative was accepted by most states in the north, all the 

states in the southern part rejected it. Instead of going ahead with the states that 

accepted the RUGA where most herders come from, the federal government jettisoned the 

idea altogether. 

5. In 2016, Zamfara, Katsina Kaduna States initiated what amounted to ‘settlements’ to 

placate bandits killing across their states. Governor, Malam El-Rufai of Kaduna State, for 

example publicly admitted paying herdsmen to stop killings in the state. Till today, the 

identity of the recipients remains shrouded in secrecy. See Vanguard 2020. We’ve paid 

some Fulani to stop killings in Southern Kaduna – El-Rufai. 3 December, 

into the country. Therefore, the ongoing military “Operation Sahel Sanity” tasked with the 

responsibility of combating banditry should, of necessity, incorporate border policing in the 

region to check the inflow of undesirable elements into the country. The effectiveness of this 

depends largely on the deployment of modern and sophisticated technology for border 

monitoring especially in the northern region. 

3. Many analysts and elderstatesmen including the former President Olusegun Obasanjo 

and Nigerian Nobel Laureate, Professor Wole Soyinka have observed that Nigeria is 

becoming a failed state on account of insecurity, mismanagement of the nation’s diversity 

and high level of poverty. See Iroanusi, QueenEsther. 2020. Nigeria becoming a failed, 

d i v i d e d  S t a t e  –  O b a s a n j o .  P r e m i u m  T i m e s ,  1 2  S e p t e m b e r , 

www.premiumtimesng.com/news/top-news/413986-nigeria-a-failed-divided-state-

obasanjo.html.

1. According to the Bible, David men (fighters) comprise “all those who were in distress or 

debt or discontented” (1 Samuel 22 verse 2, New International Version).

Notes
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