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60,000 people killed since 2001. Hundreds of thousands displaced. Billions of dollars lost. Rising 
religious tensions. The conflict between predominantly Muslim cattle herders and 
predominantly Christian farming communities in Nigeria has had devastating consequences. On 
Thursday Nov 22nd, the APPG for International Freedom of Religion or Belief hosted a 
parliamentary evidence session to gather information about the drivers of this crisis.  
 
The APPG requested that the following experts give evidence at the 22nd November inquiry 
session:  
 

- Rt Hon Harriet Baldwin MP, Minister of State for DFID and Minister of State for Africa at FCO  
- Baroness Cox of Queensbury, CEO - Humanitarian Aid Relief Trust) 
- Dr Olly Owen, Oxford University – Nigeria Research Network 
- Andras Beszterczey, Conflict Advisor - Mercy Corps 

 
The following key observations were made by the speakers and attendees: 
 

• For context, Andras Beszterczey highlighted Mercy Corps’ 2015 study which found that the 
current conflict in Nigeria is costing the Nigerian economy £10.5bn per year. Affected states 
have lost up to 47% in taxes. In 2018, Benue, Nasarawa and Taraba states’, food production 
has decreased by 33-66%. The study also found that if conflict was prevented, households 
would see revenues increase by up to 200%.  
 

• Speakers emphasised that the current conflict is not a single unitary conflict. There is no 
unified and homogenous group of Muslim herders or unified and homogenous group of 
Christian farmers. There are instead disaggregated groups of actors in different areas 
engaging in violence for different reasons. What drives violence in one area may not be what 
drives violence in another.  
 

• All speakers agreed that the response of the Nigerian Government has been woefully 
inadequate. There was also agreement between speakers that there are many complex 



 

factors which have contributed to the violence, including religion. There was disagreement, 
however, about what the role of religion is exactly. 
 

• The Minister and speakers from Oxford and Mercy Corps stated that this conflict is one 
between pastoralists and farmers who have been in conflict over land for a very long time. 
This conflict has recently been exacerbated by factors such as rapid population growth, 
climate change, and desertification which have increased pressure on resources.  
 

• They argued that a lack of a state presence in rural areas to manage this increased 
competition, the breakdown of the rule of law, and easy access to weapons has led groups 
to form small militias to fight for their interests. These militias are usually formed along 
identity lines – in this case, ethno-religious identity. The militias then engage in attacks 
against individuals and villages from the other competing group, who happen to be of a 
different religion. Given that the groups are of different faiths, the violence can be 
interpreted through a religious frame. This is significantly exacerbated by the spread of fake 
news through social media which often incorrectly attributes footage of violence from other 
African countries to farmers or herders in Nigeria.  Problematic mass media reporting due 
to a lack of resources to verify information, an over reliance on second hand reports and 
limited access to nomadic Fulani has also led to a one-sided narrative emerging. These 
issues, as well as public characterisations of the violence as religious fuel tensions between 
religious groups and lead to more violence. 
 

• Dr Olly Owen argued that there is no substantial evidence of a jihadi movement or a general 
coordinated movement by Christians in the Middle Belt to fight Fulani herders. The Minister 
stated that while religious identity is an important factor in the violence, if religion were not 
present, there would still be conflict. In support of this view, Dr Owen cited positive 
examples from States such as Gombe and Ekiti where good communication, rapid, positive 
police initiatives and political will have contributed to relative peace between farmers and 
herders, even in religiously mixed areas. He argued that this suggests that rapid action and 
genuine Governmental interest are the key factors which determines whether pressures will 
become conflicts.  
 

• While accepting the presence of many contributory factors to the violence, the other view 
presented was that some of the herder militias are carrying out ideologically motivated 
attacks intended to wipe-out Christians. Baroness Cox, who recently visited IDP camps in 
Nigeria, testified that many displaced Christians report that they were attacked by people 
with jihadist motivations who were citing Muslim phrases. In short, they were attacked by 
groups who would do so even if there was no resource competition. Lady Cox held that not 
all the militias are ideologically motivated, but that there seem to be some with extremist 
motivations who are killing thousands, displacing entire communities and destroying 
hundreds of churches. In support of this view, she questioned why the numbers of farmers 
killed are extraordinarily higher than the number of herders killed and why herders, rather 
than farmers, seem to be equipped with sophisticated weaponry such as rocket launchers 
and machine guns? 
 

• During the Q&A, it was noted that in places of conflict like Sudan, violence has been blamed 
on resource issues and Governments have drastically underestimated the importance of 
religion. The point was also made that whether conflict was religiously driven or not, the 
fact that people perceive it to be religious means that policy responses must adapt to 
address the perception. Dr Owen acknowledged that as conflicts escalate, they may become 
religious conflicts as more people are drawn in and tensions between religious groups are 
further strained. 


