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Briefing Paper – October 2012 

Nigeria: Ensuring Stability, Human Safety and Security 

Nigeria’s current security and governance crisis is the result of four inter-related factors: an 

unfolding fiscal crisis; rising organized violence and impunity that has inspired a growing tide of 

hatred; a deepening crisis of incapable institutions and leadership that have lost public confidence; 

and a premature outbreak of the divisive politics of presidential succession.   

These factors have created a leadership vacuum with profound implications for both national 

cohesion and Nigeria’s sustainability. Without immediate action from the international community, 

the situation in Nigeria could easily degenerate into a deeper, more widespread crisis affecting both 

Nigerian and regional peace and security. 

Of all the challenges facing Nigeria, the violence fueled by religious and political sentiments stands 

out as the major crisis that has defied any meaningful solution. Boko Haram’s efforts to wreak 

havoc in Nigeria have driven interreligious relationships to an all-time low and have created a 

culture in which the public does not trust in the security institutions that are supposed to protect 

them and thus resort to violence to protect themselves. 

Dealing with these challenges requires a holistic engagement that addresses the systemic issues 

identified above. However, in order to contend with the specific issues of the security situation and 

the religious divides in the country, the international community will have to: 

1. Encourage the Nigerian government to adopt a multi-pronged internal security and 

counter-terrorism policy integrating political, civic, economic, humanitarian and regional 

co-operation and emphasizing the accountability of internal security deployments.  Within 

the framework of this policy, technical assistance should be offered to Nigeria for the review 

of its security architecture and governance.  

2. Provide support to independent interfaith and co-existence initiatives as a credible platform 

for managing religious tensions and promoting cooperation between religious groups. 

3. Pressure the Nigerian government to immediately inaugurate the Governing Board of the 

Human Rights Commission and closely collaborate with the Commission in addressing the 

numerous cases of human rights abuses resulting from the military’s counterterrorism 

strategy.  

4. Insist that the Nigerian Government take serious steps to ensure transparency and credible 

anti-corruption efforts, especially in Nigeria’s petroleum sector, including the disclosure of 

grand corruption in the management of the petroleum subsidy, and if necessary, making 

this a pre-condition in on-going negotiations by Nigeria for access to multi-lateral 

international assistance. 
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CRISIS OF ORGANIZED VIOLENCE 
The crisis of organized but targeted violence in Nigeria has risen in recent times to a point where 

disorganised reprisals and free-for-all violence in the country has become a major concern. Recent 

escalation in what was widely perceived as nihilist, Islamist violence has seen targeted bombing 

attacks on worshipping Christian congregations. Following apparently co-ordinated attacks on 

churches in Zaria, Kaduna State on Sunday 17 June 2012, swift reprisals by suspected bands of 

organised Christian militias in Kaduna resulted in the killing of an undisclosed number of suspected 

Muslims, compelling the Nigerian government to institute a 24-hour state-wide curfew. This 

escalation has also translated into an increase in hateful rhetoric, exacerbating inter-sectarian and 

inter-ethnic divisions. 

The violence in northern Nigeria has mostly been concentrated in the states of north-east and 

north-western Nigeria where President Goodluck Jonathan received the least support during the 

2012 elections. The response from the President and his supporters has been to dismiss this 

violence as some form of entrenched opposition from people who never liked the President. This is 

clearly ill-advised.  

Underlying these difficulties is a widely shared public perception that the government is incapable 

of diagnosing and addressing the increased violence in the country and in fulfilling the basic duty of 

protecting its citizens. Until now, nearly all of the attacks involving improvised explosive devices 

(IEDs) in different parts of northern Nigeria have been ascribed to the Boko Haram sect. Many had 

widely suspected that Boko Haram had become a franchise for different kinds and sources of 

violence that the government has clearly been unable to address.  

The government’s response, plagued by corruption and poor information management, has been 

far from reassuring and even counterproductive.1 The government has further alienated its citizens 

with its heavy-handed and indiscriminate response to Boko Haram that often targets the poor and 

Muslim communities..  

In addition, the federal government has also clearly been reluctant to collaborate with institutions 

capable of helping to address this situation, such as the National Human Rights Commission. 

Appointed since December 2011, the Federal Government has neglected to inaugurate the 

Governing Council of the Commission for reasons that are not very clear. As a result, a credible 

mapping of the patterns of violence and forms of redress that could be available to victims remains 

unavailable. 

                                                           
1
 A recent report by the United States Institute for Peace points out that the “Tactics employed by government 

security agencies against Boko Haram have been consistently brutal and counterproductive. Their reliance on 
extrajudicial execution as a tactic in “dealing” with any problem in Nigeria not only created Boko Haram as it is 
known today, but also sustains it and gives it fuel to expand.” See, Andrew Walker, “What is Boko Haram?” USIP 
Special Report, 308 (June 2012) 
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FAILURE OF LEADERSHIP 
In the face of all these challenges, the Nigerian government is seen as widely paralyzed by 

factionalism, ineptitude and the wrong priorities. The executive branch is perceived as inept, and 

has not articulated any coherent response to the security or economic problems afflicting the 

country nor has it sought the participation or co-operation of citizens in doing so.  

The legislature is seen as both self-serving and corrupt. The ad-hoc committee that investigated the 

the petroleum subsidy exploitation scandal had been corrupted by parties more concerned with not 

being indicted by its report, deepening the public distrust of the legislature. The legal system, 

including both the judiciary and the office of the Federal Attorney-General, is seen as widely 

compromised and lacking in credibility.  

The result is an absence of leadership and a paralysis of government, a situation which clearly 

amplifies the need for a greater role for civil society in combating extremism and violence. In the 

absence of governmental leadership, several sectarian vigilante and militia groups are increasingly 

providing leadership for their own narrow interests in the name of defending their followers and 

communities. However not all citizen’s initiatives have been negative. The interfaith initiatives that 

have been established around the country are a good example of positive citizen-based initiatives 

that promote religious harmony and ensure the stability of the government. Nigeria’s has largely 

been unable to seek any constructive relationship with these interfaith groups. 

 

Corruption and irresponsible leadership are some of the factors fueling extremism in Nigeria. 

Government engagement of the security challenges is rife with credible allegations of abuse that has 

alienated the people from owning the fight against insecurity. It is necessary that in addition to 

other multi-faceted engagement of insecurity in Nigeria, government must include a genuine effort 

in addressing corruption and restoring the faith of the people on the governance processes. The 

Human Rights Commission should be able to play its role of addressing the challenges of abuse 

especially the ones arising from military engagement. That way, a semblance of check is instituted 

in the activities of the security agencies that tackle insecurity to ensure that individuals are 

protected from overzealous soldiers. The absences of this oversight mechanism have greatly 

undermined the credibility of the work of security outfits in Nigeria.  

The international community must press it on Nigeria to understand that the challenges of 

insecurity cannot be addressed by military force alone. The citizens must be part of the process; 

citizen’s based initiative must be encouraged, economic governance must be improved and clear 

mechanisms put in place to check abuses by security agencies. This is the only way to address 

insecurity in Nigeria and still ensure credibility and effectiveness of state actions. 


