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Summary

Through the first half of 2020, Nigeria suffered a steady number of terrorist attacks and deaths. Nearly 

every day of the first six months, there was at least one attack conducted by violent extremist groups. Ac-

cording to ICC’s research, there were only 6 days in the first six months that did not have a violent incident 

caused by extremist groups. At least 400 violent events took place, meaning that there was an average of 

two violent events every day of the first half of the year. 

The third quarter of the year had slightly lower rate of attacks. According to International Christian Con-

cern’s research, the third quarter saw 115 violent incidents involving terrorist or militant groups through-

out Nigeria. Despite this relative calm, there were only 8 days during the third quarter in which reports 

were not released about armed groups conducting attacks. However, this excludes the many smaller at-

tacks that never make it to the media. 

The violence continued to spread further south, with attacks taking place as far south as Imo, Oyo, Ogun, 

Delta, and Edo States. This is illustrative of a concerning trend where the violence traditionally associated 

with herders and farmers the north and north-central areas of the country is spreading further south each 

year.

Also, as in previous quarters, the Nigerian government and military remained heavily involved in fighting 

against the Boko Haram insurgency in the northeast, but had almost no interactions with Fulani militants. 

This is despite the fact that nearly all Boko Haram activity in Nigeria is restricted to Borno and Yobe states, 

along with a few attacks in Adamawa, while Fulani militant attacks took place in 15 of the country’s 36 

states.

Methodology

Each of the cases included in this report were verified by multiple sources, including the Armed Con-

flict Locator and Event Database, Nigeria’s Silent Slaughter Tracker, Council on Foreign Relations’ Security 

Tracker, local contacts, and regional news outlets. This methodology helps to eliminate false positives from 

the report, but it also means that there likely are cases which are not included. Thus, the actual number 

of incidents may be somewhat higher than reported here.
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The numbers below only consider incidents from the third quarter of 2020 in which Boko Haram or Fulani 

militants were clearly involved.

By the Numbers

With at least 115 incidents of militant violence in the third quarter of 2020, Nigeria continues be one of 

the most violent nations in the world. The two main aggressors, Boko Haram and Fulani militants, were 

responsible for a total of 492 deaths and a significant number of injuries and abductions as well.

     Casualties

Number of 

Incidents

Total Number 

Killed

Militant 

casualties

Government 

casualties

Civilian 

casualties
Boko Haram 65 283 113 95 75
Fulani 

Militants

50 209 6 2 201

     Injuries and Abductions

Number of 

Incidents

Government 

injuries

Civilians 

kidnapped

Civilians 

injured
Boko Haram 65 19? 57? 25?
Fulani Militants 50 UNK 60 90

     Main Locations of Attacks

Number of attacks Number killed
Borno (BH) 62 261
Kaduna (Fulani) 27 161

Fulani Militants: Government Passivity Enables Militant Impunity

In the third quarter of 2020, Fulani militants continued to lead in killing of civilians for militant groups in 

Nigeria. The brutality and geographic spread of these attacks has made Fulani militants far more deadly to 

civilians than even Boko Haram.

Despite a number of major attacks on Christian-majority villages in Kaduna that sparked outcry among in-

ternational NGOs, international media and Nigerian government continue to ignore the religious aspect of 

the violence in Nigeria. Rather, their narrative claims that these attacks are purely based on socio-econom-

ic issues caused by climate change and a weak Nigerian economy. To back up their claim that Christians are 
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not specifically targeted by Fulani militants, they point to Muslim casualties in the north of the country, 

blaming these on attacks by “bandits” believed to be Fulani.

However, this narrative continues to deny the fact that, in attacks on Christian villages, churches and pas-

tors are often specifically targeted. In none of the attacks in northern Nigeria has a single mosque been 

destroyed. This shows that hatred for Christianity, though not the sole driver in these attacks, is at least a 

major intensifier in the attacks. 

As the Nigerian government and the media continue to downplay the role of religion in these attacks, they 

allow the attackers to continue to get away with murder and mass destruction. Land that has been taken 

from indigenous communities must be seized by the government and returned to the rightful owners. 

Those occupying stolen lands must be held accountable for the theft. 

Boko Haram: A Continued Pattern of Aggression

Though Boko Haram swore at the end of 2019 to increase their attacks on Christians throughout Nigeria, 

they have been restricted in their movement and capabilities by the Nigerian government, its military, and 

an international coalition. Boko Haram is mainly operating in the states of Borno, Yobe, and Adamawa, 

with the vast majority of their attacks taking place in Borno State. Despite the Nigerian military making 

a concerted effort to end the insurgency, Boko Haram continues to attack civilians, military installations, 

travelers, and government personnel on a regular basis. 

The group has also continued to recruit civilians, particularly the young homeless and poor boys from the 

streets of Borno. They offer them the promise of power, money, and prosperity and then use them as chil-

dren soldiers and suicide bombers.  

Boko Haram also continues to hold many Christian captives, including more than 100 girls from the Chibok 

kidnapping in 2014, as well as Leah Sharibu, a girl who was kidnapped in 2018 and kept because she was 

the sole Christian in the group of 110 girls taken. Reports and rumors circulated earlier this year that the 

group had married Leah off to one of their commanders and that she had given birth to a child. Despite 

this news, there has been no confirmation in more than a year that she is even alive, as the group has been 

unwilling to release her. 

Despite the military’s best attempts, it is unlikely that the terror group, which has now split into two fac-

tions, will be defeated anytime soon.  The Nigerian government must do a better job of ending all funding 

to the group, putting a stop to the sale of guns to them, the abduction and sale of girls by Boko Haram—

now a lucrative business for the group—and their recruitment amongst the poor Muslim populations of 

Northern Nigeria. Without these major steps, Nigeria will never stop this insurgency.
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U.S. Policy Recommendations

The United States must consider the broader impact that the escalating situation in Nigeria could have on 

the larger West African region and across sub-Saharan Africa. The U.S. diplomatic mission to Nigeria has 

great potential to engage in meaningful efforts to reduce not only the current violence in Nigeria but also 

possible future violence in the region. The serious issue of growing and ongoing Fulani militant violence 

must be raised by the U.S. to the Nigerian government.

The U.S. should appoint a special envoy to Nigeria in order to more effectively track and report on the es-

calating violence taking place in Nigeria. This envoy should have extensive understanding of military oper-

ations, paramilitary tactics, and terrorism in order to effectively advise the Nigerian government regarding 

the mitigation of the escalating destabilization in Nigeria and the surrounding region.

The U.S. should also conduct a comprehensive analysis of U.S. aid distribution in the region to ensure 

maximum effectiveness of aid disbursement. The U.S. should consider restructuring its aid to channel 

resources to organizations with a vested interested in the region as a whole rather than giving aid to the 

Nigerian government which directs almost 100% of U.S. aid to the northeast of Nigeria. This issue should 

be addressed and a more even distribution of aid throughout Nigeria should be pursued.

The U.S. needs to understand and broadcast the true nature of the violence in Nigeria. When investigating 

the situation in Nigeria, the U.S. government needs to ensure that all regions of the country are studied in 

order to dispel any misleading narratives. A comprehensive study of the violence committed by both Boko 

Haram and Fulani militants must be conducted. A bipartisan Congressional study on the issue would help 

to further this goal and inform the U.S. response to the situation in Nigeria, as would the establishment of 

a special commission to track the situation in an ongoing manner.


