deadly violence surges in northern nigeria amid enduring ethnic and religious tensions
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Northern Nigeria has experienced a deadly surge of violence in recent months, with over 150 people killed and thousands displaced during April alone. The attacks have principally affected the north-central states of Benue and Plateau, marking the most lethal period since December 2023. Local authorities attribute the violence largely to conflicts involving animal herders, with additional assaults by a Boko Haram splinter group targeting Christian civilians and security personnel in the north-east.
This resurgence of violence has intensified criticism of President Bola Tinubu, who was elected in 2023 on promises to address Nigeria’s ongoing security challenges. Now two years into his administration, tangible improvements remain elusive, particularly in rural communities that continue to bear the brunt of the instability. Nnamdi Obasi, senior Nigeria adviser at the International Crisis Group, acknowledged that while the president has taken positive steps such as increasing defence spending and appointing reputable security officials, “that has not translated to better results on the ground.”
Following a recent meeting with security chiefs, Tinubu’s office issued a statement declaring that the president had “directed an immediate and comprehensive overhaul of national security strategies.” Despite these efforts, the violence is deeply entrenched in local disputes over resources. The clashes largely stem from longstanding conflicts between nomadic cattle herders, predominantly Muslim, and settled farming communities, who are mainly Christian. Desertification and climate change have exacerbated this competition by forcing herders southward into the agriculturally rich middle belt of Nigeria.
The religious dimension of the violence has drawn attention beyond Nigeria’s borders, particularly among some US conservative figures. Republican Congressman Chris Smith, chair of the House Foreign Affairs Subcommittee on Africa, has introduced a resolution urging the Trump administration to redesignate Nigeria as a “country of particular concern” (CPC) for religious freedom violations, a status previously assigned by Donald Trump late in his first term but revoked under Joe Biden in 2021. The Hudson Institute, a conservative Washington think-tank, has voiced support for this move. Nina Shea, senior fellow at the Hudson Institute, said at a congressional hearing in March that “placing Nigeria on the US’s short list of the world’s most egregious religious freedom violators is warranted.”
Despite these calls, Nigerian officials reject claims that Christians are being specifically targeted. The ministry of foreign affairs has denied allegations of religious targeting amid the violence, emphasising the complex nature of the conflicts. Confidence MacHarry, senior security analyst at Lagos-based SBM Intelligence, explained that “conflicts in Nigeria don’t always begin with religious motives... but once it turns into disagreement between ethnic groups, it very quickly involves religion. It becomes easy to lose sight of the bigger picture,” referring to the underlying resource competition. SBM has also highlighted that an influx of weapons has intensified the scale of the attacks.
The security challenges Nigeria faces are further compounded by structural issues within its security apparatus. Obasi of the International Crisis Group pointed out problems such as understaffing within the police and military, shortages of equipment, and slow implementation of reforms aimed at promoting ranching as an alternative to nomadic grazing. He warned of “continuous inertia” within the country’s governance that is giving rise to “explosive situations.”
Domestically, President Tinubu has faced criticism not only for the security lapse but also for his absence during a critical period. The president was abroad in Paris and London for three weeks as much of the recent violence occurred. Opposition figures, such as Atiku Abubakar, who was Tinubu’s main rival in the 2023 election and may contest again in 2027, condemned the president for “governing Nigeria in absentia as if from a holiday perch.”
The situation in northern Nigeria remains volatile, with the violence reflecting deep-rooted socio-economic and environmental issues intertwined with ethnic and religious tensions. The government’s efforts to restore peace continue amid broad scrutiny both at home and internationally.
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