
South-South Journal of Humanities and international Studies                      Vol.3 No.3 September, 2020 
 

The Perception of State Capacity in Managing Farmers-Herdsmen Crisis in South-East Nigeria 15 

The Perception of State Capacity in Managing Farmers-Herdsmen Crisis in South-East 
Nigeria. 

By 
 

Unufe, Edono Joseph  
Department of Public Administration 

University of Benin 
Email: joseph.unufe@uniben.edu 

Phone No: 07036647414 
& 

Oshoma Osigbeme 
Department of Public Administration 

University of Benin 
Email: oshoma.osigbeme@uniben.edu 

Phone No: 08069657994 
 

Abstract 
The thrust of this paper is on the Perception of State Capacity in Managing 
Farmers-Herdsmen Crisis in South-East Nigeria. The paper addressed the conflict 
between Herdsmen and farmers and also identified the  tussle between this two 
agriculture group and how it has resulted to social imbalance in many part of 
south-west Nigeria .The paper adopted secondary source of data collection and 
took its theoretical base from the state fragility theory which explains the fragility 
of a state in relation to prolonged crisis in the state structure or institution and this 
attributes includes manipulation of state resources by power elite, ethnic 
differences, policy failure and religious beliefs. The paper identified various 
Causes of conflict between Fulani herdsmen and farmers which includes amongst 
others; unauthorized encroachment into farmlands ,climate change and lack of 
political will by the government to arrest and punish the offenders. The paper 
further took a theoretical discourse from a few south-east states that have had 
persistence rivalry in the resource crisis between farmers and herdsmen and ways 
it was approached by the government was also identified .This paper further 
recommends that the existing nomadic educational system is not good enough, 
that It must be modernized with added agricultural technical skills which would 
be useful in the field. The paper concluded that the committee set up by the 
government to solve this problem must come out with a holistic solution which 
will deal with the problems of encroachment into farmlands, incitement and 
credible plans to integrate the herdsmen fully into the Nigerian society.  
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Introduction  
Nigeria has experienced and is still experiencing conflicts of grave proportions among 
several ethnic and religious communities across the states. These conflicts significantly 
vary in dimension, process and the groups involved. It was observed by Momale (2003) 
that, while some conflicts arise between same resource user group such as between one 
farming community and another, others occur between different user groups such as 
between herders and farmers or between foresters and farmers. Adisa (2012) observed that 
the farmers-herdsmen conflict has remained the most preponderant resource-use conflict 
in Nigeria. 
 
These conflicts have constituted serious threats to the means of survival and livelihoods of 
both the farmers and pastoralists and what both groups are tenaciously protecting. The 
conflicts (though provocative) over access rights to farmland and cattle routes), have 
become ubiquitous and seems to have defied solutions (Abbas, 2009). However, Coser 
(2000) has noted that, the inevitability of conflict in the claim for scarce resource is 
considered here as the bane for struggles over the inestimable value for land and its 
resource, with the claim for ownership and the claim for its position as a common resource. 
Nevertheless, the complex land use system that has changed markedly overtime has 
culminated in the present day tension and conflicts between Fulani herdsmen and host 
communities. 
 
Herding and farming communities in the same area have developed interdependent 
relationships through reciprocity, others by exchange and support (Moritz, 2010). 
Mwamfupe (2015),opines that farmer herders’ relationships are characterized by both 
conflict and complementarily and are actually two faces of the same coin. According to 
Hussein (1998), the relationship has always moved between cooperation, competition and 
conflicts. Herders graze on farmlands that belong to crop farmers and farmers depend on 
animal dugs for improving soil fertility. Also pastoralists require the calories produced by 
crop farmers, much as the crop farmers often require the protein and dairy products 
produced by pastoralists (Abba and Usman, 2008). 
 
The conflict between the Fulani herdsmen and the farmers usually arise when the former 
invadeing community farmland with their cattle and let them graze unrestricted both on 
cultivated and uncultivated land thereby destroying valuable food and cash crops which 
are the mainstay of the host communities. When the communities try to resist them and 
request their exit, the Fulani herdsmen become violent and attack the community 
sometimes with the aid of hired mercenaries from the neighbouring countries like Chad, 
Niger, Mali and Cameroon. (Preniumtimes, 2014) .This research will seek to address the 
conflict between Herdsmen and farmers ,It will also examine the institution or organisation 
involved in the management and resolution of Farmers-Herdsmen conflict in the south-
east and lastly it shall identify various mechanism adopted by government or 
organisations to cub this menace .It is upon this listed objectives this research is predicated. 
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Statement of the Problem  
Literally speaking, it can be ascertained that the historical tension between Fulani and 
farmers in south-east Nigeria has been escalating due to the tension premising the natural 
resources and land availability (Okello et al., 2014.). Berger (2003) ascertained that natural 
resources which includes; water, vegetation and pastures within various communities are 
referred to as property resources due to the principle of derivation .This has propelled the 
geometrical increase of incidence of clashes between farmers and herdsmen thereby 
diffusing to other forms of conflict (religious, ethnic and political crises) (Morizt,2010).The 
tussle between this two agriculture group has resulted to social imbalance in many part of 
southwest Nigeria and has affected the activities of state to control loopholes in their 
territories which has be invaded by foreigners or non-indigene of the community (Adisa, 
2012). 
 
Due to the frequent crises between the farmers and Herdsmen, it created a forum of 
militancy whereby guns and other sophisticated weapons were introduced to promote 
banditry within the crisis area. And this has affected the free flow of food, destruction of 
villages, settlements, crops, and irrigation facilities, human and animal lives. Tonah (2006) 
ascertained that farmers-herdsmen crises cannot be anchored on the problem of resource 
conflict but can be explained from the perspective of values, customs ,ethnics and the 
various disputes between them .This research shall answer the following question on the 
factors responsible for the conflict between farmers and herdsmen, Who are those 
institutions involved the process of conflict resolution and lastly it shall address the type 
of conflict resolution process earlier employed by government or other institution to check 
the crisis . 
 
Theoretical Orientation  

Numerous theories has been sited to explain the scientific bases of conflict arising from 
resource control but for the purpose of this paper we have adopted the fragile state theory 
to give us a theoretical understanding why clashes directed at resource control persist .  
 
Fragile states, similar to failed, weak or collapsed states, is an analytical category that 
gained prominence from the mid 1990s onwards and gained further traction after the 9/11 
terrorist attacks. Background is the belief held by many policy-makers and academics alike 
that the potential for contemporary conflict is harboured within, not between, states. Low 
capacity and low-income states of the Global South are thought to pose direct threats not 
only to their own populations, but by extension also to their neighbouring Western 
countries. Following this logic, fragile states are in need of development in order to be able 
to provide security and basic services to its citizens, decreasing vulnerability and 
increasing resilience to internal and external shocks (Migdal, 1988). 
 
The state fragility theory is associated with scholars such as Mwangi (2010) and starr (2009) 
.The focus of this theory explains the fragility of a state in relation to prolonged crisis in 
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the state structure or institution and this attributes includes manipulation of state resources 
by power elite, ethnic differences, policy failure ,religious beliefs which creates a vacuum 
for internal and external forces .In order words state fragility can best be described as the 
weakness in state institution and the structure in which it operates .  
 
The theory further asserts that when a state fails to demonstrate structural capacity to 
adapt and manage perceived socio-political crisis in any vital state organ/area, or fails to 
reasonably demonstrate legitimacy, monopoly of use of power and institutionalize law 
and order for the harmonious existence of its units, it becomes vulnerable to escalators of 
major conflict who would take advantage of the situation for political and economic gains. 
This scenario does not only disrupt socio-political order but gives opportunity to conflict 
entrepreneurs to establish their beehive in such state or region given the seemingly absence 
of law and order and state’s inability to control its areas, citizens and resources hereby 
facilitating insecurity within the society or country . 
 
Herdsmen and Farmers Conflict 
The Fulani is one of the largest ethno linguistic groups in Africa, numbering approximately 
40 million people in total. They form one of the most widely dispersed and culturally 
diverse of the peoples of Africa. The Fulani are bound together by the common language 
of Fulfulde, as well as by some basic elements of Fulbe culture, such as the pulaaku, a code 
of conduct common to all Fulani groups. 
 
Recently, there have been escalations of reported attacks by Fulani herdsmen who brutally 
kill natives of the invaded farming communities including women and children in various 
states across the country. The Fulani herdsmen armed with sophisticated weapons usually 
attack their target communities at the time they are most vulnerable such as mid-night or 
on Sundays when they are in their churches, killing people indiscriminately, mostly 
women and children, burning houses and looting properties (Preniumtimes, 2014). 
 
Benue, Taraba, Nassarawa, Plateau, Kaduna, Katsina have been the worst hit of late having 
tasted the devastating attacks by the Fulani herdsmen with heavy toll in human lives and 
property and still counting their loses. Most worrisome is the brutality and impunity with 
which the assailants operate without regard for the law and the sanctity of life coupled 
with the inability of the Nigeria Police and even the military taskforce to defend the victims 
mercilessly slaughtered in their homeland. 
 
The conflict between the Fulani herdsmen and the farmers usually arise when the former 
invade community farmland with their cattle and let them graze unrestricted both on 
cultivated and uncultivated land thereby destroying valuable food and cash crops which 
are the mainstay of the host communities. When the communities try to resist them and 
request their exit, the Fulani herdsmen become violent and attack the community 
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sometimes with the aid of hired mercenaries from the neighbouring countries like Chad, 
Niger, Mali and Cameroon. (Preniumtimes, 2014) 
 
Causes of conflict between Fulani herdsmen and farmers  
Some factors have been considered to be responsible for many of the conflicts that happen 
between the farmers and Fulani herdsmen in Nigeria. The factors are stated as follows.  

 
Firstly, unauthorised encroachment into farmlands have led to serious conflicts between 
the farmers and herdsmen in recent times, because of the damage they cause to crops and 
fallow lands left to replenish the nutrients after long years of use. The herdsmen’s cows 
often stray into the farmlands of the farmers without permission and destroy crop 
nurseries or full-grown crops, which they hope to harvest and sell in the near future. This 
attitude, no doubt, provokes the farmers to go after their animals (according to Eme 
Okechukwu and Dr Ngwu Elias in a face-to-face interview on 05 April 2017). Okoli and 
Atelhe (2014:80) reveal that the shrinking of ecological space and resorts creates an 
atmosphere of eco-scarcity, which raises the stakes and puts a premium on the available 
resources. What usually results from this is fierce competition and a desperate struggle for 
subsistence. In this context, therefore, conflict not only becomes inevitable; it simply 
becomes a matter of survival.  

 
 Secondly, the Fulani herdsmen use other people to buy land for them in their own name 
while they lie to the natives that they are people buying the land for one business or the 
other. However, the owners of the land discover later that they have been tricked by the 
herdsmen when they see the land being used by herdsmen for cattle business, contrary to 
their will; this leads to conflicts (Odo Damian and Uwaegbute Kingsley in an interview on 
05 April 2017).  

 
Thirdly, climate change is one of the major causes of conflicts between farmers and 
herdsmen. This is so because when there is unfavourable weather the herdsmen will be 
compelled to leave their original habitation to another area for greener pastures. Lending 
support to this, Gleick (2010:331–332) says that climate change has been tipped as the 
greatest single factor to induce migration and population displacement. According to the 
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change, this will affect people displaced by shoreline 
erosion, coastal flooding and agricultural disruption. According to Ibenwa, Nwokocha and 
Okoli (2017:290), migration is the movement of people from one geographical region to 
another for the purpose of taking up permanent or semi-permanent residence.  

 
Fourthly, lack of political will by the government to arrest and punish the offenders 
adequately is one of the factors fuelling the activities of the herdsmen in Nigeria today. A 
case in point was what happened in Nimbo in Uzo-Uwani Local Government Area and in 
Enugu town in 2016, all in Enugu State. The Fulani herdsmen attacked farmers at Nimbo 
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because of a misunderstanding over grazing fields and killed over 50 persons and 
destroyed their property, worth thousands of naira (Mamah et al. 2016). From that time to 
the present no serious arrest has been made and the Fulani come back at intervals to attack 
famers and villagers on their farms. A few months after the attack at Nimbo and Enugu, 
Fulani herdsmen entered a farm to feed their flocks and while they were doing that the 
owners of the farm land came and chased them and their cattle away. Sequel to this, at 
midnight the Fulani herdsmen came and attacked the people, killing a pregnant woman.  
 
Lastly, inability of government in most cases to respond quickly to distress calls and early 
warning signs to issues that promote conflict. This negative attitude has made it difficult 
to stop crises that would have been prevented if government had responded accordingly 
to distress calls and warnings. 
 
Strategies to Managing Conflict in South East Nigeria  
Governments regard the peace and unity of Nigeria as paramount and non-negotiable. As 
such they take measures to ensure that this is achieved because Section 1the Constitution 
of the Federal Republic of Nigeria 1999 is supreme and no any person or group of persons 
take control the government of Nigeria or any part of Nigeria except in accordance with 
the provisions of the Constitution; and section 2 Nigeria shall be one and indivisible 
Sovereign State with a federation of States and the Federal Capital Territory. And has a 
wide range of objectives and rights to citizens based on democracy and social justice, for 
example section 17 (3) (a) requires the State to make policies to ensure that (a) all citizens 
without discrimination on any group whatsoever have the opportunity for securing 
adequate means of livelihood as well as adequate opportunities to secure suitable 
employment? This means both herdsmen and farmer are to be protected to move around 
to practice their business in accordance with the law of the State. However fundamental 
freedoms (section 37 ) rights to private and family life, section 38 right to freedom of 
thoughts conscience and religion. Section 39 has limit to any person or group of persons 
would exercise it. Section 45 of the Constitution of the Federal Republic of Nigeria 1999 
States “(1) Nothing in section 37,38,39,40,and 41 of this constitution shall invalidate any 
law that is reasonably justifiable in a democratic society:- (a) in the interest of defence 
public safety, public order, public morality or Thus just as the herdsmen and indeed any 
other group of persons have a right to migrate to any part of the country the law does not 
allow the destruction of host communities life culture household property and land. In this 
section we discuss the various measures adopted by some State Government to achieve 
peaceful coexistence and continuous development of their respective States. (cited in 
Ahmed-Gamgum, 2018) 
 
South East States Approach in Farmers Conflict Management   
Anambra State: In Anambra State the need for peaceful coexistence between the two 
groups resulted in the setting up of a joint task force Committee comprising security 
operatives, herdsmen – host communities and officials of the state government in all areas 
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where herdsmen operate in the state. At the State level The Committee is known as Cattle 
Menace Committee, is headed by the State Commissioner of Police, with five traditional 
rulers and leaders of the Fulani community in the state as members. Following this quick 
intervention of the state government, the conflicts were resolved. Whereas there was 
agreement that where cattle destroy farmer‘s crops, the herdsman concerned would pay 
the farmer us, and if farmer(s) kill cattle, the farmer (s) will pay the owner of the cattle. The 
ultimate goal of having careful breeders and farmers with no case of paying compensation 
was a mirage. Herdsmen in the State have breached the policy 11 times and paid for their 
actions, just as the communities defaulted five times and were made to pay for the cattle 
killed or stolen. The committee also resolved that on no account should herdsmen be 
allowed to come into the state with AK47 rifles and other dangerous weapons. This pact 
has so far been complied with; there was the suggestion that the building of cattle ranches 
in strategic places because this has made communities to live in peace and that there was 
nothing wrong with replicating them. The Chairman of Cattle Breeders Association in 
Anambra State, Alhaji Giddado Siddiki, acknowledged that the Fulani community and 
their host communities were living in peace in the state because of the measures adopted 
by the state government. Whenever there is a complaint, we the leaders of Fulani, meet 
with the host community to resolve the matter. If they kill any cattle, a report would be 
made and the cost of the cattle determined and paid for. Similarly, if there is any 
destruction of crops belonging to the farmers, we also meet and the cost is determined and 
paid for. If we are unable to pay, we report to the state government, which would then 
mediate between us and the farmers”. We are surprised whenever we hear of clashes 
between Fulani herdsmen and farmers in some states.” (Cited in Ahmed-Gamgum, 2018) 
Imo State: Like some states where killings have taken place some communities in the state 
have had their loved ones butchered within Imo and in other states, near and far. This was 
a result of herdsmen and farmers skirmishes. Internally, varying degree of the conflict 
occurred in Irete in Owerri West local council area; Isu local government area 
Ohaji/Egbema and Ngor Okpala local government areas of the state. And externally when 
herdsmen when they unleashed terror in Nimbo, Enugu State. According to reports the 
conflict largely centred on rape, destruction of farmlands, threat to life and property, as 
well as physical assault occasioning harm. As a show of concern to return normalcy of 
conduct the then immediate past Commissioner of Police in the state (2017), Mr. 
TaiwoLakanu, made quick trips to the flashpoints, where he appealed to herdsmen and 
cow dealers to embrace peaceful co-existence. (Cited in Ahmed-Gamgum, 2018) 
 
Ekiti State: In this State there is a high believe the federal Government that the State 
Governor Fayose enacted an anti-open grazing law and called on the State‘s hunters not to 
allow herdsmen his people; and he appeal to the federal government to declare rampaging 
herdsmen as terrorist(Ojomoyela,2018). The thinking in the State is that the federal 
government is suspected as supporting the killings by herdsmen. But if the federal 
government does not want to be seen as protecting the Fulani herdsmen the attention of 
the military be direct to render its operations called python dance and crocodile smile to 



South-South Journal of Humanities and international Studies                      Vol.3 No.3 September, 2020 
 

The Perception of State Capacity in Managing Farmers-Herdsmen Crisis in South-East Nigeria 22 

those areas in Nigeria especially the North Central States of Benue, Plateau, as well as 
North East States like Taraba and Adamawa where Fulani herdsmen are killing Nigerians 
and destroying farmlands worth several billons of naira.(cited in Ahmed-Gamgum, 2018) 
 

Enugu State: As from 2014 Enugu State communities also had their fair share of Fulani 
terror and tears of sorrow (https://Buzznigeria.com/news/fulani-herdsmen). Following 
attacks between herdsmen and natives over 76 Igbo villagers were arrested from 
Ugwuneshi Autonomous Community, Awgu Local Government Area of Enugu State This 
occurred after the protested the continued destruction of their crops and farmlands by 
Fulani herdsmen. This development made some Nigerians to believe that Fulani herdsmen 
are Lords in other people‘s land and it seems the natives have no right to defend 
themselves and farmlands from further destruction. Speaking on why this and other 
killings like that of Nimbo in Enugu State, the State Governor explained that terrorism is 
as a result of the inability of security agencies to successfully act on intelligence report 
about herdsmen buildup with dangerous weapons in neighbouring towns. A Fulani leader 
in Enugu State revealed that herdsmen attack Enugu State because The State is a gateway 
between the North and Southern parts of Nigeria. As a measure to check the killings the 
State Government had established the States Security Committee an approach which is 
most comfortable to the Fulani yet the killings continued. (Cited in Ahmed-Gamgum, 
2018) 
 
The Way Forward 

The grazing of animals on cattle trails in the 21st century is to say the least antiquated. The 
focus should therefore be on modernisation of cattle rearing which will maximize the 
benefits therein in terms of job creation, food security, and eventually end the vexatious 
farmers/ herdsmen conflicts.  India, China, USA, Pakistan and countries with large 
populations depend on milk and dairy products to fight hunger, malnutrition, 
unemployment and promote social harmony. 
 
India is a good example with an annual production of 163 million metric tonnes of milk 
which is about 10% of worlds output.  
 
In India, cattle are reared within the confines of village communities, and farmers’ 
cooperatives, mainly for milk production and rarely for the meat. The attachment to the 
cattle in India is so strong that it is called mother, which in a sense is true because the cow 
provides food and nourishment for the country’s huge population. 
 
The European dairy farm model is also within confined paddocks which in most cases are 
not much bigger than a football pitch. The animal fodder is grown on location or in other 
farms which specialize in growing hays, grains and other animal feeds. The milk produced 
in these farms are collected, pasteurized and packed in local dairy plants for local and 
worldwide consumption as infant foods, cheese, yoghurt, butter and other dairy products. 
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The average milk yield per cow in Europe is between 40-50 litres per day as compared to 
the paltry 1-2 liters yield of the Nigerian cow due to poor feeding, poor health and stress 
on the grazing trails. The milk producing years of a cow is about 5-7 years, after which it 
is culled for the meat. The profit in the industry is derived mainly from the dairy products 
which by some estimates could be in excess of 15,000 USD per milking cow per year.  In 
Nigeria, cattle is reared mainly for the beef and minimally for the milk, which takes away 
the bulk of the profit in the business.  The focus should therefore be on milk production 
which would contribute substantially to the national economy and at the same time stop 
the perennial conflicts between herdsmen and farmers in the country. 
 
The establishment of ranches and grazing lands may seem attractive and a simple way out 
of the herdsmen/ farmers clashes. The constraints of land and land ownership in tribal 
areas are also a big challenge.   Ranches are established in countries with huge pastoral 
lands, like in the lush Pampas of Argentina, grass lands, which alone covers over 700,000 
square kilometers of land mass or about 80% of Nigeria’s entire territory. It is the same 
with the Prairies of USA/ Canada and the mighty Eurasia Steppes in Russia, which is 
about 17 times the size of Nigeria. The Indian and European models are therefore best 
suited for the Nigerian situation. Dairy farming however requires special skills and a 
certain level of education, which the itinerant herdsmen do not possess for now.  However, 
their native and rustic skills should be a useful asset which would accelerate their 
integration into modern animal husbandry methods.  The education of the nomadic 
herdsmen should therefore be given priority as the first and most important step in the 
conversion and integration process. 
 
The existing nomadic educational system is not good enough. It must be modernized with 
added agricultural technical skills which would be useful in the field. The Federal 
Government should take the lead in establishing the proposed dairy plants in states which 
are ready to accept them. The private sector and foreign investors will thereafter follow 
the footsteps of the government and key into the programme. The tension in the country 
is now so high that grazing should be limited to states which are more receptive to the 
Fulani people or are of predominantly Fulani ethnic group, such as Adamawa, Kebbi, 
Sokoto, Zamfara, Bauchi and Jigawa states.  The eventual success of the ventures would 
attract more states and investors to the project. For now, grazing trails should not be 
imposed on states which are still hurting from the clashes and those adverse to it. 
 
Conclusion 

Nigeria has faced grave challenges that have threatened her corporate existence, both in 
the past and in the present. As daunting as these issues may have been, they are merely 
raw challenges to the leadership and management abilities of the nation’s leaders. Basic 
conflict management techniques require that in the face of differing challenges, the political 
and social managers of the nation should select from a portfolio of styles the ones are most 
suited to the nation’s needs. But above everything else, there must be the will and the weal 
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to do justice to all manner of men - without fear, favour or ill-will. The Nigerian Federal 
and State Political leaders must rise to the challenge of the moment to provide leadership 
where it matters most. 
 
The clashes between herdsmen and farmers in some states in Nigeria, especially in Benue, 
Taraba and Kaduna states should not be allowed to generate further by incitement and 
intemperate statements. The committee set up by the government to solve this problem 
must come out with a holistic solution which will deal with the problems of encroachment 
into farmlands, incitement and credible plans to integrate the herdsmen fully into the 
Nigerian society.  
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