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The kidnap gangs, jihadists and
separatists wreaking havoc in Nigeria
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Chiagozie Nwonwu
BBC Africa, Lagos

Many of the bandits who are part of the criminal gangs of the north-west hide out in forested areas

Nigeria is currently grappling with a spate of mass abductions. But the vast country -
bigger than France and Germany combined - also faces many other security
challenges.

Recent attempts by US President Donald Trump and his supporters to frame the
insecurity purely as the persecution of Christians overlooks the complexity of Africa's
most-populous nation.

There are more than 250 ethnic groups in Nigeria, which is roughly divided into a
mainly Muslim north, a largely Christian south, with intermingling in the middle - and
the government says people of all faiths have been victims of attacks.
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There are criminal gangs in the north-west, an Islamist insurgency in the north-east,

clashes over land in central regions and separatist unrest in the south-east - leaving
the 400,000-strong army and the police force of 370,000 officers overstretched.

Here's a breakdown of the main armed groups and flashpoints:

'‘Bandits’' - kidnap gangs

These criminal gangs, known locally as "bandits", are largely composed of people from
the Fulani ethnic group, who traditionally make their living by raising animals. They
have traded their pastoral tools for assault rifles, which have flooded Nigeria - and
other states in the region - since Libya descended into anarchy following the
overthrow in 2011 of long-time strongman Muammar Gadaffi by Nato-backed forces.

The gangs are not known to be motivated by any religious or political ideology, but see
kidnapping people for ransom as a quick and easy way to make money rather than
walking for miles with their livestock in search of water and grazing land.

They typically move in large numbers on motorcycles, which makes them highly
mobile and allows them to strike quickly and escape before the security forces can
respond - a tactic used during two recent school abductions.

There is no centrally organised leadership - each gang, often drawn from one family or
a specific community, tends to be loyal to its own leader. The police have placed
bounties on some of the notable leaders, including Ado Aleru and Bello Turji, and in
2022 the government designated the bandits as "terrorists" in a bid to stem their
violence.

Aleru is from Yankuzo town - an area in the north-western state of Zamfara which has
been a hub for bandit activity over the last three years.

The gangs, which sometimes fight one another, also travel to neighbouring states and
central regions to carry out kidnappings. They also prey on their local communities
and are indiscriminate in their ransom demands. In some areas, they tax residents.
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Younger bandits, some in their teens, are increasingly taking to TikTok to show off

their ransom money, guns and motorcycles - and have garnered thousands of

followers.
Inside story of a Nigerian ransom WATCH: Face to face with the bandit
negotiator warlords of Nigeria

The motorcycle bandits terrorising
northern Nigeria

Boko Haram - jihadist group

This Islamist militant group became infamous around the world in 2014 for
kidnapping more than 200 schoolgirls from the village of Chibok - around 90 of whom
remain missing.

It evolved from a local Islamist sect founded in 2002 by Mohammed Yusuf in the
north-eastern city of Maiduguri with the official name of Jama'atu Ahlis Sunna
Lidda'awati wal-Jihad and a political goal of creating an Islamic state. Local residents
dubbed it Boko Haram - a name which in the Hausa language loosely translates as
"Western education is forbidden" because of their opposition to Western-style schools.

Its full-blown insurgency was triggered in 2009 by the killing of Yusuf who had been
taken into police custody after Boko Haram clashed with the security forces.

At one point under its new leader, Abubakar Shekau, Boko Haram controlled large
swathes of territory in Nigeria's north-east - and appointed "emirs" to administer some
areas.

The Chibok girls were only a small fraction of the many thousands of women and
children taken into captivity and forced into sexual slavery, domestic servitude or
used as suicide bombers by the militants.
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Boko Haram then split into rival factions. After the death of Shekau four years ago, its

strength has diminished, however it still conducts regular attacks on both civilians
and security forces.

Boko Haram has spawned a range of groups that use kidnapping to raise funds,
focusing on soft targets such as schools, churches, mosques and remote villages where
paved roads and bridges are either inadequate or absent.
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The feared militant behind the Chibok Parents of Chibok girls heartbroken -
kidnappings again

Iswap - Boko Haram splinter group

Several Boko Haram commanders - including Abu Musab al-Barnawi, believed to be
the son of Boko Haram founder Mohammed Yusuf - formed what became known as

the Islamic State in West Africa Province (Iswap) in around 2016 as they felt Abubakar

Shekau was violating Islamic doctrine by killing Muslims.

Boko Haram routinely targeted markets and mosques, often with suicide bombers.
Iswap generally avoids attacking Muslim civilians and focuses on military and
government targets.

Iswap is still locked in a violent turf war with Boko Haram, with reports of deadly
clashes between the two groups around Lake Chad earlier this month. In fact, Shekau
is said to have killed himself during a battle with Iswap, exploding a suicide vest.

It remains active and last week killed a Nigerian general, Brig Gen Musa Uba, after an
ambush in Borno state.

Iswap commander Hussaini Ismaila was recently sentenced to 20 years in jail for
multiple attacks in the northern city of Kano in 2012.

The north-eastern jihadist group was initially blamed for an attack on a Catholic
church in the south-west of the country in June 2022 that killed at least 50
worshippers.

But prosecutors now believe it was a single cell linked to Somalia's al-Shabab jihadist
group that was responsible. Five men are currently on trial for the attack and it is
alleged they went to Somalia for training.
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No group has said it was behind the two recent school kidnappings in the north-west

of Nigeria in Kebbi and Niger states, but the government believes that Boko Haram
and Iswap are behind them, presidential spokesman Sunday Dare told the BBC.

But it is a claim disputed by some experts.

"I don't think that's accurate. There is no Iswap or Boko Haram cell resident in the
north-west. The recent kidnappings, including the mass abductions, were carried out
by bandits," conflict analyst Bulama Bukarti told the BBC.

Ansaru - Boko Haram splinter group

This splinter group has moved away from the north-east, where Boko Haram and
Iswap dominate, to carry out its operations.

It is believed to have participated in the 2022 attack on a high-speed train travelling
between the capital, Abuja - in the centre of the country - and the city of Kaduna,
about 200km (124 miles) north, in which at least seven people were killed and more
than 100 commuters were abducted for ransom.

Its leader, Khalid al-Barnawi, was arrested in 2016 and is facing trial over several
attacks, including the 2011 bombing of the UN building in Abuja. His trial is scheduled
to resume in December 2025.

'How I survived my train hijacking'

Mahmuda - suspected Boko Haram splinter
group
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Believed to be a breakaway faction of Boko Haram, it has set up in rural areas around

Kainji Lake National Park in the west of the country since around 2020.

It is linked to the Islamic State group and has emphasised more moderate messaging
in comparison to Boko Haram and proselytises in Hausa and other local languages to
attract recruits.

The group has carried out targeted killings, often riding in on motorcycles and
attacking markets, vigilante groups set up to protect villagers from bandits and local
communities in the western state of Kwara. In April, its fighters killed several
vigilantes and attacked a market there, killing Fulani men and others.

Their recent focus has shifted slightly north of Kwara - to Niger and Kebbi states -
areas long plagued by bandit violence, where the two recent school abductions
occurred.
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People killed in armed attacks across Nigeria
January 2014 - 21 November 2025
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Lakurawa - jihadist group

A relatively new Islamist militant group, Lakurawa has been attacking communities in
Sokoto and Kebbi states in the north-west and in Niger, the country which borders
Nigeria to the north.

The authorities say it maintains ties with jihadist networks in Mali and Niger, and
members have settled among border communities, marrying locally and recruiting
young people.

Initially presenting itself as a protector against the bandits that roam the north-west,
the group has gradually imposed harsh controls - such as checking villagers' phones
for music, which is banned as it is considered un-Islamic, and flogging offenders.

It was declared a terrorist organisation in 2025 and accused of cattle rustling,
kidnapping for ransom, hostage-taking and attacking top government officials.
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New Nigerian jihadist group declared terrorists

JNIM - Sahel jihadist group

Active mainly in Mali and Burkina Faso, where it controls large areas, Jama'at Nasr al-
Islam wal Muslimin (JNIM), may be making inroads into Nigeria.

A confirmed JNIM attack in northern Benin early in 2025 occurred close to the
Nigerian border. In October 2025, the group claimed what would be its first attack
inside Nigeria, in Kwara - the same state where more than 30 worshippers were
abducted from a church last week and which has also seen increasing incursions by
bandits.

If JNIM activities are confirmed, it would complicate an already dire situation in parts
of the country where Ansaru, Lakurawa, Mahmuda and the bandits are all active.

How an al-Qaeda offshoot became one of Africa's deadliest militant groups

Herders v farmers - battles over resources

This long-running conflict in central Nigeria - also known as the Middle Belt - has
devastated communities, fuelling displacement and the spread of small arms as both
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herders and farmers arm themselves for what has become a deadly cycle of reprisal

attacks.

It has been framed by some as a religious fight, but the central grievance is over
grazing rights - access to land and water.

The herders are mainly Fulani Muslims, while the farmers are largely Christians from
various ethnic communities, although some are Muslim. Fulani families traditionally
walk for hundreds of kilometres from the extreme north to central Nigeria and beyond
at least twice a year to find land for their prized cattle.

But urbanisation has seen encroachment onto these age-old grazing routes and locals
accuse the Fulani of letting their cattle trample their crops and forcing them out of
their homes and fields.

Notable clashes have taken place in Kaduna, Plateau, Nasarawa, Benue and Taraba
states. In order to try and curb the violence, some state governments have imposed
anti-open grazing laws and set up ranches for the herders - but have faced resistance
from all sides.

One fallout from the conflict is the establishment of ethnic militias that, in some cases,
have turned to criminality, plundering the people they ostensibly claim to be
protecting. Ethnic Tiv militias in Benue have been accused carrying out mass killings
and some of their leaders have been killed or arrested by the security forces.

What is behind the wave of killings in Could ranches solve Nigeria's deadly
central Nigeria? herder-farmer conflict?

Ipob - separatist group

The separatist violence in the south-east has its roots in calls for Biafran independence
that date back nearly 60 years to the brutal civil war that led to the deaths ofuptoa
million people.

That rebellion was crushed but demands for an independent state for the Igbo people
of the region continued as some Igbos continue to feel that they are marginalised by
the Nigerian state.

The Indigenous People of Biafra (Ipob), led by Nnamdi Kanu, is one of the groups
promoting that call for secession. In 2009 Kanu launched Radio Biafra that broadcast
separatist messages to Nigeria from London. Ipob was designated as terrorist
organisation in 2017 - and three years later Kanu created an armed wing.

The Eastern Security Network (ESN), as it was called, and other splinter groups have
since been implicated in arson, kidnappings and killings of civilians and security
personnel in five states across the south-east. ESN has been in control of several towns
in Imo and Anambra states where thousands were forced from their homes.
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For years, the separatists, who have killed many prominent people in the south-east,

have imposed a stay-at-home order on Mondays, causing much economic hardship.

Earlier this year, Simon Ekpa, leader of a breakaway faction of Ipob called Biafra
Republic Government In Exile, was convicted in Finland of terrorism and other
activities in Nigeria's south-east.

Last week, Kanu was convicted in Nigeria on terrorism-related charges and given a
life sentence.

Ahead of the judgement, he had written to Trump urging the US to investigate "killings
of Christians and Igbo people" and his group and others have been promoting the
"Christian genocide" narrative in America, a BBC investigation into documents filed
with the US justice department shows.

You may also be interested in:

I watched helplessly as gunmen snatched Are Christians being persecuted in
my son, says father after Nigerian school Nigeria as Trump claims?
kidnapping

"We fear for our souls' - Nigerian farmers
need armed guards to protect them from
jihadists
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Go to BBCAfrica.com for more news from the African continent.

Follow us on Twitter @BBCAfrica, on Facebook at BBC Africa or on Instagram at
bbcafrica

BBC Africa podcasts

Focus on Africa This Is Africa
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Kenya to confront Russia
over 'unacceptable' use of
its nationals in combat

Nairobi says it has shut down illegal
recruiters and will urge Moscow to sign a
deal banning conscription.

Eswatini angers
Madagascar junta for
hosting deposed leader

Eswatini says the talks were part of regional
diplomacy and not an attempt to interfere.

Migrant boat capsizes off
Libya leaving 53 dead

The IOM says that almost 500 people have
been reported dead or missing off Libya so
far this year.

Eritrea accuses Ethiopia
of fabricating report its
troops had crossed the
border

Ethiopia had alleged that Eritrean soldiers
were on its territory and supporting rebels
in the north.
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1day ago 'Colossus' of Ghanaian
highlife music Ebo Taylor
dies at 90

The guitarist, composer and band leader
fused Ghanaian music and funk to create
tracks sampled around the world.
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