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Did the US military
strikes in Nigeria hit the
right target?

“I swear to you, there will be

uncontrolled tears among the

people such that those who

bomb us will be sorry for the

civilians.”

A Nigerian researcher specialising
in governance and conflict
reporting

Malik Samuel Some of the missiles fired at insurgent targets in Nigeria by the United
States missed their mark. Resident of Ofa, Kwara State, inspect the damage.

Abdullahi Dare Akogun/Reuters

Editor’s note: The following analysis is based on exclusive reporting by Malik
Samuel working with community informants who have in-depth knowledge of
local insurgent groups.

Republish this article Share

ABUJA

US missile strikes in December on what the Pentagon described as
Islamic State (IS) targets mark a significant escalation in Nigeria's
insurgent conflict, but they may not have brought a resolution to
the crisis any closer.

President Donald Trump framed the 25 December strikes on northwestern Sokoto
State as part of a broader campaign to degrade IS and its affiliates allegedly
operating in the region. He presented the intervention as necessary to protect
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“primarily, innocent Christians”, and to prevent the further spread of IS-linked
violence. 

This framing, however, sits uneasily with the realities on the ground. 

There is no credible evidence that IS maintains an operational presence in Sokoto
State. Patterns of violence in the area also show that the overwhelming majority of
victims are Muslims drawn from the same rural communities affected by banditry,
displacement, and chronic insecurity. 

The dissonance between the stated rationale for the strikes and the established
conflict dynamics immediately raised questions about intelligence accuracy, threat
perception, and the broader strategic logic underpinning the US decision.

Had the cruise missile strikes hit targets in northeastern Nigeria, where the Islamic
State West Africa Province (ISWAP) – arguably the most successful IS affiliate – is
entrenched, the narrative would have been more coherent. 

ISWAP has openly claimed and celebrated attacks against Christian communities
in southern Borno and northern Adamawa states, routinely describing its victims as
“crusaders” in its propaganda. 

A similarly arguable though still contested justification might have existed had the
strikes taken place in northcentral Nigeria, where armed Fulani militias have
repeatedly targeted predominantly Christian farming communities. A US delegation
had recently visited Benue – one of the states most severely affected by the rural
violence.

Who and what did the US strikes hit?

Communities across northwest Nigeria have for years endured extreme levels of
violence at the hands of multiple armed groups. The grim cocktail has included
widespread killings, sexual assault, forced displacement, the destruction of
livelihoods, mass kidnappings, and systematic extortion. 

These communities have largely been left to cope on their own, with state
protection either inadequate or altogether absent. This persistent failure of
governance and security has allowed the violence to deepen and spread.

Two distinct but occasionally overlapping phenomena drive the insecurity. The first
is organised criminal violence, commonly referred to as banditry, which is
perpetrated by armed groups composed largely of Fulani men and motivated
predominantly by financial gain. 

Although these groups have been formally designated as terrorist organisations by
the Nigerian state, their activities remain rooted in criminality rather than ideology. 
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The second source of insecurity in the northwest is violent extremism. This is
represented by, among others, the jihadist group known as Lakurawa. Unlike bandit
gangs, Lakurawa is religiously motivated with an explicit objective of enforcing the
comprehensive application of sharia law in territories under its influence. It was
this group that was the primary target of the US strike.

Very little is publicly known about Lakurawa. Even its name is mysterious, holding
no meaning in either Hausa or Fulfulde – the main languages in the northwest. The
group’s apparent Sahelian origins have led some researchers to suggest links to
the Islamic State Sahel Province (ISSP). Others argue it is affiliated with the Sahel-
based and al-Qaeda-linked Jama'at Nusrat al-Islam wal-Muslimin (JNIM).

In interviews conducted by The New Humanitarian, self-described members of the
group asserted that it is an al-Qaeda offshoot formed in 2010. Its fighters largely
originate from Mali, Niger, Chad, and Nigeria, and most speak Zarma – a language
that straddles the border regions – while some are drawn from the Yagamawa
Fulani ethnic group. 

Group members said Lakurawa initially settled in Borno State before relocating to
Niger State and later Kebbi State, ultimately establishing a current base in the
forested zone spanning the Gudu, Kware, and Tangaza districts of Sokoto State in
2017. The informants estimated there were around 800 fighters in Sokoto.
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Lakurawa initially presented itself to local communities as a protector against
bandit groups and as an enforcer of full sharia law (sharia has only limited legal
recognition under Nigeria’s secular constitution). 

It imposed strict social and religious controls in areas under its influence.
Celebrations involving music and dancing were prohibited, while mobile phones
were searched for “unholy” content, with SIM and memory cards destroyed. 

Non-bearded clerics were removed from their positions and barred from leading
prayers. It also intervened in local markets to impose price controls, and the sale of
cigarettes and alcohol was banned.

At the outset, communities were reportedly encouraged to pay taxes in the form of
livestock, particularly cattle, framed as zakat or religiously sanctioned
contributions. Over time, this arrangement deteriorated into outright confiscation,
with cattle seized without the consent of their owners whenever they were
discovered. 

Despite these coercive practices, Lakurawa generally sought to avoid
indiscriminate attacks on civilians. Violence was largely directed at individuals who
refused to comply with its demands, particularly the payment of zakat. Increasingly,
though, Lakurawa became more punitive, attacking communities and killing
villagers unprovoked.

As part of its broader ideological goals, Lakurawa had sought to co-opt bandit
leaders. These efforts have been largely unsuccessful. Bandit groups are primarily
motivated by profit and have demonstrated little willingness to abandon lucrative
activities such as kidnapping, cattle rustling, and extortion in favour of strict
behavioural codes that also outlaw drinking and sex outside of marriage.

The US strikes – in collaboration with the Nigerian authorities – are believed to
have been by Tomahawk missiles fired from a destroyer stationed in the Gulf of
Guinea. They hit three districts in Sokoto: Isa, Tangaza, and Tambuwal. Yet only
Tangaza is widely recognised as a core area of Lakurawa activity. 

Tambuwal, by contrast, is not generally associated with organised armed violence;
while Isa is a long-established bandit stronghold largely controlled by Bello Turji, a
prominent bandit leader. Although specific details of the strike on Isa remain
unclear, Turji is widely believed to have survived the attack. 

A Lakurawa camp in Tangaza, however, reportedly suffered significant losses. US
Africa Command – closely mirroring Trump’s characterisation of the targets –
insisted it was “ISIS terrorists” that were killed.

Read more: A who’s who of Lakurawa’s leadership 
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Trusted informants told The New Humanitarian there were two missile hits. The
first reportedly killed around 30 fighters. As surviving members converged to
assess the damage and assist the wounded, a second missile struck, killing those
who had gathered. In total, an estimated 155 Lakurawa were killed, including 19
who were initially injured but later succumbed to their wounds.

Dando Sibu, a key Lakurawa commander (see the who’s who section above), is
reported to have survived the attack only because he left the location less than five
minutes before the second missile’s impact. However, in the week following the
strikes, approximately 200 Lakurawa fighters were reported missing. The group
was also said to have lost nearly half of its cattle, which constitute a major source
of its revenue and logistical support. 

Nevertheless, the group managed to launch a major attack on the town of Birnin
Yauri in Kebbi State on 31 December. In the raid, which lasted several hours, at
least 21 civilians were killed, with nine reportedly beheaded.

The US focus was Lakurawa. Yet untouched by the strikes were other jihadist
groups in the northwest, including a franchise of Jama’atu Ahlis Sunna Lidda’awati
wal-Jihad (JAS), better known as Boko Haram, as well as the al-Qaeda-linked
Ansaru.

The JAS franchise, led by Abubakar Saidu, popularly known as Sadiku, operates in
Niger, Kebbi, and Kwara states and is believed to have been responsible for the
kidnapping of 300 children from a Catholic school in November. A week after the
US launched its missile salvos, the faction was also accused of an attack on
Kasuwan Daji Market in Niger State that killed at least 30 people.

Civilian consequences and armed group responses

The US military action has political implications. The unpredictability of missile
strikes in areas with limited formal information networks can fracture community
trust, exacerbate perceptions of insecurity, and deepen scepticism about the role of
foreign militaries on Nigerian soil.

Social media footage circulating in Nigeria appeared to show that one errant
missile exploded in a farmer’s field in Tambuwal, fuelling chatter that the Muslim
north itself was under attack. In total four out of the 16 missiles reportedly fired
appeared to have missed their mark – two of them hitting residential buildings in
northcentral Kwara State.

Moreover, the framing of the action – in defence of Christian communities – is
exceptionally clumsy in a multi-faith country. It is easily exploited by extremist
propaganda to reinforce narratives of Western hostility against Muslim
populations.  
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Whether bandits or jihadists – and from the northeast to the northwest and
northcentral – there are ample examples of deliberate militant reciprocal violence
against the state and civilians in response to military operations. 

For instance, the abduction of 25 school girls from Maga, Kebbi State, in November
was sponsored by bandit kingpin Ado Alero in retaliation for the arrest of his
nephew and allies by the security forces. Since the Sokoto strikes, ISWAP seems to
have ramped up its attacks against Christian communities in the northeast.

Nevertheless, since the attack on its Tangaza camp and pressure from Nigeria’s
security forces, Lakurawa is desperately trying to flee Sokoto. Its options,
informants told The New Humanitarian, are to relocate to Niger State (in Nigeria) or
cross into either the neighbouring country of Niger or Chad – with Chad the
favoured option.

At present, Lakurawa has no established operational footprint in Chad and relies on
the country primarily as a logistics transit corridor. However, the group maintains
important personal and social linkages there. Its head of Nigerian operations, Amir
Tajuddin, is of Chadian origin, while Dando, though originally from Mali, was born
and raised in Chad, where his wives and children continue to reside. 

But relocating to Chad carries significant risk for the group. It would first need to
smuggle its remaining fighters out of Nigeria, and then transit through Niger
without drawing the attention of the security forces.

This difficulty was demonstrated recently when 20 fighters, including a commander
identified as Abu Sufiyan, were reportedly killed on 2 January in a clash with
paramilitary police in Sokoto's Sabon Birni district as they attempted to cross the
border. The survivors took shelter in a nearby forest before being forced to move
again by local bandits who feared their presence would attract the security forces.

Even if Lakurawa ultimately opts to maintain its presence within Nigeria, the
continuation of sustained and coordinated military pressure is likely to compel a
significant number of its foreign fighters to withdraw and return to their countries
of origin. 

By contrast, bandit groups do not have that option: They are overwhelmingly
composed of Nigerians drawn from the very communities they terrorise. This
suggests they will retaliate if under duress – and there is some evidence they are
preparing for such an eventuality.

As one bandit leader told The New Humanitarian after the Sokoto strikes: “If any
bandit is targeted, I swear to you, there will be uncontrolled tears among the people
such that those who bomb us will be sorry for the civilians.”

Several bandit leaders operating in Zamfara State have recently acquired
improvised explosive devices (IEDs). These IEDs, The New Humanitarian was told,
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were facilitated by Dogo Gide – widely regarded as the most powerful and feared
bandit leader in the region – with money pooled for their manufacture and the
devices then shared among his confederates.

Gide has a documented history of jihadist alignment, having previously
collaborated with JAS in the 2022 attack on a Kaduna-bound passenger train.
Despite a subsequent fallout with Sadiku – the local JAS leader – Gide has
retained the bomb-making skills he was taught. All recorded IED explosions in
Zamfara over the past year have been linked to him, with those responsible
identified as either current or former members of his network. 

State capacity and sovereignty considerations

There have been reports of expanded drone surveillance across northern
Nigeria, with more US strikes expected. 

The intervention exposes the capacity gaps within Nigeria’s security architecture.
Despite substantial investments in air power and long-running domestic
counterterrorism campaigns, Nigeria’s apparent dependence on external
intelligence, surveillance, reconnaissance (ISR), and precision-strike capabilities
underscores its military’s limitations across its many conflict theatres. 

Although the Nigerian Air Force has conducted numerous air operations over the
years, particularly in the northeast and northwest, these efforts have often been
reactive and intermittent and have at times been marred by significant civilian
harm, undermining both their effectiveness and legitimacy.

While mainly welcoming the US strikes, domestic discussions have raised
questions over why foreign involvement was necessary for a mission on Nigerian
territory – and what that suggests about the operational readiness and political will
of Nigerian political and military leaders.

The answer lies in Nigeria’s profound and persistent insecurity, coupled with a
deep-seated sense of hopelessness and helplessness that Nigerians feel regarding
the capability of their leadership to protect them. 

Edited by Obi Anyadike.
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Our ability to deliver compelling, field-based reporting on
humanitarian crises rests on a few key principles: deep
expertise, an unwavering commitment to amplifying affected
voices, and a belief in the power of independent journalism to
drive real change.

We need your help to sustain and expand our work. Your donation will support
our unique approach to journalism, helping fund everything from field-based
investigations to the innovative storytelling that ensures marginalised voices
are heard.

Please consider joining our membership programme. Together, we can
continue to make a meaningful impact on how the world responds to crises.

When rebels rule: ISWAP’s formula for winning support in Nigeria’s northeast
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Resurgent jihadist violence in northeast Nigeria part of a worrying regional trend
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