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Executive Summary

This report, produced by the Institute for Security Studies (ISS), is the first in a two-part study examining 
current dynamics with regards to violent extremist organisations (VEOs) operating in the Lake Chad region 
(Nigeria, Cameroon, Chad and Niger). The report examines factionalism within Boko Haram, while the 
accompanying report profiles current responses and challenges.

In August 2016, Boko Haram officially split into two groups – Islamic State-West Africa (ISIS-WA), led by 
Abu Musab al-Barnawi, and Jama’atu Ahlis Sunna Lidda’awati wal-Jihad (JAS), led by long-time militant 
Abubakar Shekau. The rupture occurred after some militants opposed to the continuation of Shekau’s rule 
secured the support of Islamic State, replacing him with al-Barnawi. Shekau rejected the demotion, and 
instead began commanding a faction comprised of fighters loyal to him.

The roots of the rupture have been present for some time, and revolve around a few key concerns: 
Shekau’s dictatorial leadership style, a need to revive the movement during a period of territorial loss, and 
most pertinently, a debate over who is an acceptable target of the group’s violence. In particular, ISIS-
WA and JAS differ ideologically in terms of whether Muslim civilians can and should be targeted. JAS has 
argued that anyone who does not actively support the group is essentially a government collaborator, and 
thus is worthy of attack. ISIS-WA holds a stricter view with regards to Muslim civilian targeting and has 
advocated shifting the locus of violence back towards government forces and installations instead.

The divergent paths each group has taken in the nearly two years since their split can be traced back to this 
ideological divide. JAS has been responsible for a wave of suicide attacks, frequently deploying female and 
child bombers, against civilian soft targets in the region. ISIS-WA has on the other hand preferred to engage 
in less frequent but more large-scale assaults primarily targeting military structures. Both conduct violence 
outside this dichotomy, while it is also likely that some militants do not fully subscribe to either faction – but 
this overall trend explains a significant proportion of attack patterns in the Lake Chad region since 2016.

The factions themselves have largely ignored each other since the split, both in terms of messaging and 
violence, though sporadic clashes have occurred. Geographically JAS remains confined to south-central 
Borno around the Sambisa Forest, and along the Cameroonian border. ISIS-WA initially established a 
stronghold in Lake Chad and along the Niger border, but has subsequently expanded southwards, now 
with a presence in Yobe State and parts of south-central Borno as well. The enlarged areas of influence 
place the factions in a few areas of general overlap, but the situation remains fluid, as both adjust to 
continued military pressure.

Neither ISIS-WA nor JAS have demonstrated substantial external linkages, although ISIS-WA’s messaging 
continues to be coordinated with Islamic State media outlets, while the faction itself is still allied to Islamic 
State’s global network of terrorist affiliates. Nonetheless, little evidence of practical ties on the ground has 
emerged, including with other Islamic State-aligned groups operating in the Sahel and North Africa. Rather 
both groups rely predominately on local means to sustain themselves. Financing is emblematic of this 
dynamic, as both generate revenue by extorting those living in areas of their influence, taxing the trade of 
commodities such as cattle and fish, and conducting high-profile kidnapping operations.

A priority for ISIS-WA has been to resurrect relations with the civilian populace after militant excesses under 
Shekau’s leadership. This shift can be seen in the reduced rate of civilian casualties during ISIS-WA attacks, 
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and shifts in patterns of engagement. Nonetheless, a revival of popular support remains a difficult prospect, 
as many civilians have been scarred by the recent actions of extremist actors in the region. Additionally, 
those in areas of ISIS-WA influence often have little choice but to interact with the militants, as the faction 
remains capable of extreme violence, especially against those who violate its rules.

Yet ISIS-WA’s attempts to redefine its relations with the civilian population could make it more of a long-
term threat to regional stability than that posed by JAS. The concern remains that future discontent against 
regional governments – driven by conditions that led to the popularity of Boko Haram founder Muhammad 
Yusuf in the first place and which largely persist today – may be channelled through groups like ISIS-WA, 
which appear to be sympathetic and offer an alternative path. In this sense, one key strategic element 
behind the division of Boko Haram into two groups has been the development of a more long-term vision 
by ISIS-WA, which threatens regional stability in the Lake Chad region, a situation that is likely to endure 
into the near future.
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Introduction

The movement commonly known as Boko Haram, which has ravaged north-east Nigeria for the past nine 
years, has expanded its violence into the Lake Chad region (Nigeria, Niger, Chad and Cameroon) since 
2014.1 In August 2016 Boko Haram announced that it had split into two major groups, thus complicating 
efforts to reduce the influence of violent extremist organisations (VEOs) operating in the Lake Chad region. 
Now instead of facing a single Boko Haram movement, national and regional actors are working against 
two different entities with a shared history but divergent operating methods. It is imperative for policymakers 
and others interested in countering the insecurity afflicting the region to appreciate these differences fully in 
order to respond appropriately. 

This report, the first in a two-part series aimed at addressing a gap in contemporary understanding of 
violent extremist organisations operating in the Lake Chad region, will examine the different paths the 
factions have taken since their split, with a particular focus on the impact on civilians. The second report 
will examine the Lake Chad environment and regional responses. 

For the sake of simplicity, the report distinguishes between the Barnawi/Nur-led and Shekau-led factions of 
Boko Haram, referring to the former as Islamic State-West Africa (ISIS-WA) and the latter as Jama’atu Ahlis 
Sunna Lidda’awati wal-Jihad (JAS).

Methodology 

The Institute for Security Studies (ISS) undertook extensive desktop research, relying on secondary sources 
such as local media coverage, academic articles, and other reporting on conflict dynamics in the Lake 
Chad region, in addition to primary sources like military updates and messaging from violent extremist 
actors themselves. The ISS also utilised quantitative datasets for a mixed-methods approach, relying on a 
database that it maintains of violent incidents likely attributable to Boko Haram to analyse conflict trends, 
and verifying them with other similar catalogues of attacks.2 

The ISS and its partners supplemented the desktop research with field visits to Nigeria (Abuja and Maiduguri), 
Cameroon (Maroua, Mora and Kolofata) and Chad (N’Djamena) in March-April 2018. The ISS relied on previous 
fieldwork conducted in the Diffa region of Niger, in addition to follow-up interviews with Diffa and Niamey-based 
respondents, to ensure a robust regional approach. The field research was combined with the desktop review 
to triangulate information. Peer and external reviews were also conducted to further validate the analysis. 

Across the four countries of the Lake Chad region, more than 75 total interviews were conducted, 
including with government officials, humanitarian organisation personnel, civil society members, diplomatic 
representatives, security representatives, vigilante members, traditional leaders, and other researchers. 
During the course of the field research in Nigeria, an additional 45 respondents from eight local government 
areas (LGAs) in Borno state affected by the crisis were surveyed.3 This included respondents from Mobbar, 
Magumeri, Bama, Dikwa, Damboa, Gwoza, Ngala, and Konduga LGAs to grant a geographic balance in 
terms of coverage and obtain first-hand accounts of current dynamics from the populations most affected. 

Interviews were primarily conducted individually, although focus groups were utilised on occasion. The 
responses were derived from a series of open-ended and semi-structured questionnaires, in order to allow 
participants to express themselves freely. The identities of those interviewed have been kept confidential to 
protect them and maintain the anonymity of the information provided. 
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The Evolution of Boko Haram

Boko Haram’s origins lie in the sermons and activism of Muhammad Yusuf in the early 2000s.4 Yusuf, a 
charismatic preacher critical of the Nigerian government, who advocated a religiously inspired societal 
transformation, was able to build up a strong following in Maiduguri and its environs through his popular 
sermons and community outreach initiatives. Though it is frequently debated whether Yusuf intended 
to pursue a path of change through a violent confrontation with the Nigerian state, a clash between his 
followers and the police in mid-2009 erupted into a large-scale battle, resulting in the death of up to 1 000 
Boko Haram members, including Yusuf himself. 

Yusuf’s deputy, Abubakar Shekau, subsequently took over the movement and pursued a path of dedicated 
violence, engaging in assassinations, bombings and suicide attacks across an expanded operating range. 
Boko Haram underwent a major transformation in mid-2013 when a state of emergency, combined with 
the emergence of vigilante actors coalescing under the Civilian Joint Task Force (CJTF), helped push its 
members from urban strongholds in Maiduguri into the countryside.5 Thereafter, Boko Haram became 
a rural-based insurgency and began to increase attacks on civilian targets in retribution for perceived 
support for the anti-Boko Haram CJTF. In 2014 Boko Haram initiated regular attacks in northern Cameroon, 
followed by an extension of violence to Niger and Chad in early 2015.6 

In March 2015, Shekau pledged allegiance to Islamic State (ISIS), allowing his movement to become an official 
wilayat (province). Boko Haram had begun holding territory and governing populations in the nine months 
prior to its pledge, but its alliance with ISIS did not result in additional battlefield gains. Rather, the movement 
suffered a steady series of territorial losses through concerted action by the military forces of affected 
countries and the coordinated regional response of the five-nation Multinational Joint Task Force (MNJTF).7 

Today Boko Haram remains a substantial threat to the Lake Chad region, even though it no longer controls 
territory as it did in 2013-14. The Nigerian army has recovered most major population centres but the 
countryside remains insecure, as attack patterns indicate.8 The impact on civilians has been massive – 
more than two million have been displaced, while an estimated 20 000 have been killed through both 
militant attacks and security force operations to counter them.9 Given the lack of access in remote locations 
of the Lake Chad region, the true toll of the devastation is probably even higher.10 The ongoing humanitarian 
crisis has led to an inflow of international actors into the region, but the scale of the disaster has outpaced 
the response thus far.11

Actions by the Nigerian military and government have been complicated by Boko Haram’s split into two 
major groups. The split was predicated on a number of factors, some of which had been present within 
the movement for some time and/or had influenced previous attempts by group members to disassociate 
themselves from Shekau. The dynamics underpinning the split, and the different trajectories of each group 
since then, are crucial to understanding the present state of violent extremism in the Lake Chad region and, 
in turn, the need for nuanced responses to counter it (for a more detailed discussion, see section below: 
The Split) 

Boko Haram in the Region

Following years of non-violent activity in the region, Boko Haram militants initiated regular attacks on all 
Nigeria’s Lake Chad neighbours by 2015, signalling its emergence as a regional threat.12 
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Violent incidents attributed to Boko Haram in Cameroon, Niger and Chad per month between  
March 2014 and April 2018
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Cameroon

Nigeria has been the epicentre of both Boko Haram’s evolution and the crisis, but Cameroon has been the 
second most affected country, with almost daily violence along its border with Nigeria since 2014.

Prior to that, Boko Haram militants had used Cameroonian territory as a sanctuary, a logistical hub and a 
recruitment ground, taking advantage of porous borders and common links. This was evident early in the 
movement’s formation – for example, after the 2009 clashes Boko Haram members fled into Cameroon, while 
Muhammad Yusuf’s preaching resonated throughout the region, attracting non-Nigerian adherents. Later, 
a series of arms caches discovered in northern Cameroon and presumed to be destined for Boko Haram 
symbolised the importance of Cameroonian territory along the trafficking pipeline from Chad and beyond.13 

From N’Djamena, arms have moved through Cameroon along the Logone and Chari rivers (Kousséri-
Goulfey-Bodo) towards Nigeria, passing through Mayo-Sava (Banki, Amchide, Kerawa, Kolofata) or the 
Mayo-Tsanaga (Mora, Mémé, Mayo Moskota) departments.14 

Nonetheless, in his messaging and actions, Shekau initially ignored Cameroon. This began to change in 
2013, around the same time as Boko Haram shifted from an urban-based to a rural movement in Nigeria. 
The first Boko Haram attacks in Cameroon were financially based. The group conducted four kidnapping-
for-ransom abductions in 2013-14, which garnered more than US$20 million in total.15 By 2014, reports of 
recruitment from Cameroon had also increased. For example, Cameroonian Deputy Prime Minister Amadou 
Ali noted that year that he had a list of 450 ‘young people’ from his hometown of Kolofata who had joined 
Boko Haram.16 

Recruitment quickly shifted from enlistment by indoctrination or financial and material incentives, to more 
coercive means. Men, women and children, at times whole villages, were abducted and taken to group 
hideouts.17 These forced enlistment campaigns not only strengthened the militants, they also established a 
climate of fear. Some deserted their villages for fear of being forcibly enlisted, a situation that persists today. 
According to a member of the International Committee of the Red Cross, there are more than 300 empty 
villages along the Nigerian border, from Darak to Bourha.18 

Cameroon, which had originally viewed the militants as a Nigerian problem, became involved in the fight 
against Boko Haram out of concern that it might become a target.19 Although Cameroon perceived the 
organisation to have originated outside the country, Boko Haram also would not have been as successful 
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if certain internal factors had not laid the foundations. By 2014, the Cameroon military had become actively 
involved in the conflict and Boko Haram initiated a regular campaign of violence in Cameroon’s Far North 
province, which has continued to 2018.20 

Today the areas of Cameroon under militant influence include those along the foothills of the Mandara 
Mountains and the southern approaches to Lake Chad – encompassing the Mayo-Tsanaga, Mayo-Sava, 
and Logone-et-Chari departments of the Far North region. Incursions are often planned from Nigeria and 
driven by revenge or the need to loot supplies.21 Interviewees in northern Cameroon noted that the element 
of surprise and speed of execution enables the militants, who often rely on motorbikes, to avoid detection. 
In addition, over the past two years soldiers have, at times, been hindered in aiding victims of the attacks 
through the militants’ mining of certain roads.22 Suicide attacks along the border also remain a common 
occurrence (see section below: Attack Patterns)

Niger

The south-east portion of Niger retains close ties with Borno State, and developments south of the border 
typically resonate in this region. The emergence of Muhammad Yusuf in Maiduguri was no different, with 
his sermons finding their way to a ready audience in Niger. At the time of the pivotal July 2009 clashes, 
a number of Nigeriens had joined the movement, while others talk about the movement using Nigerien 
territory as a rear base after that.23 

As in Cameroon, Boko Haram recruitment in Niger had accelerated by 2014.24 Recruitment particularly 
targeted fellow Kanuri communities, especially along the Koumadougu River that demarcates the 
border.25 In early 2015, Boko Haram conducted its first attack in Niger, around the same time that Nigerien 
security forces were becoming more active in operations to counter its growth. Though it has not been 
able to replicate a similar rate of violence to that of northern Cameroon, Boko Haram attacks in Niger, 
predominately along the Nigerian border, became a regular occurrence between 2015 and 2016. By 2017 
security operations had managed to reduce the overall rates of violence, although sporadic incidents 
continue. The ISIS-WA faction in particular has claimed a string of attacks just across the border over the 
past two years. This predominately occurs in the Diffa department of the Diffa region, although attacks also 
occur in Maïné-Soroa and N’guigmi departments as well.

Local researcher commenting on the duality of some south-eastern Nigerien towns

Some areas in south-eastern Niger have both provided support for, and been targeted by, the militants. 
The town of Bosso is typical, serving as a recruitment ground but also giving refuge to individuals fleeing 
Boko Haram, while also suffering from attacks. For example, by mid-2016 Bosso’s population of 6 000 
had almost quadrupled with the influx of internally displaced persons (IDPs) and refugees fleeing the 
violent extremist group. Most of their villages had been burnt down and food reserves and valuables 
looted.26 In addition, Bosso was the target of a major incursion by militants in June 2016, which led to 
their temporarily taking control and seizing arms from a military base.

Chad

Of Nigeria’s Lake Chad neighbours, Chad has been the least affected by the evolution of Boko Haram, but 
it also suffered one of the most high-profile assaults when twin suicide attacks took place at two police 
installations in its capital, N’Djamena, in June 2015. This was followed by another suicide attack on a 
market a few weeks later. A few months prior to that Boko Haram militants had conducted their first attack 
on Chadian soil in the village of Ngouboua, alongside Lake Chad.27 

Audio cassettes of Muhammad Yusuf’s preaching have widely circulated in Chad, while in 2014, Boko 
Haram videos in the Boudouma language also surfaced in Chad, an indication of the desire to penetrate 
local communities.28 Chad was also alarmed by Boko Haram’s seizure of territory in Nigeria in 2014, 
concerned that continued expansion of militant territory may affect the landlocked nation’s access to 
regional ports. In response, Chad took the lead in kick-starting regional operations to counter Boko Haram, 
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in concert with Niger and Cameroon. Despite resistance from Nigeria at first, this activity enjoyed initial 
success – for example, in January 2015 the Chadian army temporarily took control of Malam Fatori in 
Nigerian territory, along with the border towns of Gamboru, Damasak and Gashigar thereafter.

Following the dismantling of the cell in N’Djamena responsible for the attacks, Boko Haram’s presence 
in the country has largely been restricted to the Lake Chad area. Violence also continues to occur 
sporadically, but at lower levels than in 2015. Nonetheless, the militants remain immersed in the islands of 
Lake Chad, posing a threat to both civilians in the area and to border security. 
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The Split 

In August 2016, Islamic State announced a new leader for its West Africa Province, a development that 
carries significant ramifications today. With Shekau refusing to surrender his leadership, two factions 
emerged – ISIS-WA and JAS – resulting in two distinct movements. An examination of the history and 
reasoning behind this split is critical to understanding the contemporary dynamics of Islamist militancy in 
the Lake Chad region.

Timing

The split was first unveiled in an interview in the ISIS weekly, Al-Naba, in August 2016, when Abu Musab 
al-Barnawi was announced as wali (governor) of the group, but the actual break may have occurred a few 
months earlier.29 An International Crisis Group report placed the date as early as May 2016, when Barnawi 
and Mamman Nur, another key member of ISIS-WA, reportedly left a Shura Council meeting.30 In June 
2016 United States Africa Command (US AFRICOM) commander General Thomas Waldhauser informed 
the Senate Armed Services Committee that a group of disgruntled Boko Haram members had broken 
away because of Shekau’s unwillingness to adjust his operational methods in line with ISIS guidelines. 
Waldhauser cited the continued use of child suicide bombers as one of the key prohibitions laid down by 
ISIS but ignored by Shekau.31 

Respondents involved with Boko Haram at the time of the split reported similar, but slightly different, 
dynamics. One related how Nur, Barnawi and another commander by the name of Aliyu had met secretly 
with a few ‘light-skinned’ individuals eight to nine months prior to the split (see text box below). These 
incidents are difficult to confirm, but those surveyed observed that while many members left with, or 
followed, the Barnawi/Nur group at the time of the split, more people initially stayed than fled. 

Testimony of a female respondent from Damasak

I was captured in Damasak when the Boko Haram fighters attacked the town in 2014. We remained 
captives in Damasak for about two months. Then they took four of us as brides and we travelled to 
Gwoza, where we stayed for six months. My ‘husband’ went back to Damasak and was killed by 
Chadian forces. I remarried his second-in-command and was taken to Sambisa Forest where I stayed for 
one year and eight months – before my group went with the Mamman Nur faction to the Lake Chad area. 

Before Mamman Nur left, some ‘light skinned people’ had come to the camp to have a meeting which 
was attended by Nur, Aliyu, and Habib [Barnawi]. Shekau was not aware of the meeting, but when he 
heard, he was very angry. Shekau detained Nur and Habib and ordered his fighters to go after Aliyu, who 
had fled. When Shekau’s fighters brought back Aliyu’s corpse, Shekau lamented that he had not asked 
them to kill Aliyu, and said may ‘Allah forgive us all’. Nur and Habib subsequently apologised and Shekau 
later released them, warning that such should not happen again. 

After about eight to nine months, Nur left secretly with Habib and other leaders. Some of their followers 
later went away gradually, but many did not go with either side at first. Others just went back to their 
families. We stayed for about four months before our group also left to join the Nur faction. There were 
clashes during the separation but because there were many groups staying in different places, the 
fighting I saw was not too much.
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The groundwork for the split was probably laid in the months preceding August 2016. This corresponds 
to trends in ISIS messaging about its West Africa Province during this period. After Shekau pledged 
allegiance to ISIS in March 2015, the ISIS messaging apparatus issued six statements advertising West 
Africa Province attacks until May 2016. Nonetheless a shift occurred in June 2016 during which the number 
of statements escalated, with eight over two months – surpassing the total of the past 15 months. The 
claimed attacks largely conformed to the profile of violence adhered to by the Barnawi/Nur elements and 
took place within their presumed geographic location. This was thus likely an attempt by ISIS to promote 
the activities of Barnawi/Nur ahead of making the rupture with Shekau public. 

Islamic State attack claims concerning West Africa Province from April 2015 to July 2016

4

3

2

1

0

Ap
r-1

5

M
ay

-1
5

Ju
n-

15

Ju
l-1

5

Au
g-

15

Se
p-

15

O
ct

-1
5

No
v-

15

De
c-

15

Ja
n-

16

Fe
b-

16

M
ar

-1
6

Ap
r-1

6

M
ay

-1
6

Ju
n-

16

Ju
l-1

6

Source: Compilation of ISIS social media statements

In addition, in early June 2016 there was a major assault on the Nigerien town of Bosso, during which 
militants seized a military base and held it for a few days. While Boko Haram had previously targeted military 
bases, the large-scale nature of the assault in terms of the manpower involved, the location – far away from 
the Shekau stronghold of Sambisa Forest, and the direct targeting and defeat of military forces after a period 
of losses among the militants, made it a significant incident.32  The pattern of the assault closely mirrored 
future Barnawi-faction violence, however, and the shocking nature of the security forces’ initial defeat may 
have signalled the emergence of the refocused faction, even prior to its official rupture from Shekau.33 

Reasons

There are a number of reasons why ISIS replaced Shekau. An audio recording, reportedly of Mamman Nur, 
and probably recorded before the split, provides some clarity. The three major themes of the complaints 
were Shekau’s dictatorial leadership, a lack of confidence in his ability to turn the tide of the war and an 
ideological disagreement over the action required to guarantee a person’s Muslim status.

Nur’s role in ISIS-WA

Nur may be the true power behind ISIS-WA. As a veteran Nigerian jihadist, he was considered third in 
line to head Boko Haram at the time of the July 2009 uprising and a possible successor to Yusuf. Nur 
temporarily led the movement while Shekau recovered from a gunshot wound and Nigerian intelligence 
named him as the mastermind behind the 2011 attack on the UN headquarters in Abuja.34 Nur also 
developed links with militants elsewhere in Africa, reportedly training in Somalia and coordinating with 
al-Qaeda in the Islamic Maghreb (AQIM).35
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In this sense, he probably carries more gravitas based on his jihadist experience and connections 
than the younger Barnawi, who served as a commander at the time of the split.36 One respondent 
who fled with the Nur group remarked that ISIS leader Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi had initially sent an 
audio message appointing Nur leader of ISIS-WA, but that he had decided to step aside in favour of 
Barnawi for unknown reasons.37 The appointment of Barnawi could be a strategic decision given his 
presumed familial links to the still revered Muhammad Yusuf, which lends additional credence to ISIS-
WA’s argument that it represents a continuous ideological link to Yusuf, but disassociates from Shekau’s 
wayward application. Nur has typically avoided the spotlight, which fits in with his low profile within ISIS-
WA (he has yet to appear in any of the group’s messaging). Nonetheless, his presence can be felt, as 
the Nigerian army and respondents who have interacted with ISIS-WA frequently refer to it as the ‘Nur’ 
faction, rather than invoking Barnawi’s name.38

Shekau’s leadership style

Nur complained about being sidelined when Shekau ignored his Shura Council and made decisions on a 
whim. In addition, Shekau’s judgement was questioned because of his suspect use of Quranic reasoning, 
while he was also accused of killing his own group members, often in secret and without justification. Other 
complaints revolved around Shekau’s lack of concern for the welfare of group members, allowing them 
to go hungry while he ate well. Essentially, Nur did not agree with the dictatorial manner in which Shekau 
operated and felt he did not adequately seek to take care of the group’s members.39 

Reviving the movement

Tied to this loss of confidence in Shekau’s leadership ability was the need for a change to revive the 
movement during a time of decline. Nur complained that under Shekau, the militants had territories taken 
from them and were losing the war. Shekau’s inability to provide weapons and fuel for his soldiers was 
cited as evidence of his failings, and Nur appeared to have little confidence in Shekau’s capacity to turn 
the tide of the war. In short, Nur and his associates sought a fresh approach in order to reverse recent 
battlefield misfortunes.40 

Debate over who is a Muslim

The most important theme, however, was an ideological debate about who is and is not considered a 
Muslim and, thus, who can be targeted. The process of declaring other Muslims infidels, known as takfir, 
is a controversial action and Nur believed more stringent conditions should be applied. One respondent 
maintained that it is this debate that initially caused some members to refuse to fight for Shekau, leading 
Mamman Nur to approach the Boko Haram leader about it.41 

Shekau views anyone who has not actively demonstrated allegiance to his group as violating Islam, thus 
losing their Muslim status. In Shekau’s perspective for example, those who live under government rule and 
do not rise up are no longer considered Muslims. The same applies to those who flee areas of his control 
for government territories. In essence, the onus on securing one’s Muslims status lies in the proactive 
actions of each individual. This means a large segment of the Lake Chad region’s population are not viewed 
as legitimate Muslims in the eyes of Shekau, and thus are deemed acceptable recipients of his violence.42 

While Shekau has always maintained such strident ideological beliefs and conducted violence in 
accordance with them, this principle was more widely applied over time, leading to increased civilian 
casualties and causing others in the movement discomfort. The roots of this lay in the advent of civilian 
vigilante groups in mid-2013, collectively referred to as the Civilian Joint Task Force (CJTF). Given the 
grassroots development of the movement, its collaboration with the military and the local support they 
enjoyed, Shekau began to view large segments of the civilian population as working with security forces in 
opposition to him, leading to extreme violence. 

For example, respondents from Damboa, Dikwa, and Konduga LGAs confirmed how their towns and 
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villages had been spared large-scale attacks until the formation of vigilante units.43 Respondents from other 
areas noted that the militants frequently referred to them as ‘pagans’, and complained about how they had 
fled from areas of Boko Haram rule.44 Such aspects reaffirm how Shekau’s ideological stance over one’s 
Muslim status translated into violence against poorly defended rural populations, and the expansion of his 
views to the point where he judged just about the entire local populace, aside from those overtly supporting 
his group, as against him.45 

Respondents commenting on CJTF dynamics

Dikwa

When Boko Haram was chased out of Maiduguri by the CJTF, people in each locality were urged to 
form similar units to fight. In Dikwa we said we cannot do that because it might cause a lot of problems. 
Security forces then told us we were sympathising with Boko Haram. Our traditional leader complained 
to the government and asked them to come search our town – they did and found nothing. That is how 
we were able to stay safe for a period of time.

But later, after we had refused to join the CJTF, others went ahead and decided to start a unit. The very 
next day Boko Haram came in the evening and killed them.

Damboa

Around the time the CJTF was formed in Maiduguri, Boko Haram had started to kill some businessmen 
in Damboa. We debated that if we don’t form a CJTF unit like Maiduguri, these people [will] kill us all. But 
the person who called us to form the CJTF was slaughtered that very night.

Later I was in another village near Damboa when Boko Haram came. They came and slaughtered the 
head of the town, but then informed us that because this village had not formed a CJTF it would not 
be burnt. But then they said they were going to a nearby town to kill all the people and burn it because 
they already had the CJTF there. Some people managed to escape and warn that town, so when Boko 
Haram arrived, they saw no one. 

This pattern continued with the return of more asymmetric attacks following the movement’s loss of 
territorial control in early 2015 – indiscriminate suicide attacks became a weapon of choice, often aimed at 
civilian soft targets and leading to many Muslim deaths.46 

Nur vehemently disagreed with this approach, arguing in his recording that the focus of the insurgency 
should be true infidels, and that attacks on mosques should cease in favour of churches and military 
barracks.47 Barnawi also noted in the Al-Naba interview that Islam prohibits targeting ordinary people as 
long as they do not demonstrate active opposition to jihad.48 In this way, Barnawi departed from Shekau’s 
emphasis on collective responsibility for the rise of the civilian vigilantes to a focus on individual actions, 
calling only on those specifically working with security forces to repent or pay the price. Thus the Barnawi 
group removed geographic proximity to a vigilante force as a measure of guilt, and promised that attacks 
targeting regular civilians going about their daily lives in mosques and markets would cease. 

Ansaru

The theme of civilian targeting had surfaced within Boko Haram earlier, causing the Ansaru movement, 
the previous biggest challenge to Shekau, to break away in 2012.49 Ansaru announced its emergence 
after the 20 January 2012 assault on the largely Muslim city of Kano, in which about 185 people 
were killed.50 In its criticism of the indiscriminate nature of such violence, Muslim casualties, Shekau’s 
leadership and even the killing of group members, Ansaru’s rhetoric closely mirrored messaging from 
Nur/Barnawi. In this sense, the legacy of Ansaru’s pursuit of a distinct jihadist path in Nigeria outside the 
confines of Shekau’s authority continues via ISIS-WA, although it remains unclear if there has been any 
overlapping relationship between the two groups.51 



FACTIONAL DYNAMICS WITHIN BOKO HARAM14

Shekau’s group and that of Nur and Barnawi differed over who qualified as a civilian and who did not, a 
debate common to internal jihadist rifts elsewhere. But it was ultimately the killing of Muslim civilians that 
precipitated the split, with ISIS siding with Barnawi, appointing him the head of ISIS-WA. Shekau rejected 
his demotion but did not renounce his allegiance to ISIS, and continues to operate under his old banner, 
Jama’atu Ahlis Sunna Lidda’awati wal-Jihad (JAS).
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Factional Relations 

After the split, ISIS-WA and JAS could compete, cooperate or cohabitate, and it seems the last option 
has been the preferred path thus far, with geography serving as a convenient buffer. Nonetheless, there 
have been sporadic clashes. A surrendered militant claimed in May 2017 that the factions had fought 
six times, while the Wall Street Journal reported that 400 members were killed in internal clashes at the 
time of the split.52 Other clashes were reported in Dikwa LGA in December 2017, after militants from ISIS-
WA reportedly crossed into JAS territory.53 This level of activity has been minor overall, however, with no 
significant indication of one group trying to eliminate the other. 

This dynamic is probably explained by the geographic divide between the main areas of the two factions, 
an aspect that could be difficult to maintain as operational areas continue to shift – evidenced by the 
above-mentioned clashes in Dikwa. The southward movement of ISIS-WA within Nigeria, combined with 
the shifting nature of some JAS sanctuaries due to military pressure (see section below: Geographic Areas 
of Operation), may eventually place the group in overlapping areas of operation, potentially leading to more 
overt competition.54 

The same pattern of avoidance has continued in messaging, however, as the two have largely avoided 
commenting on each other since immediately after the split. The lack of interaction probably results from 
an adherence to ISIS guidelines, which set the tone during Barnawi’s Al-Naba interview, in which he did 
not mention the man he was replacing. Official ISIS messaging has continued this pattern of completely 
ignoring JAS, even as Shekau maintained his pledge to Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi and began rebranding his 
messages with ISIS logos in early 2017.55 

Outside of official ISIS messaging, however, Barnawi and Nur have commented on Shekau. The Nur audio 
tape released just after the split, in August 2016, was not disseminated through official ISIS media channels, 
while a video in early August 2017 followed a similar pattern. In that clip Barnawi reportedly criticised 
Shekau for not taking advice and branding anyone who disagreed with him as an infidel, messaging similar 
to the reasons behind the split.56 The commentary outside of ISIS media channels and after a long period of 
silence was curious, but coming as it did about a year after the split, it may have been aimed at reinforcing 
this rupture. 

One interviewee did mention that there had been attempts at reconciliation between the factions, but these 
produced little results.57 Nevertheless, one instance of possible cooperation between ISIS-WA and JAS 
took place on 10 February 2018, when two sets of high-profile hostages were released. The first consisted 
of three members of a team of geologists exploring oil prospects in Borno State, whose military-protected 
convoy came under attack in Magumeri LGA in July 2017. Along with the location, a subsequent video 
release confirmed they were being held by the ISIS-WA group. The second involved a convoy of women 
travelling on the Maiduguri-Damboa road for a funeral, which also came under attack in July 2017; Shekau 
confirmed in subsequent videos that JAS was holding the 10 women. Despite being held by different 
factions, the hostages were released together on 10 February 2018 in Banki, on the Cameroonian border. 
An interviewee who had been involved in the negotiations remarked that it was ‘dumb luck’ and that two 
distinct sets of negotiations with two distinct actors just happened to coincide.58 But the incident still raises 
questions about the logistics of the release, given the ostensible need for the ISIS-WA-held hostages to 
travel through JAS areas to reach Banki.59 
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Overall, however, despite some localised instances of cooperation and others of competition, the factions 
have largely avoided each other in the year and a half since the rupture. The divergent tactics pursued (see 
section below: Attack Patterns), combined with episodic messaging, reveals that ISIS-WA upholds certain 
guidelines in terms of how it operates, which JAS does not accommodate. 

This would indicate that the ideological gulf between the two factions remains vast and unaltered. 
Nonetheless, similar dynamics preceded the rupture of the Ansaru group from Shekau, a dispute which 
may eventually have been settled internally.60 The fact that Shekau has not renounced his pledge of 
allegiance to ISIS, continued branding his messaging with ISIS logos, and avoided directly commenting on 
Barnawi or Nur (curious, given his otherwise loquacious personality), indicates that the possibility of future 
reconciliation, while appearing unlikely given the continued ideological divide, cannot be ruled out entirely.

Command Structures

Respondents who had spent time with either faction were asked about the structures and hierarchies they 
witnessed. Respondents offered differing opinions on some structural aspects, but largely converged on 
others, such as the hierarchy of fighters. Those who had spent time with both ISIS-WA and JAS noted little 
overt difference in their structural make up, although some differences in terms of location did emerge, 
such as the roles and responsibilities of the Amir. In addition, respondents mentioned various functional 
departments, with some overlap but not full consistency. It is also unclear the role and/or interaction of 
geographic-based assignments, compared to more functional responsibilities. Some respondents were 
probably more familiar with certain departments or structural aspects than others, so what follows is a best 
guess approximation based on main areas of convergence across respondent commentary, combined with 
open-source reporting.61 

Fighters

Munzir: Four Munzirs per village. 
Each commands 500 people - 250 fighters and 250 at home

Qaid: 10-12 district heads who govern three villages and 
command > 1 000 fighters. Replaced by best Munzir if they die

Amir (Bulama or ward head): Passes judgement 
or gives orders to fighters 

Nagib: In charge of 10-15 fighters each

Departments

Food supply

Generic command structure of Boko Haram factions in Lake Chad Basin
Structure is based on current understanding of regional dynamics and may not be comprehensive

Weapons

FinanceHisbah
(morality and justice)

Recruitment

Welfare

Dawa
(education)

Public enlightenment

SHURA COUNCIL
Advises Imam

IMAM
Wali or governor
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Regardless, it is difficult to confirm the functionality of these structures in practice, for either group. For 
example, one grievance of Mamman Nur during his audio at the time of the split revolved around Shekau’s 
disregard of his Shura Council, while other reporting suggested that he had disbanded it completely.62 The 
leadership and ideology of Shekau does appear to play a predominant role in guiding the actions of his 
factional members, signifying his dominant role within JAS’s command structure. 

In terms of ISIS-WA, one interviewee closely monitoring the situation mentioned that the faction comprises 
more of those who were united in opposition to Shekau, but not necessarily on everything else, thus 
engendering a more diverse grouping.63 This latter point, combined with actions undertaken by militants 
aligned with ISIS-WA that do not necessarily follow the guidelines set forth during the time of the split (see 
below: Guidelines vs Reality), could suggest a less concentrated hold down to the command level for ISIS-
WA. The Dapchi kidnapping incident, discussed below, also raises questions regarding the coherence of 
ISIS-WA’s command structure. 

Nonetheless, while interviewees differed over how much day-to-day control each factional leader wields 
over his commanders and the strength of the hierarchical command, many noted the relative discipline of 
ISIS-WA, suggesting a greater deal of control and coordination.64 In this sense, while Shekau’s personality 
probably dominates his faction in a way that Barnawi does not, the greater effectiveness noted in ISIS-WA 
attack patterns alludes to a more robust command structure, even if individual members or commanders 
stray from this at times. 

Splinter Movements

There are also groups or cells that are not explicitly aligned with either faction, which may help explain 
atypical incidents and patterns at times, further revealing the complexity of militant dynamics in the Lake 
Chad region. Respondents familiar with Boko Haram at the time of the August 2016 split noted that some 
did not choose to join either side. These unaligned members have not consolidated around a specific 
leadership or core programme, with some waiting to see how the situation played out and others returning 
home.65 Some key commanders may also have left Shekau but did not initially join Nur.66 There has also 
been a wave of surrenders, especially around the Monguno area in early 2018, another indication of 
members unwilling to continue with either side.67 

Respondent from Gwoza explaining dynamics around the split 

Boko Haram came to our village in 2015. They checked your profession to see if they can use you or 
not. They also killed people that resisted them, so they forced me to join them. They took me to a bush 
near Sambisa Forest where they preached and taught us daily. They read [the] Quran, but with different 
interpretations. Because I am a driver of big trucks, they made me drive for them. I drove food items. 
Sometimes they raid a village and then I go and pick up the items to bring back to the Sambisa Forest. I do 
the driving for about three to four days and then they allow me to rest while other drivers take their turns.

In 2016 there were talks about a potential split within Boko Haram, but the talks were underground 
because if you talk openly they kill you. There were two main groups. One was the Shekau group and 
the other is the Mamman Nur group, which accused Shekau of killings. Some commanders had also 
stopped fighting – Shekau would either kill or replace them. Nur said we should advise Shekau on why 
some commanders aren’t fighting, but Shekau did not change his mind.  

Mamman Nur left with some top commanders and the people under them. But plenty of people did not 
align with either. There was a third group of those who had been forced to join and wanted to quit. Some 
of us decided to take opportunity of the chaos to leave. One day I got in the truck and drove like I was 
going on duty, until I escaped. 

More recently, discussions about a potential third faction have gained currency in some interviews.68 One 
interviewee who follows local dynamics closely noted that a commander in Marte area was thought to 
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be operating independently but also serving as a go-between for both factions.69 Nonetheless, thus far 
no specific group has emerged in terms of messaging, leadership, or even distinctive style or operating 
patterns. The abduction of schoolgirls from Dapchi in February 2018 (see Outlier Incidents below) could 
have been a demonstration of a commander operating independently, but the operation ultimately still 
occurred within the prism of ISIS-WA, revealing limited overall independence. In this sense, while some 
commanders may demonstrate a degree of independence at a local level, overall dynamics remain heavily 
influenced by the ISIS-WA and JAS dichotomy. 
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Attack Patterns

High rates of violence continue to afflict the Lake Chad Basin, even in the aftermath of the split. For 
example, while recorded attacks in August 2016, the month the split was announced, dropped to 12 from 
an average of 23 per month that year, attacks in 2017 rebounded to levels similar to those in 2015.70 This 
demonstrates the ability of both sides to regroup and illustrates that the split has not had a major impact on 
reducing (or increasing) violence in the Lake Chad region. Nonetheless, the patterns of violence since the 
split have demonstrably differed.

Attacks attributable to Boko Haram in the Lake Chad region by month from January 2015 to April 2018
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The prevailing view among those interviewed has been that JAS is responsible for the wide-scale use of 
suicide bombers, including female and child bombers, often directed at the civilian populace – an aspect 
Shekau has more or less confirmed in his messaging.71 ISIS-WA, on the other hand, has concentrated on 
targeting security forces through large-scale but less frequent assaults. 

While the vast majority of violence in the Lake Chad region is unclaimed and some even unreported, the 
notion of distinct attack profiles adheres to overall patterns in the messaging and actions of both groups. 
Nonetheless, ISIS-WA has deployed (male) suicide bombers, primarily through the use of vehicle-borne 
improvised explosive devices (VBIEDs) during operations, and has been accused of harming civilians, while 
JAS has also confronted security forces and conducted non-suicide violence – a pertinent reminder that 
the characteristics of each faction are not absolute.72 

JAS: Suicide Attacks and Civilian Targeting

JAS under Shekau has largely continued its pre-ISIS operating methods, which are characterised by 
the notion of punitive and retributive violence against the civilian populace. For example, in a June 2017 
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message championing the group’s first major infiltration of Maiduguri in more than a year, Shekau justified 
the incident by remarking that the people in Maiduguri were not true Muslims as they continued to live 
under man-made laws, upholding a wide definition of enemy combatants.73 

Another video from January 2017 claimed responsibility for a suicide bombing at a mosque on the 
University of Maiduguri campus, an area which became a repeated target in 2017. Shekau justified this 
violence by stating that un-Islamic activities were taking place in the mosque.74 In the video Shekau 
also commented on the use of female suicide bombers, the first time he had specifically referred to this 
tactic since one of the group’s first deployments of a female bomber in June 2014.75 These messages 
demonstrated Shekau’s continued preference for both suicide attacks and civilian targeting. 

Both aspects have been dominant themes in patterns of violence throughout the Lake Chad region, 
especially since August 2016. According to a database of attacks maintained by the ISS and likely 
attributable to Boko Haram, civilians were the target of 44% of total violence between August 2016 and 
April 2018, while a further 29% of incidents did not have a clear target, but many may have ultimately been 
directed at civilians as well.76 In addition, suicide bombings comprise nearly 36% of all violent incidents 
since August 2016, marking it as a major attack type.77 

Of course the Shekau faction has also engaged in non-suicide violence in addition to targeting non-civilian 
entities. For example a recent trend has been to attack military convoys travelling on highways in Borno 
State, while there has been a pattern of roadside improvised explosive device (IED) incidents in areas of 
presumed Shekau dominance.78 At other times likely Shekau militants have engaged security forces, but 
not with the same frequency or level of success as ISIS-WA.79 Raids on local villages also revolve around 
the need to loot supplies.80 

Given Shekau’s demonstrated propensity to engage in both civilian targeting and the use of suicide 
bombers, combined with the dominance of these two aspects in local attack patterns, his faction has 
probably been responsible for a high proportion of the more than 540 recorded violent incidents through 
the Lake Chad region since August 2016, and thus a greater proportion of overall deaths as well.81 

Nonetheless, the fatalities per attack tend to differ. For example, ISIS-WA large-scale violence tends to 
result in a greater number of deaths, albeit fewer civilian deaths. Casualty counts are difficult to verify 
and often rely on actors who have an incentive to either over- or understate totals. Nonetheless, out of 
34 incidents since 2017 that were either claimed in social media statements or adhere to geographic and 
targeting patterns utilised by ISIS-WA, an average of 10.5 deaths per incidents were recorded, including 
militant casualties. Conversely, the average suicide bomber incident resulted in 4.6 casualties, including the 
bombers themselves.82 Regardless, JAS remains capable of inflicting high casualty totals as well, evidenced 
through its likely culpability in the May 2018 suicide attacks on at a mosque and market in Mubi, Adamawa 
state – which killed anywhere between 29 and 86 individuals.83 

ISIS’s selective promotion of violence

In the period during which Shekau subordinated his movement to ISIS (March 2015 through August 
2016) there was probably a tension in his approach to violence, compared to what ISIS wanted to see its 
West Africa Province pursue. 

ISIS and associated media outlets claimed 10 West Africa Province attacks through May 2016, a small 
portion of the more than 400 attacks during this period.84 Nonetheless, ISIS’s claims showed some 
distinct patterns – all but one was perpetrated by male suicide bombers and none claimed to target 
civilians. The selective promotion of this type of violence contrasts with the vast majority of attacks that 
were ignored by ISIS, such as the wave of female suicide bombings on markets, mosques, transport 
depots and other civilian centres.85
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An infographic from the ISIS-associated Amaq News Agency in December 2016 provided further 
evidence of guidelines, noting seven target categories – the armies of each Lake Chad country (Chad, 
Niger, Cameroon and Nigeria), pro-government gunmen (likely referring to the vigilante forces), pro-
government parties and Shi’ite militias, again ignoring the vast majority of other targets. In this sense, 
ISIS had probably taken issue with the West Africa Province’s indiscriminate attack profile under Shekau, 
by promoting only certain types of violence and ignoring others, tying into reported concerns about 
Shekau’s unwillingness to follow IS guidelines prior to the split.86

ISIS-WA: Assaults on Security Forces

ISIS-WA, on the other hand, has strived to operate in line with the guidelines laid down during the split, 
which revolve around new patterns of engagement with the civilian populace and a focus on government 
targets.87 This has been marked by an emphasis on less frequent but larger-scale assaults on military 
targets. For example, ISIS-WA, via the ISIS media apparatus, has claimed 28 specific attacks since August 
2016 (see map).88 Each of these has claimed to target security forces, a key indication of the type of 
violence in which ISIS and its West Africa Province seek to engage.89 As is the case with Shekau, there is 
probably a level of ISIS-WA violence that does not adhere to these standards and is thus not promoted. 
In addition, three of the attacks were suicide attacks, though only by male bombers. 

In his messages Barnawi also stated that there would be a return to Christian targets, but this has not 
transpired.90 Nonetheless, the shift in targeting away from Muslim civilians has occurred. 

The examples above indicate that the attack profiles of both groups largely conform to the dynamics 
surrounding the ideological issues behind the split, with JAS primarily responsible for continued violence 
targeting the civilian populace. While these are overarching trends, at a micro level both have conducted 
activities that do not always fit neatly into these patterns. Yet the broader trend helps explain much of the 
difference in attack patterns between the two groups in the past two years. 
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Geographic Areas of Operation

The patterns of violence are largely synonymous with the geographic areas of operation for each group, 
which can be determined by attack trends, safety conditions along major routes, the testimonies of 
respondents and key informant interviews. Generally, JAS is present in south and central Borno State, 
particularly around the Sambisa Forest and the border with Cameroon. ISIS-WA initially had its stronghold 
in northern Borno near Lake Chad but has since expanded further south to areas north and west of 
Damboa and in Yobe State around Buni Yadi. Both are present in northern Cameroon, while areas of Chad 
and Niger are dominated more by ISIS-WA.91 

Cells from both factions have probably been active in other areas as well, complicating the picture on the 
ground.92 But their locus is in the main areas mentioned, as shown by recorded attack patterns. The forest 
around Sambisa and the vegetation along the shores of Lake Chad provide a degree of natural coverage for 
both factions, resulting in strongholds in those locations.93

The major areas of operation are consistent with the conditions along main roads in Borno State. Many 
interviewees noted that ISIS-WA tends not to conduct ambushes along transport routes unless to target 
military personnel. Roads in JAS areas, in contrast, remain insecure to the point where military escorts are 
required. Thus, from Maiduguri, the roads north and west to Baga, Damasak and Damaturu – all passing 
through areas of presumed ISIS-WA influence – are considered by humanitarian personnel to be relatively 
safe, while those going east past Mafa and Konduga, and south to Damboa, all of which pass through JAS 
areas of influence, are not. A higher rate of violence and greater use of IEDs, tactics which more closely 
relate to JAS operating methods, have been recorded on these routes.94 

JAS Locations

JAS has maintained a stronghold in Sambisa Forest despite military incursions to clear the area. This has 
allowed the faction to focus its attacks on areas of south-central Borno, including a high concentration of 
activity in Maiduguri and along the border with Cameroon near Mayo-Sava and Mayo-Tsanaga departments.

JAS has demonstrated an obsession with Boko Haram’s birthplace, Maiduguri, targeting the city more 
actively after the split.95 Of 74 recorded violent incidents in Maiduguri and its environs between August 2016 
and April 2018, 69 were perpetrated by suicide bombers.96 The majority of these occurred on the city’s 
southern and eastern outskirts, as bombers were detected by CJTF and security forces while approaching 
the Borno State capital.97 

Given Shekau’s preference for suicide attacks and his strongholds in areas to the south and east of the 
city, it is likely that these bombers came from hideouts under his control.98 In contrast, few bombers have 
approached the city from the north or west – areas closer to ISIS-WA hideouts.99 The Maiduguri obsession 
is apparent in Shekau’s messaging as well: in a March 2017 clip he claimed responsibility for all suicide 
attacks in the city.100 

Despite the increase in targeting, the majority of suicide bombings have resulted in few casualties, 
indicating the limited impact of this type of violence and the relative safety of the city.101 Maiduguri and its 
environs have been targeted in four major assaults since the split, coinciding with Ramadan and Christmas 
in 2017, Easter in 2018, and another incident in late April. While militants were able to penetrate initial 
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fortifications during those incidents, the incursions were ultimately repelled, demonstrating the limitations of 
JAS’s assaults on the city, despite persistent attempts.

In the same March 2017 speech Shekau claimed his fighters had repelled a major assault by security 
forces along the Cameroon border.102 The highest rate of suicide attacks has been in Maiduguri and areas 
of Cameroon near the Nigerian border, indicating the probable operating range of Shekau’s fighters. For 
example in 2017 approximately 36% of all suicide attacks occurred in northern Cameroon (primarily in the 
department of Mayo-Sava), while a similar percentage took place in Maiduguri and its outskirts.103 

Local research commentary on suicide attacks in Cameroon

The presence of JAS in Cameroon has been more visible than that of ISIS-WA, in particular as Cameroon 
has been the target of a large number of suicide attacks, including by women and children. According 
to local interviewees, the scenarios are almost always identical: young women suddenly appear in a 
particular location. Not knowing the town and very often having forgotten their instructions, they ask local 
residents for information and the residents sometimes alert soldiers or vigilance committees. 

In some cases, the women are neutralised before they can activate the devices hidden beneath their 
flowing garments; in others, they manage to blow themselves up at the planned location, or when they 
realise they have been exposed. 

The latest trends suggest that the militants, faced with increasingly early detection of the young women 
they send in, seem to have opted for less suspicious and more naive carriers: children. According to 
Captain Gilles Onana Mbarga, head of the Rapid Intervention Brigade’s (BIR) Anti-Terrorist Unit in Kolofata:

Disclaimer: Locations and features approximate, map not representative of quantity and only denotes identifiable locations.

Source: Map is based on media reporting of violence in the Lake Chad region, attack claims in the messaging of both ISIS-WA and 
JAS factions, and field interviews regarding local conditions; information is current as of April 2018
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‘These children are used to seeing radios and amplifiers ... They know just which button they have to 
press. When they hand one to a young child, they tell them, “Once you get to the market or perhaps a 
particular site, you just have to press the button.” And they go and do it without a second thought.’104

JAS has also demonstrated an ability to extend beyond its main area of operations on occasion. Recent 
suicide attacks in Biu and Mubi, outlier events after long periods of calm in those areas, indicate its capacity 
to deploy suicide violence further afield. The success of those attacks, with high rates of casualties in 
two Mubi incidents, indicate the need for continued vigilance even in areas in which there has been little 
recent activity.105 

ISIS-WA Locations

Initially after the split, ISIS-WA was confined to northern Borno State along the Niger border and the fringes 
of Lake Chad. Large-scale engagements typical of ISIS-WA attack patterns occurred in this area, while 
LGAs like Abadam and parts of Guzamala continue to be off limits, constituting the faction’s stronghold.106 
Specific areas in northern Borno such as Kangral, Tumbum Gini, Tumbum Rego, Abba Ganaram, Tumbuwa 
and Kusuma were frequently mentioned by both respondents and interviewees as key hideouts of the 
faction. In Cameroon, the faction has been reported to be active in Logone-et-Chari department, although 
some elements reportedly still loyal to Shekau operate in the area as well.107 In Niger ISIS-WA’s presence 
has largely been restricted to the Diffa department, while in Chad it is found in the Lac region. 

By the end of 2016/beginning of 2017, however, ISIS-WA had expanded into central areas of Borno 
and neighbouring Yobe state. Claimed incidents in Talala and Buni Yadi are indicative of this, along with 
repeated assaults on Magumeri. The group has reportedly been active west of the Damboa-Maiduguri road 
and, with JAS operating east of that, the road has served as an informal dividing line.108 

The southward expansion has reportedly involved a strong ISIS-WA presence in the Alagarno and Ajigin 
forests.109 Kareto, Geidam and Mainok were mentioned as key crossing points for ISIS-WA militants, 
indicative of its range of influence.110 Attacks have also been claimed in Cameroon’s Logone-et-Chari 
department, the Chadian side of the lake and just across the border in Niger, demonstrating the faction’s 
regional areas of operation. As an indication of ISIS-WA’s presence and strength in south-east Niger, US 
military units reportedly came under fire in the area in December 2017, although only the militants suffered 
casualties in the attack.111

Ultimately, ISIS-WA has shown itself to be more mobile and effective than JAS, allowing it to expand 
territorially after the initial split. At a time when military pressure has checked JAS’s expansion, and even 
forced the loss of certain stronghold areas, ISIS-WA has not suffered a similar fate.112 Rather, the expansion 
in southern-central Borno and Yobe around Buni Yadi indicates the opposite, in addition to its presence in 
all Lake Chad region countries. 

This has led to some areas of potential overlap. For example, as the February 2018 attack on a military base 
in Rann denotes (see section below: Outlier Incidents), ISIS-WA has established a presence in the Dikwa-
Ngala-Marte area, encroaching on areas where JAS had been operating.113 The group also claimed to repel 
a Nigerian military attack on its positions in Marte LGA in May 2018, further demonstrating its presence in 
the area.114 Respondents from Dikwa and Ngala also confirmed the presence of both in their LGAs.115 This 
may explain the above-mentioned clashes between the two in Dikwa LGA in December 2017.

Outlier Incidents

Some incidents do not fit neatly into the geographically defined attack patterns, however – a few recent 
examples of which are worth highlighting.

Two female suicide attacks – one on 30 June 2017 by two bombers at an IDP camp in Kabelawa, Niger, 
and another attack by a teenage suicide bomber on a mosque in Buni Yadi on 2 March 2018 – conform 
to JAS-style attack patterns but occurred in areas where ISIS-WA has been more active.116 It is unclear 
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whether the incidents represent JAS penetration of an ISIS-WA area, atypical ISIS-WA operations or 
the work of other actors, but neither has been followed by significant activity, making them relevant but 
outlier incidents.

In addition, two attacks in 2018 by ISIS-WA raise questions about its operating methods and location. On 
1 March 2018 militants probably aligned to the Barnawi faction attacked a military base situated next to 
an IDP camp in Rann, near the Cameroon border.117 The incident made headlines as four humanitarian 
personnel were killed, forcing the NGO Médecins Sans Frontières (MSF) and others to temporarily suspend 
operations there.118 In addition, three aid workers were kidnapped. This was the first major incident affecting 
humanitarian personnel.

It later emerged that all the victims were inside the military base at the time of the attack and that the 
humanitarian organisations located next to the base were untouched.119 In this sense, given the targeting 
limitations adhered to during the attack, the incident conforms more closely to ISIS-WA attack patterns, 
despite this being an area in which JAS has been active. 

On 19 February 2018, ISIS-WA kidnapped more than 100 schoolgirls from the northern Yobe town 
of Dapchi. The attack followed patterns similar to the most notorious Boko Haram attack to date, the 
abduction of more than 200 schoolgirls from Chibok in Borno State – an incident that took place prior to 
the split but on which Shekau frequently capitalised in his messaging. The Dapchi attack was, however, 
different in that all but one of the girls were Muslim and, apart from the one Christian student, were returned 
by the militants to the town less than a month later, on 21 March 2018. However, the abduction ran afoul of 
the guidelines laid out by ISIS-WA, as five Muslim girls died during the assault. The attack also confirmed 
the faction’s abhorrence of Western education – the militants warned the girls they would come back to 
abduct them again if they returned to school, continuing an ideological link to a central tenet of Muhammad 
Yusuf’s preaching.120

The return of the girls was a positive development but led to additional scrutiny. The Nigerian government 
explained that the release had resulted from previously undisclosed negotiations, an effort it claimed had 
been going on for a year and facilitated a compensation-free outcome. If accurate, this would mark the 
most significant and serious engagement of the militants during the Buhari administration. President Buhari 
also noted in April 2018, around the same time, that negotiations over the Chibok girls were halted due 
to internal differences among the abductors.121 Given that JAS is probably holding the remaining Chibok 
girls, this further demonstrates differences between the factions, and the Federal Government’s divergent 
approach to each. In this sense, the Federal Government is essentially indicating that it views the ISIS-WA 
faction as a potential negotiating partner, views which do not translate to JAS and Shekau.122

Regardless of the dynamics surrounding the release, the incident still raises major questions, such as, if 
genuine discussions are ongoing, why did the abductions happen in the first place?123 Some interviewees 
suggested the reasons lay in frictions within ISIS-WA, or the need to generate funds.124 In addition, the 
ability of the militants to conduct such an operation in an area they had not previously targeted, and at a 
distance from core operating areas, raises questions about the efficacy of the Nigerian military’s response, 
and further damages its reputation in relation to civilian protection.125 In fact, the surprising incident and 
even more surprising outcome resulted in a propaganda victory for ISIS-WA, with social media images 
showing the triumphant militants returning the girls to cheering crowds in Dapchi, while the Nigerian military 
was forced to stand down as part of a week-long ceasefire. 
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Recruitment & Popularity

The divergence between ISIS-WA and JAS with regard to civilians underlines the fact that local support is 
paramount to the movement’s success. In many ways it is also a recognition that JAS’s operating methods 
had become short-sighted, given that the targeting of the same population from which supplies (including 
manpower) are derived means that these can only be extracted by force, which does not bode well for 
long-term sustainability.126 In this sense, ISIS-WA has likely sought to redefine its relations with the local 
population throughout the Lake Chad region in a less violent or predatory manner as part of a longer-term 
strategy to revive its fortunes.127 

Respondent interviews across the eight Nigerian LGAs highlighted the tactical differences between the two 
groups, providing further evidence of the practical effects of this divide at a local level. While respondents 
were not always aware of the specific leadership of each faction, most knew that a split had taken place within 
Boko Haram. This was often connected to differences witnessed in terms of civilian interaction, especially in 
LGAs where both were reported to operate, such as Ngala, Dikwa and Damboa. In this sense, those who 
broke away were considered to be more ‘sympathetic’ to civilians than those still operating under Shekau.

The resulting impact on civilians is literally the difference between life and death. Respondents from 
Magumeri and Damboa LGAs explained this in simple terms. They noted that upon spotting unprotected 
civilians in rural locations, one group of militants would stop to converse while the other would immediately 
attack. While not all respondents explicitly tied this to the differences in approach of the Barnawi/Nur and 
Shekau factions, many did make that connection, remarking that ‘the Shekau faction just kills’.128 In turn, 
respondents advised that if the Shekau faction was spotted they should immediately run.129 

Respondent from Damboa explaining the difference between the groups

Some people go to the bush to look for firewood. If the Nur people meet them, they say you should run 
if you see black turbans, because those are Shekau’s people. Along the roads Nur’s people will stop you 
and ask where you are from and to check if there is any security in the car. If not, they will let you pass. 
Shekau will just fire on the car – there are no negotiations with them, just killing. Nur’s people will kill the 
CJTF, however, and collect foodstuff – though they may apologise about it.

Other testimonies reinforced this view, including interviews from Cameroon and Niger. Respondents from 
Damboa LGA noted that militants from the Nur faction had allowed civilians to leave for Damboa town, 
which was in the hands of the Nigerian government. This is in marked contrast to Shekau’s characterisation 
of those who flee to government-controlled areas as ‘infidels’, and JAS’s targeting of such populations.130 
Prior to the split in 2014, respondents from Konduga LGA also described how militants in the area had 
largely ignored them until some of them decided to relocate their families closer to government territory. 
Immediately after they had done so, militants referring to them as ‘pagans’ and attacked them for leaving 
lands ruled by Islamic law. While the episodes described occurred prior to the split, they are a telling 
reflection of Shekau’s ideology and stand in marked contrast to the policy adopted by ISIS-WA-aligned 
militants in a nearby area just a few years later.131 

In another telling incident, a respondent from Mobbar LGA described how a group of ISIS-WA militants 
came across a polio vaccination team in northern Borno State. The polio vaccine has a controversial history 
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in northern Nigeria, marked by conspiracy theories that it has been used as a tool to render Muslim women 
infertile. Rather than attack the team, the militants reportedly demanded half its fuel, paid a small sum for it, 
and left. The incident demonstrates a few key points – the first is that the ISIS-WA faction’s default response 
is not simply to attack those it encounters, but rather to uphold certain guidelines. This case is all the more 
relevant given the particular history of the polio vaccine in Nigeria and previous attacks on similar teams.132 
It also demonstrates one of the faction’s means of sustenance – the need to secure supplies locally. At 
the same time, the latent threat of force from armed militants clearly still hovers in the background, and 
probably serves as the dominant underpinning of ISIS-WA’s continued relations with the civilian populace. 

Local researcher commenting on vulnerabilities exploited by ISIS-WA in Chad

In Chad, interviewees remarked that ISIS-WA presents themselves as protectors against the abuses 
of local chiefs, the gendarmerie and custom agents. They often cite the extortion, fines and arbitrary 
arrests by gendarmerie brigade commanders. Their message tends to resonate with those who have 
experienced social injustice, inequalities and selective impunity. Some interviewees say the group also 
offers money at times to young people who join them. Such patterns attempt to exploit local grievances, 
while driving a wedge between the government and populace, which ISIS-WA can then take advantage 
of. Similar dynamics were present in Boko Haram prior to the split, and it appears ISIS-WA is attempting 
to maintain a degree of continuity with previous recruitment practices.

Guidelines vs Reality

Nevertheless, ISIS-WA has not always adhered to the ideals it professed at the time of its separation from 
JAS, underlining the fact that while it may generally pursue a different relationship with the civilian populace, 
it is still capable of inflicting extreme violence and placing strains on local livelihoods. 

The reality of operating in rural areas has meant that the faction probably still needs to extract goods 
from the civilian population in order to survive. Respondents commented on these dynamics, noting that 
ISIS-WA seizes supplies such as food, livestock and fuel. Respondents in Magumeri lamented that they 
received almost daily visits from militants asking for food. While these visits are not accompanied by overt 
violence, underlying threats give people little choice but to acquiesce. In some cases, the militants offer 
compensation (not always at market value, as in the polio example above) and/or even apologise for their 
actions, something that is rare in areas near a JAS presence.133  Yet they are still essentially seizures under 
the threat of violence.

Similarly, in Cameroon, interviewees indicated that those residing in areas where ISIS-WA operated were 
subject to taxes on business activities, and that the group demanded the tacit collaboration of the villagers, 
upon the penalty of death.134 

Respondent from Magumeri explaing current dynamics with regards to militant interaction

Three years ago, Boko Haram started attacking our village. There are times when they come and 
demand the man of the house. I often hide, while my wife comes out and says that I am not around. 
They say that they will deal with me when I come back. They have burnt my house three times. The third 
one was the deadliest – they attacked our village and two of my children were caught in the fire and 
could not be rescued. They died in the incident.

Now the attacks are less violent, but we live in fear. The burnings and killings stopped about six months 
ago. But they come and ask for food items almost every day – even yesterday they were in our village. 
They take food items like cows, goats, sheep and maize, among others. When they come, they warn us 
against working with the government or security people.

Although they don’t kill people often in the village anymore, if you meet them in the bush they kill you 
because they think you are informants disguised to get information for the government. We last farmed 
about two and half years ago and Boko Haram fighters came and took some and set others on fire.
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Most of us prefer to stay in our village rather than go to IDP camps as even if they give me a nice house I 
will not take it. All we need now is security for us to farm again.

Respondent from Magumeri relating a story of how the militants seize food items under threat of force

The militants came to our village when we had been hiding a goat, because we had not had meat in so 
long. The militants knew it was there and came to ask for it, but couldn’t find it. We said we don’t have 
anything. They said fine, but when we go check, if we find something it will be a big problem for you. 
One of the villagers got afraid, so he ended up leading them to where we hid the goat, to save his life. 

ISIS-WA still violently punishes civilians who do not adhere to its rules.135  Its actions are often related to a 
lack of obedience or suspicion of government collaboration. Interviewees in Diffa also said militants there 
had used their position to settle old scores with those who had wronged them in the past.136 In March 2017 
ISIS-WA militants were accused of killing a man who refused to pay protection money, while interviewees 
recounted an episode in March 2018 in which five fishermen in northern Borno were killed for passing on 
information about the Dapchi incident.137 These occurrences clearly demonstrate the unforgiving stance 
of ISIS-WA towards those it perceives who have crossed it, and the propensity for extreme violence.138 
Multiple respondents emphasised this point, describing how ISIS-WA militants frequently warned them 
against working with security forces and the CJTF, punishing those who ignored their dictates. Other 
provisions include injunctions against gambling, smoking, drinking alcohol and idolatry.139 

Limited Prospects of Popular Support

Despite these dynamics, information supplied by respondents suggests that while JAS largely operates 
by force (driven by Shekau’s continued animosity towards the local population), ISIS-WA is attempting to 
maintain a balance between prioritising the demands of survival and the need to engender support from the 
civilian population. The effectiveness of this strategy ultimately remains to be seen, especially if the needs 
and/or demands of ISIS-WA on the local population increase. But the more forgiving approach to civilians 
underlines a newfound tactic to win ‘hearts and minds’ after JAS’s devastating reign of destruction. 

Some respondents indicated the limitations of this strategy with few believing that ISIS-WA was capable of 
overcoming the trust deficit unleashed by JAS’s relentless civilian targeting. This is particularly true among 
those whose lives have been devastated by the militants. As one respondent observed, ‘How can we stay 
with the lion, even if it repents?’140 Others pointed out that initially Shekau also did not target them, but 
then changed his mind – a warning that the same could occur with the Barnawi/Nur militants, even if they 
appeared less violent now. Others in Niger echoed these sentiments.141 

The feelings of distrust were reflected in comments from some respondents about how Boko Haram’s initial 
programme, especially the preaching and anti-government rhetoric of founder Muhammad Yusuf, were well 
received. The path taken by Shekau, however, had erased any such goodwill or continued support for Boko 
Haram’s vision to remake the region, to the point where one respondent remarked bitterly that the militants 
had been ‘deceitful’. Some interviewees also commented that while improving civilian relations might be an 
overall ISIS-WA strategy, many civilians still flee from areas in which it operates – an indication of continued 
hardship and/or discontent.142 

There is little clarity on the subject of popular support for ISIS-WA. Some interviewees talked about 
recruitment from IDP camps in northern Borno State, but their accounts were largely based on anecdotal 
reports and there was little hard evidence.143 Nonetheless, given the high degree of anger with the 
government over their situation (see section below: Lack of Choice), other respondents expressed concern 
that if this persists, it could lead to future support for violent extremist organisations in the region. 

However, when it came to making a personal choice, there was resoundingly little willingness to go down 
this path, given the pain and destruction already experienced. The concern, however, is if the government 
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continues to fail them, a new generation less versed in the personal history regarding the excesses of the 
militants will emerge, and may thus seek alternatives elsewhere.

Local researcher commentary on the Boudouma and Boko Haram

In Chad, the Boudouma (people of the grass) are one of the ethnic groups living on the isolated islands of 
Lake Chad, and have frequently been stigmatised for associating with militants. When asked about foreign 
fighters in the movement, some respondents noted the presence of ethnic Boudouma as the second 
largest group, after Kanuris.144 Nonetheless, considering an entire ethnic group to be an ‘enemy of the 
state’ would be a dangerous assumption that could lead to stigmatisation, since, as local researchers 
note, their ethnicity is immediately recognisable by their strong physique, dark complexion, scars and 
distinct dialect. Although Islam is one of the religions practised by the Boudouma (Kuri), it is only a recent 
development. The Boudouma, with their liberal customs, are considered neither ‘good Muslims’ nor 
extremists. Their Koubri brothers in the same region, on the other hand, are notably more assiduous 
when it comes to applying sharia law. In this sense, while the Boudouma have frequently been associated 
with Boko Haram, religion is less important than the individual choices of vulnerable, uneducated and 
unemployed youth – a profile that covers many in the region, Boudouma and non-Boudouma alike.

The prospect of ongoing recruitment in Niger

The border town of Maïne-Soroa, approximately 70 km west of Diffa, is often identified as the first area 
in Niger where Muhammad Yusuf gained a mass following. A researcher from Niger argued that Maïne-
Soroa provided a reliable recruitment base over the years, asserting that this has continued in the 
shadow of different forms of preventing and countering violent extremism (PCVE) interventions, and the 
presence of sector 4 of the Multinational Joint Task Force (MNJTF) in the town of Diffa.145 

Lack of Choice

Certain communities maintain a mutual understanding with ISIS-WA, albeit one predicated by a lack of 
choice. As respondents in Damboa noted, militants sometimes come to purchase items from local markets. 
The markets are open to everyone, they argue, and thus when armed men come asking for supplies, 
there is no real choice but to oblige, particularly in light of the precarious nature of local livelihoods and 
the need to make money to survive.146 Respondents from Damasak described a similar situation of mutual 
understanding between the militants and villagers along the Niger border.147 

The testimonies of two respondents who had escaped from ISIS-WA in the Lake Chad region highlighted 
the duality at play – both were aided by rural pastoralists sympathetic to their plight, but also noted that 
such communities were able to operate in nearby areas without fear of attack because of their relationships 
with the militants in the first place.148 

Despite the fact that some civilians have no choice but to engage with the militants, security actors often 
accuse such civilian populations of working with them. Many respondents said they were caught between 
supporting the government and allegiance to the militants, although the situation is far from being that 
clear-cut. In this sense, just because ISIS-WA does not actively attack civilians in their area of influence, 
and some continue to live outside government-fortified towns and IDP camps, this should not serve as an 
automatic presumption of guilt. Such perceptions are analogous to Shekau’s anger about those who flee 
from areas of his control, in effect with the government arguing the same point – if you do not come to us, 
you are supporting our enemy.

The testimonies of those who live in areas contested by both militants and soldiers, but not completely 
under the sway of either, are telling. Respondents living in Magumeri LGA complained about the Nigerian 
military, accusing them of failing to act when informed about militant movements and instead becoming 
suspicious of the informants. In this situation, respondents noted, it would be better not to have the military 
present. Being caught between two opposing sides is difficult and some would prefer to go it alone and 



FACTIONAL DYNAMICS WITHIN BOKO HARAM30

take their chances, given that the military cannot provide full protection against the militants. In this sense, 
cooperation is therefore often pragmatic and a survival tactic, which benefits the militants and weakens 
state authority in the area.

Respondent from Magumeri explaining the dilemma of being caught in the middle 

For five years now, Boko Haram has come and terrorised our villages. They say we are informants to the 
government. Yet, when the military comes, they also say we are protecting Boko Haram members. We 
end up being in the middle as we are not safe on either side. Nowadays Boko Haram no longer kills us, 
but rather they come and buy food items from the town, and maybe take solar panels and go. But then 
the military comes and says that we are Boko Haram members too.

The truth is that we are not willing to provide information to either side. If we provide information to the 
military, Boko Haram will come and kill us. But there was also a time when soldiers came and shot one 
guy in our village who they suspected was from Boko Haram. Both sides are the same thing, so we 
prefer to live in silence – no one is willing to say anything to the soldiers because they can twist your 
story and say you are a Boko Haram member and kill you. It is sometimes better for the military not to 
come, because then we will be safe from attacks from either side. 
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Financing

As noted above, to a large degree both ISIS-WA and JAS have demonstrated an uncanny ability to sustain 
their activities by relying on available resources. Despite reports of shortages, both groups have obtained 
what they require by extorting it from private citizens, but have also generated revenue through involvement 
in illicit trade and criminal activities, like kidnappings for ransom. While approaches to revenue generation 
have differed over the years, the focus of the following section is on current dynamics.

Extortion of Local Population

Extortion and looting of resources appear to be a major means of supply for both groups, given the 
frequency with which they occur. Nonetheless, as mentioned above, the use of violence in pursuit of such 
activities remains a key difference between the factions. Respondent commentary and local media reporting 
have confirmed these dynamics, contrasting the ISIS-WA approach of taking but generally not killing with 
JAS’s more routine practice of destroying what it cannot carry away during village raids.149 Nonetheless, ISIS-
WA has also meted out harsh punishment to civilians who do not cooperate, as evidenced by the murder 
of a herdsman in Dumba near Lake Chad, who tried to avoid paying protection money to the group.150 Such 
examples denote the precarious situation civilians living in areas of militant influence continue to face. 

The continued extortion places a strain on local civilians, who are already suffering from the impact of the 
humanitarian crisis and restrictions on their livelihoods. For example, a respondent in Ngala described how 
in 2017, militants stole 100 hectares of guinea corn during harvest time, after villagers had done months of 
hard labour. The inability of the military to protect their crops demoralised the farmers to the point where 
they decided they will not attempt to farm during the coming planting season.151

Nonetheless, ISIS-WA militants have reportedly also created the space for economic activities in order to 
provide a tax base. For example, Reuters reported the group charges local herders per animal, but provides 
a safe ground for grazing.152 This demonstrates a key difference between the factions in terms of revenue 
generation, with ISIS-WA encouraging local economic activity given that it can benefit from it, versus JAS’s 
killing of those collecting firewood or farming, given its punitive measures towards the local populace. 

Overall, it is hard to estimate the quantity of supplies received by both through their reliance on the local 
population, but desktop research and respondent commentary indicate that fuel and foodstuffs like grains 
and livestock are sourced frequently. It is unclear whether any of these goods are, in turn, sold for profit, or, 
as is more likely, consumed, providing daily sustenance for the factions. 

In Cameroon, interviewees report that militants offer protection to various economic actors, for which they 
are taxed. This has occurred largely in areas where ISIS-WA has been active, and especially with fishermen 
along Lake Chad.153 This is preferably paid in kind, for example, cans of fuel or five koros of cereals.154 The 
militants responded to the measures taken by national governments to keep the movement of fuel and food 
to a minimum, by making people pay in fuel and cereals so that it can continue to move around and supply 
its troops.155 

Engagement in Local Trade

In recent years, Boko Haram militants have inserted themselves into local trades in the Lake Chad Basin, 
controlling certain aspects in return for profit. Chief among these has been cattle rustling and fishing. 
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Cattle rustling, which is estimated to bring in millions of dollars, remains one of the biggest sources of 
financing.156 Interviewees indicated that since the split both factions are still involved in the practice. Often 
it takes the form of stealing cattle from local herders, disguising the source by taking circuitous routes 
or crossing international borders, and then selling the cattle in local markets (sometimes at a discounted 
price).157 The militants also reportedly rely on middlemen, who sell the cattle on their behalf.158 While this 
activity has been going on at least since 2013, one interviewee noted an uptick in recent months.159

The prevalence of this activity led the Borno State government to close cattle markets temporarily in March 
2016.160 The Nigerian military has also recovered large quantities of stolen cattle, such as 1 000 cows in 
Konduga in March 2017.161 In January 2017 the Al-Hayah Cattle Breeders Association of Nigeria estimated 
that 169 000 cows and 63 000 rams, goats and sheep had been lost due to Boko Haram violence – an 
indication of the scale of the problem.162 

Cameroon has been another large source of stock. According to a study published by the Ministry of 
Livestock, Fisheries and Animal Industries (Ministère de l’Élevage, des Pêches et des Industries animales 
– MINEPIA), ‘The theft of livestock encouraged by Boko Haram’s acts of violence in the Far North of 
Cameroon and highway robbers in the northern part of the country have cost it more than XAF 80 billion 
[$145 million] over the last three years.’163

Along with cattle rustling, Boko Haram has reportedly been involved in the fish trade along the shores of 
the Lake Chad Basin, especially around Baga. According to interviewees, the perpetrators in this area were 
predominantly members of ISIS-WA.164 The militants operate in two ways, either stealing fish and selling them, 
or allowing local fisherman in areas of Lake Chad to conduct their activities in return for a share of the profit.165 

This taxing and involvement in the fish trade led the Nigerian military to impose restrictions on commercial 
fishing, especially on transportation from Baga to Maiduguri.166 These restrictions were lifted in July 2017 
following appeals from the local fishermen’s union, but fishermen are required to follow the directives of the 
army and allow their activities to be monitored.167 Interviewees, however, suggest that ISIS-WA continues to be 
involved in the trade. The Niger government also placed a ban on the transportation of smoked fish in the Lake 
Chad area, to the point where Niger’s air force bombed a convoy carrying smoked fish into Nigeria in 2015.168 

In Niger, taxing the pepper trade has been another source of funds. In October 2017 Nigerien authorities 
lifted a two-year ban on the trade, a symbol of confidence in the reduction of the militants’ ability to profit 
from it.169 However, it was still banned near the border with Nigeria, where there is a greater militant 
presence, and an interviewee from Diffa said militants continued to be involved.170 The interviewee went on 
to claim that some security officials were complicit. There have been similar complaints with regard to the 
fish trade in Nigeria, with local fishermen asserting that since the ban on fishing in Baga was lifted security 
forces have seized local catches, allegedly because they suspect that they will be taken to militant groups, 
and have rather sold them for themselves.171 

Security officials have also been implicated in aiding the trade by accepting bribes from cattle rustlers for 
the passage of the cows from one village to another. In January 2017 the Nigerian military arrested about 
30 officials for their involvement in cattle rustling, including soldiers, police officers and members of the 
CJTF, who received about 5 000 naira (about $16.5) to allow the stolen cattle to pass.172 When asked 
about the theft of livestock, one interviewee who has investigated the practice in both Adamawa and the 
Lake Chad region claimed that Cameroonian and Chadian officers had been involved in the handling of 
stolen cattle, which they sold through their own secure channels to livestock trucks headed for markets in 
southern Cameroon.173 While militants benefit from regional trade, there is a growing volume of accusations 
directed at security force profiting through the very same means.

Kidnapping for Ransom

Kidnapping for ransom is another major source of funding for the extremist group. Prior to the split, Boko 
Haram earned more than $20 million from a series of foreign national kidnapping incidents in 2013-14, 
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primarily in northern Cameroon.174 A plethora of less high-profile kidnapping incidents probably also 
generated profits for the group, albeit at lower levels.175 Interviewees noted that in Cameroon the relatives 
of livestock farmers had been targeted for kidnapping.176 Others in Niger complained about the targeting of 
specific individuals.177

Recently, a series of hostage releases and fresh abductions have raised concerns that the group is re-
engaging in this activity. Two rounds of Chibok schoolgirls were freed in October 2016 and May 2017, 
in addition to the combined release of the Nigerian National Petroleum Corporation (NNPC) geologists 
and policewomen in February 2018. While the terms of the negotiations have not been disclosed and the 
Nigerian government insists that no monetary reward was provided, speculation surrounding compensation 
is rife.178 In addition, the Dapchi schoolgirls incident in February 2018, the opportunistic abduction of aid 
workers during the attack on Rann in March 2018 and a recent kidnapping threat to expatriates around 
Mainok on the Maiduguri-Damaturu road – all in areas of ISIS-WA influence – raise concerns that the 
negotiations have inspired a new round of kidnappings, causing the tactic to re-emerge as a key means 
of militant revenue generation in the region.179 The release from Cameroon of previous kidnapping victims 
flushed millions of dollars to the movement and likely dwarfed all other revenue streams at the time, and 
there is concern that a similar dynamic may be repeated. 

Abductions, however, are not always aimed just at high ransoms for the sect. Militants have also secured 
the release of their own from detention through prisoner swaps.180

Illicit Trafficking

Various claims have emerged regarding militant involvement in drug, human and weapons trafficking in the 
region. While it does appear that JAS or ISIS-WA militants have been involved in all these activities at some 
level, little has emerged in terms of revenue generation. Rather, the involvement has probably been based 
on internal usage more than anything else.

For example, militants in the region have been frequently associated with the abuse of Tramadol, an opioid 
pain medication. The rise of Tramadol trafficking across Africa was noted in the United Nations Office on 
Drugs and Crimes (UNODC) 2017 World Drug Report, which stated that since 2017 seizures of the drug 
had risen from 300 kg annually to three tons.181 The abuse of such pharmaceutical drugs in West Africa 
has reach such proportions that the Nigerian government banned the import and production of codeine, a 
similar opioid-based medicine, in early May 2018, an indication of the seriousness of the problem.182

Boko Haram militants in the region have been arrested with Tramadol tablets on them, while in June and 
August 2017, Cameroonian authorities seized large shipments of Tramadol near areas where militants had 
been active along the Nigerian border.183 Nonetheless, respondent interviews and other reporting confirm 
the frequent usage of the drug internally, particularly ahead of suicide bombings.184 This and similar drugs 
have also been reported as part of ‘initiation’ rites, and/or spiked into dates and water that the militants 
have distributed to new recruits.185 In this sense, internal usage appears to be a key dynamic driving 
importation of the drug, given little evidence concerning onward trafficking.186

Similar dynamics characterise human trafficking (via those who have been kidnapped) and weapons 
smuggling. Militants have been involved in sourcing arms regionally, but probably use those weapons 
themselves, rather than profiting from their movement.187 Militants continue to seize weapons from military 
sources during attacks, often displaying the ‘spoils’ in their videos later. Nonetheless, little evidence has 
emerged of these weapon stockpiles turning up in more distant contexts, probably indicating that they are 
predominately kept in the region.188 In this sense, the lack of evidence during the course of desktop and 
field work suggests that militant involvement in trafficking activities is largely related to an internal dynamic, 
rather than one conducted on the basis of generating income.
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External Links

Despite speculation, little hard evidence has emerged of significant relationships between external 
jihadist organisations and either faction. Given that ISIS-WA retains its position as a wilayat of ISIS, 
and the presence of similarly aligned militants operating in northern Mali/Niger and Libya, ISIS-WA is a 
more natural partner for regional ISIS-aligned movements. Shekau, in turn, spurned previous links with 
al-Qaeda groups operating in the Sahel upon his pledge of allegiance to ISIS in March 2015 and was 
subsequently rebuffed by ISIS when it named Barnawi as wali in his place in August 2016, probably 
diminishing his appeal to either external jihadist organisation.189 

Little evidence has emerged of concrete connections outside of the messaging realm, nor have there 
been signs of external influence on operational capacity or group strategy, as may have been the case 
during Boko Haram’s period of territorial control from mid-2014 to early 2015.190 Nonetheless, an article 
in the Wall Street Journal in March 2018 discussed intercepted communications between ISIS-WA 
members and ISIS commanders based in Iraq and Syria, while an International Crisis Group report in 
2017 claimed limited monetary transfers to ISIS-WA from the Arabian Peninsula.191 The fact that there 
have been few other indications of cooperation suggests that while there may be limited connections, the 
movement remains localised, with both groups operating independently of significant external backing.

Connections to Libya may have been stronger prior to the fall of ISIS’s third capital in Sirte in December 
2016. Before that Nigerians had surfaced in a few ISIS messages produced in Libya, yet it is unclear 
whether or not these individuals were also linked to Boko Haram.192 The commander of AFRICOM 
admitted that some Boko Haram fighters had fought in Libya in December 2015, but also noted that they 
had never come back.193 Between late 2016 and mid-2017, Nigerian officials also arrested a number of 
suspected militants in Kano and Kogi states who had purported ties to ISIS and, specifically, to Libya.194 
Little other information on these cells has emerged, and their distance from the north-east limits the 
likelihood of an overt ISIS-WA or JAS involvement, suggesting that the reported connections occurred 
on an individual rather than organisational basis.195 An interviewee from Diffa, following these dynamics, 
noted that since the split there had been little recorded movement of fighters coming south from Libya to 
join the group, indicating that there was little connection between militant actors in the two regions.196

With regard to migration patterns and the possibility of infiltration by extremist networks, a researcher 
in Maiduguri noted that only 30 to 40 migrants from the region had moved northwards to Libya or 
beyond in the past few months. Most of those were aided by family and friend networks and were 
unlikely to have become involved in extremist organisations.197 This is supported by data from the 
International Organization for Migration’s (IOM) Displacement Tracking Matrix for Libya. Two reports 
from 2017 suggest that the majority of Nigeria’s migrants to Libya and beyond hail predominately 
from southern areas of the country, far from locations of militant activity in the north-east, precluding 
likely connections.198

The fact that the most dominant area of influence and connection to ISIS has been via messages, 
probably because of the ease with which documents can be transmitted electronically, is further 
indication of the limited physical ties to external movements. This influence is apparent in the media 
operations of both factions, but only ISIS-WA has demonstrated direct links, befitting its status as a 
wilayat.199
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Respondents who were familiar with both groups were asked about possible external connections. Given 
that many were not in positions of authority, it is difficult to confirm any true links. The most commonly 
reported incidents, according to four different respondents in separate interviews, involved the occasional 
presence of light-skinned individuals in the Sambisa area prior to the August 2016 rupture. A local 
researcher who has examined insurgent dynamics in the region since 2009 noted hearing similar accounts 
on numerous occasions.200 Nonetheless, the exact nature of such links and the foreign presence remains 
uncertain and no similar stories emerged in the aftermath of the split. 

For these reasons it is difficult to conclude that active links outside the realm of messaging are ongoing 
with either group. Despite a more natural tendency for this to occur through ISIS-WA, the lack of any overt 
indicators, especially with regard to foreign-fighter involvement in the region since the fall of Sirte, seems 
to suggest there are limited further links, or at least ones that would make a meaningful difference on 
the ground.201 
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Conclusion:  
ISIS-WA as a Long-Term Concern

The split between ISIS-WA and JAS was predicated on elements that had been present in Boko Haram for 
some time, but manifested themselves into the most direct challenge to Shekau’s rule since he took over 
the movement in 2010. The factions have demonstrated distinct operating patterns since then, indicating 
the relevance of the ideological divide to ground operations. This has not always been consistent or without 
exception, but the larger trend has held true over the past two years, indicating that the Lake Chad region 
now essentially suffers from the actions of two, rather than one, militant groups. 

Given these dynamics, despite JAS’s continued ability to survive and inflict violence, ISIS-WA probably 
poses the more dangerous long-term threat to the Lake Chad region. As leader of JAS, Shekau has 
maintained a strong presence in the region for years despite the odds, and thus should not be dismissed. 
But there are many reasons to view ISIS-WA as a greater concern.202 

Firstly, ISIS-WA’s dominant attack profile is designed to simultaneously weaken security forces and increase 
its own strength. The success of each passing confrontation of security forces at their bases, in addition 
to the looting of weapons and materials, ensures this. This has been a common pattern throughout Boko 
Haram’s history and, while JAS certainly engages in similar behaviour at times, its predominant focus is on 
punishing the civilian population, which in turn does little to strengthen the movement. 

ISIS-WA’s recent record of direct assaults on military bases stands in stark contrast to that of JAS, 
showing that it is a superior military foe. The direct targeting of military bases, including those of both the 
Nigerian and Nigerien armies, some of which have resulted in the bases being overrun, indicates this. 
One conflict researcher noted that there were fewer fighters present in an average ISIS-WA attack, but 
greater coordination.203 Another commented that the group’s superior capability extended to the planning 
phase, pointing out that the attack on a military barracks in Rann on 1 March only succeeded because 
the militants took their vehicles through a point where a trench around the camp had not been completed, 
showing that their advance reconnaissance had been effective. The same interviewee remarked that similar 
attempts by JAS to attack the military in Bama, Gwoza and Dikwa had failed.204

Secondly, ISIS-WA appears to prioritise resurrecting relationships with the civilian populace, probably 
viewing these relationships as important to its survival, and predicated on a less coercive model than that of 
JAS. ISIS-WA’s attempts to maintain an ideological link to the preaching of Muhammad Yusuf, but distance 
itself from Shekau’s wayward application, is central to its appeal to those who may disagree with Shekau 
but remain vulnerable to such rhetoric and/or still harbour anti-government sentiments. It remains unclear 
how effective this strategy will ultimately be, and respondents living in areas near an ISIS-WA presence 
remarked that the militants had thus far provided little in return in terms of services or governance.205 At 
the same time, however, the United Nations Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA) 
estimates that 926 000 people remain in areas of Borno State that are difficult to access by humanitarian 
organisations, which implies areas where militants are active. It is difficult to say exactly what is happening 
there, especially with regards to service delivery by militant actors.206

Regardless, even limited success on this front would allow for greater inflows of supplies and potentially 
even recruits, to further strengthen the ISIS-WA movement as it continues to build. This in turn makes it a 
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source of greater concern in the future and it is all the more pertinent for regional governments to undertake 
a concerted and effective response to the current crisis in order to avoid engendering resentment that 
could eventually play into the hands of the extremists. 

JAS, on the other hand, largely relies on force to achieve its aims and continues to punish the local 
population, with little indication that such patterns will change in the future. This short-sighted strategy 
engenders little popular support and indicates the movement’s limited long-term appeal. 

Thirdly, both JAS and ISIS-WA have distributed messaging related to governance, often via the provision of 
public justice for sharia infractions, indicating the desire of both to establish a state capable of dispensing 
justice and governance in the region.207 Yet given JAS’s previous failures on this front and its continued 
targeting of the civilian populace, ISIS-WA probably has an easier route to gaining support and ultimately 
implementing their societal vision. 

ISIS-WA holds sway in Abadam and parts of Guzamala LGA, but it is unclear to what degree it controls 
and governs territory as opposed to using it as a hideout.208 Nonetheless, its presence and enhanced 
mobility, marked by increasing activity in Yobe State, demonstrate its potential for growth and territorial 
control. It is already more active throughout the region, with a presence in south-east Niger, the 
Logone-et-Chari department in northern Cameroon, and on the islands of Lake Chad, which straddle 
international boundaries.

In contrast, JAS’s primary external theatre of operations is just across the Cameroonian border, with many 
of its attacks occurring on a hit-and-run basis, indicating that strongholds are still more apparent on the 
Nigerian side. Even in Nigeria, JAS does not occupy large stretches of territory outside Sambisa, and the 
movement has already had a chance to put its vision for the region into place after capturing territory in 
2014-15. The result was little governance or service provision, but rather a predatory rule, which laid the 
seeds for the humanitarian crises afflicting the region today. In this sense, JAS’s previous failure to create 
a state ties into the idea that the movement has already passed its high watermark and is now aiming to 
survive rather than thrive. 

Fourthly, ISIS-WA is more likely to receive external support, although evidence of this has thus far been 
limited. While external dynamics have taken a back seat to internal machinations in determining the 
trajectory of militancy in the Lake Chad region, external support can provide a fillip at certain times – for 
example, the external training of Boko Haram members probably allowed the movement to re-emerge in 
2010 in a deadlier fashion. While such adjustments are yet to be seen, if any decisive external support does 
flow to the Lake Chad region, ISIS-WA is a more likely recipient, thereby also making it a greater threat. 
Nonetheless, it is important to caution that the evidence on this point has been extremely limited to date.

Considering these aspects, ISIS-WA may be a longer-term concern for the region. JAS remains capable 
of horrific violence and should thus not be ignored, but the movement and its actions appear less likely to 
position itself in a manner that can sustain and even revive its fortunes down the road.
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Recommendations

For National Actors

•	 Ensure understanding within Lake Chad military and government circles of the key differences that 
caused the split of Boko Haram into two group and the way this has influenced the behaviour of each. 
Such an understanding can help with the development of a more nuanced picture of Islamic militancy in 
the Lake Chad region and aid in crafting appropriate (international and national) responses.

•	 Encourage a narrative that directly links the ideology espoused by ISIS-WA with the destruction wrought 
in the Lake Chad region. In this sense, it is imperative to ensure that ISIS-WA’s attempts to distance itself 
from Shekau’s wayward application of that ideology do not gain currency. 

•	 Avoid the blanket stigmatisation of local communities living in areas of militant influence. In a situation 
where the military is unable to provide total protection, civilian survival is predicated on a multitude of 
factors, some of which may involve militant interaction. Yet that does not mean that all civilians in such 
areas support militancy, and blanket assumptions will do more to ensure that turns out to be the case 
than not. 

•	 Ensure that the current response to the humanitarian crisis adequately prioritises meeting basic needs 
of all vulnerable populations. The response from regional governments can go a long way in terms of 
determining future civilian-state relations in the region, and ultimately weaken the future appeal of militant 
actors, who are also attempting to win local hearts and minds. 

For the US and International Partners

•	 Provide support to regional governments in terms of cutting Boko Haram’s sources of funding at a local 
level. Better tracking and detection of regional commodity movements could help distinguish between 
legitimate and illicit trades, in addition to helping identify any security officials profiting from the situation. 

•	 Encourage regional governments to explore all possible means of ending the conflict, including the 
reported ongoing negotiations. Previous rounds of negotiations have failed at times because of a lack of 
coordination and political will – securing both these aspects can help ensure that government missteps 
will not lead to potentially missed opportunities. 

•	 Continue to support coordinated responses among the Lake Chad countries, given the cross-border 
activities of both factions, and the previously fraught nature of regional relations.



39ISS RESEARCH REPORT

Endnotes

1	 It is important to note that Boko Haram is a colloquial term 
for the movement. It was more accurately referred to as 
Jama’atu Ahlis Sunna Lidda’awati wal-Jihad (JAS) prior to its 
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