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Are Christians being persecuted in
Nigeria as Trump claims?
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Olaronke Alo, BBC Global Disinformation Unit, Chiamaka Enendu, BBC
Global Disinformation Unit and Ijeoma Ndukwe, Lagos

Getty Images

US President Donald Trump says American forces have attacked the Islamic State (IS)
group in Nigeria, accusing it of "targeting and viciously killing, primarily, innocent
Christians".

It comes weeks after Trump threatened to take action following months of allegations
by campaigners and politicians in Washington that Islamist militants were
systematically targeting Christians in the west African country.

But the BBC has found that some of the data being relied on to come to this conclusion
are difficult to verify.

In September, popular television host and comedian Bill Maher upped the ante
describing what was happening as a "genocide" .
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Referring to the Boko Haram group, he said "they have killed over 100,000 since 2009,

they've burned 18,000 churches".
Similar figures have also been gaining traction on social media.

The government in Abuja has pushed back on these claims describing them as "a gross
misrepresentation of reality".

It did not deny that there was deadly violence in the country. But officials said that
"terrorists attack all who reject their murderous ideology - Muslims, Christians and
those of no faith alike".

Other groups monitoring political violence in Nigeria say the number of Christians
who have been killed is far lower, and say most victims of the jihadist groups are
Muslims.

Nigerian security analyst Christian Ani said that while Christians had been attacked
as part of a broader strategy of creating terror, it was not possible to justify claims that
Christians were deliberately being targeted.

And Nigeria is facing various security crises across the country, not just violence by
jihadist groups, and these have different causes so should not be confused.

The country's 220 million people are roughly evenly split between followers of the two
religions, with Muslims in the majority in the north, where most attacks take place.

What are US politicians saying?

Prominent Texas Senator Ted Cruz has been campaigning on the issue for some time
and, highlighting similar figures to Maher on 7 October, he wrote on X that "since
2009, over 50,000 Christians in Nigeria have been massacred, and over 18,000
churches and 2,000 Christian schools have been destroyed".
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In an email to the BBC, his office made clear that, unlike Maher, the senator was not

calling this a "genocide" but describing "persecution”.

But Cruz accused Nigerian officials of "ignoring and even facilitating the mass murder
of Christians by Islamist jihadists". Trump, echoing these words, has described Nigeria
as a "disgraced country", saying the government "continues to allow the killing of
Christians".

The Nigerian government has denied this, saying it is doing its best to tackle the
jihadists. Some officials have also welcomed the prospect of the US helping fight the
insurgents, as long as it is not done unilaterally.

The authorities have certainly struggled to contain the violent jihadist groups and
criminal networks — most weeks seem to come with stories of fresh attacks or
abductions.

Boko Haram - infamous for kidnapping the Chibok girls just over a decade ago - has
been active since 2009, but its activities have been concentrated in the north-east,
which has a majority Muslim population. Other jihadist groups have also emerged,
including the Islamic State West Africa Province but they also operate in the north-
east.

The figures for Christian deaths cited by some in the US are alarming, but assessing
their accuracy is hard.

Where do their numbers come from?

When it comes to the source of the data, on a podcast in September, Cruz directly
referred to a 2023 report by the International Society for Civil Liberties and Rule of
Law (InterSociety) - a non-governmental organisation that monitors and tracks
human rights abuses across Nigeria. His office also sent the BBC a number of links to
online articles on the issue — most of which pointed back to InterSociety.

Mabher did not respond to a BBC request for the source of his figures, but given certain
similarities to those used by Cruz, it seems likely that he was drawing on InterSociety's
work.

For data that could be shaping US policy towards Nigeria, InterSociety's work is
opaque.

In its report published in August, which was an amalgamation of previous research
and updated numbers for 2025, it said jihadist groups in Nigeria had killed over
100,000 Christians in the 16 years since 2009.

It also notes that 60,000 "moderate Muslims" also died during this period.

InterSociety did not share an itemised list of sources, making it hard to verify the total
number of deaths it reports.
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In response to this criticism, the organisation has said that "it is almost impossible to

reproduce all our reports and their references dating back to 2010. Our easy method is
to pick their summary statistics and add them to our fresh discoveries or findings to
make up our new reports." But the data sources quoted by InterSociety in its reports
do not reflect the figures published.

AFP via Getty Images

Many of those killed and abducted by Boko Haram are Muslims

What about those killed in 20257

Looking at deaths this year alone, InterSociety concluded that between January and
August just over 7,000 Christians were killed. This is another figure that has been
widely shared on social media, including by Republican Congressman Riley M Moore,
who has been a leading voice on this issue in the House of Representatives.
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InterSociety includes a list of 70 media reports as some of the sources to its findings on

the attacks against Christians in 2025. But in about half of these cases, the original
news stories did not mention the religious identity of the victims.

For example, InterSociety quoted an Al Jazeera report of an attack in north-eastern
Nigeria, saying that according to the news organisation "not less than 40 farmers
mainly Christians were abducted by Boko Haram in Damboa part of Borno State".

But Al Jazeera's report didn't mention that the victims were "mainly Christians", as
quoted by InterSociety.

InterSociety told the BBC that it does further analysis to identify their background,
without explaining how exactly in this case, but did mention their knowledge of local
populations and use of "Christian media reports".

Adding the number of death referenced in these reports cited by InterSociety does not
result in the stated total of 7,000.

The BBC added up the number of deaths from the 70 reports and found that the total
was around 3,000 deaths. Some of the attacks also appear to be reported more than
once.

To explain the shortfall, InterSociety says it also estimates the number of people it
believes have died in captivity and includes eyewitness testimonies it cannot make
public.

Who is behind the killings?

Included in its list of perpetrators are Islamist militant groups like Boko Haram but
also Fulani herders. The Fulanis are a mainly Muslim ethnic group who live across
West Africa and have traditionally earned their living by raising cattle and sheep.

The inclusion of the Fulani herders, who InterSociety describes as "jihadists" in all its
reports, however, is the source of some controversy in Nigeria over how these killings
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should be categorised.

While the herders tend to be Muslim, many researchers in this field reject the
description of this as a religious conflict, saying it is often about access to land and
water.

Fulani herders have come into conflict with both Muslim and Christian communities
across Nigeria.

Security analyst Mr Ani argues that "to say that they are jihadists - it's a far stretch. It
has nothing to do with that. It has a lot more to do with rogue and criminal elements."

Confidence McHarry, a senior security analyst at Africa-focussed consultancy SBM
Intelligence, says the clashes are often due to ethnic tensions and competition over
resources.

"It might be ethnic in nature - they're seeking to grab lands, they're seeking to expand
territory, but the more they displace communities and the more they attack worship
centres, the more these things tend to get looked at in that light."

InterSociety also mention what are known in Nigeria as bandits, saying they are
mostly ethnic Fulanis in the north-west of the country, who are involved in
kidnapping and have a track record of killing both Christians and Muslims.

S

Trump Threatens War On
Nigeria To *Save Christians

s ety

Nigeria's media has been full of Trump's threats
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Who has been campaigning on this?

Concerns about threats facing Nigerian Christians has been discussed by politicians in
the United States and by international Christian groups for a long time.

In previous years, it has been raised in the US by the Indigenous People of Biafra (Ipob)
—a group proscribed in Nigeria which is fighting for a breakaway state in the mainly
Christian south-east.

Intersociety has been accused by the Nigerian military of being linked to Ipob but the
NGO has denied any connection.

Another Biafran separatist group has also claimed to have played a key role in
promoting the "Christian genocide" narrative in the US Congress.

The Biafra Republic Government in Exile, BRGIE, described it as a "highly orchestrated
effort”, saying it had hired lobbying firms and met US officials, including Cruz.

The senator declined to comment.

'We fear for our souls' - Nigerian farmers = The 276 schoolgirls whose kidnap
need armed guards to protect them from  shocked the world
jihadists

Nigerian Nobel laureate Wole Soyinka
says US revoked his visa
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What do other research groups say?

InterSociety's figures are far higher than other sources of data on the number of
Christians killed in Nigeria.

Acled, which closely monitors violence in West Africa, has produced very different
numbers. The sources for its published findings can be easily traced and checked.

Its senior analyst, Ladd Serwat, did not directly address the InterSociety reports but
told the BBC that the figure of 100,000 deaths, touted on social media, would include
all acts of political violence in Nigeria, and so it would not be true to say this is the
number of Christians who have been killed since 2009.

Acled has found that just under 53,000 civilians - Muslims and Christians - have been
reported killed in targeted political violence since 2009.

Looking at just the period from 2020 to September 2025, Acled says that about 21,000
civilians were killed in abductions, attacks, sexual violence and the use of explosives.

It identified 384 incidents where Christians were specifically targeted from 2020 to
September 2025, in which 317 people died, meaning they account for just a small
proportion of those killed.

For its sources, Acled relies on traditional media, social media where the reports can
be verified, rights groups as well as local partners.

What about Trump's figures?

In a Truth Social post at the end of October, Trump cited a figure of 3,100 Christians
killed. He was referring to a report by Open Doors for deaths for the 12 months from
October 2023, a White House official said.

Open Doors is a charity which researches the persecution of Christians worldwide.
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In its reporting it says that while 3,100 Christians died, 2,320 Muslims were also killed

in that 12-month period.

Open Doors also includes what it calls "Fulani Terror Groups" in its list of perpetrators
and says they were responsible for almost a third of Christians killed in an area of
central Nigeria known as the Middle Belt during those 12 months.

Frans Veerman, senior research fellow at Open Doors, said "what we see now is that
Christians are still targeted, but increasingly some Muslims are targeted by Fulani
militants".

Analysts say there are many violent attacks on mosques and Muslim communities in
the north-west of the country.

"One could say that this is part of the broader insecurity," said Mr McHarry. "The
reason why it is not assumed to have a religious dimension is down to the fact that the
identities of the people who are carrying out these attacks against Muslims are
themselves Muslims."

Correction 10 November: This story was updated to clarify that Open Doors'data said the
"Fulani Terror Groups" were responsible for the deaths of a third of Christians in attacks in
2023/2024 in the Middle Belt rather than across the whole country.

More BBC stories on Nigeria:

More about Nigeria from the BBC:

'One of the greatest things' - Nigeria'sart = Deported from the US to Ghana then
innovators on display in London '‘dumped' at the border: Nigerian man
speaks out

Nigeria banned shea nut exports to help
women profit. But it backfired

‘_’/ B | B |C IR YA R

Getty Images/BBC

Go to BBCAfrica.com for more news from the African continent.
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Follow us on Twitter @BBCAfrica, on Facebook at BBC Africa or on Instagram at

bbcafrica

BBC Africa podcasts

Focus on Africa This Is Africa

Nigeria Donald Trump Africa
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MORE FROM THE BBC

Shreage Kenya to confront Russia
over 'unacceptable' use of
its nationals in combat

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

2hrsago Eswatini angers
Madagascar junta for
hosting deposed leader

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

hrs 2g0 Trump threatens to block
opening of US-Canada
bridge
The Gordie Howe International Bridge,

which connects Michigan to Ontario, is set
to open this year.
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US to exempt some | i \ e
Bangladeshi clothes from ’ '
tariffs

The White House agreed to carve out
exemptions for US-produced cotton from
Bangladesh.
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heage Trump's world order

hangs over Europe on eve
of key defence conference

Leaders gather this week for the Munich
Security Conference, with European
security at a crossroads.
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