Encroaching Desert Intensifies Nigeria’s Farmer-Herder Crisis
by Kule Adebajo and Murtala Abdullahi
April 14, 2022 (CCIJ) – A bare-chested old man lies in the emergency room of a government hospital in northeast Nigeria.  An intravenous line sticks out from his right arm and an arrow from his left shoulder.  A 2nd arrow, with the tip now detached from its shaft, rests on a bedside table some feet away.  About 1/3 of the man’s left arm is dressed in blood-stained gauze.  The blood stains are also visible on his white trousers and his unbuttoned navy blue jacket.  Within a few hours, Usman Alhaji Mikaila has gone from working on a rice farm to fighting for his life.
The previous day, at a farm in Nguru, Yobe state, where Mikaila was the foreman, workers were husking recently harvested rice when a herd of cattle started grazing on the same field.  Normally, Mikaila said, the herders would leave the farmers to clear the husked grains before releasing the cattle to graze. 
But as Mikaila walked in the direction of the herders to complain about the disturbance, several arrows rained down on him.  When the herders ran out of arrows, Mikaila says that one of them charged at him with a machete.
“I was carrying a bunch of wood for the workers.  The herder cut up the wood and then my hand,” he says, gesticulating with his unhurt arm.  “Now they say the hand cannot be a hand again.  It has to be amputated.”
A younger victim who came to Mikaila’s aid was struck on the head.  He had major nerve damage and had to be transferred to a better-equipped health facility in a neighboring state. 
A New Wave of Bloodshed
Mikaila has been farming for over 40 years, but this is the 1st time an encounter with herders has been life-threatening.  “We have issues from time to time, but it has never escalated to violence,” he notes.  The Dec. 15, 2021, incident that harmed Mikaila and another farmer is just one in a larger pattern of growing hostilities between herders and farmers in this region.
At least 3,641 lives were lost to the crisis between 2016 and 2018, according to Amnesty International; over half of the fatalities recorded in 2018 alone.  In the 1st half of the same year, an estimated 300,000 people were displaced for the same reason.  The north-central region of Nigeria has notably been the hotbed of these clashes.  But the violence is fast spreading to other parts of the country, including the south. 
Decades ago, farmers and herders in Nigeria enjoyed a relatively peaceful coexistence.  In the pre-colonial era, mechanisms such as the traditional administrative system, which regulated grazing activities and demarcated cattle migratory routes, known as the burti, were key to establishing clear boundaries between farmers and herders.  In recent years, however, these mechanisms have started to collapse.
The problem has only been exacerbated by banditry and the Boko Haram insurgency in the north, which has forced the nomadic Fulani herder households to migrate south.  Thanks to improvements in veterinary medicine and cattle breeds, their herds can now survive tropical diseases in southern Nigeria. 
But even if insecurity issues in the north were swiftly solved, the area would still not be attractive to return to.  Climate change and human activity are driving desertification, a form of land degradation which leads to vegetation loss and fewer water sources. 
While the resources that herders and farmers compete over – fertile land and water – are rapidly dwindling, the populations of both groups are fast growing.  The result?  Distrust.  Attacks.  Counterattacks.  Even more distrust.  And then a seemingly unending cycle of brutality and bloodbath.
In the last few years, the Nigerian government has begun to acknowledge the severity of the problem and allocated some resources to address it.  But there have been a series of issues with the appropriation, delivery and, ultimately, effectiveness of these resources.  The government has even tried to retrain some herders to work as ranchers, but there is little known about the progress of this initiative.
The end result of these controversial and often unsuccessful initiatives, when paired with the accelerating rate of desertification, is not just continued violence, but the potential elimination of entire ways of life with all but uncertain prospects for the future.
Escaping a Gluttonous Desert into Bloodshed
In Zakkari, a town about 20 km south of Nigeria’s border with Niger, Muhammad Zakkari, 37, a local herder, stands on a lone uprooted tree, staring at the cloudless blue sky.  Desert sands spread out in every direction, as far as the eye can see.
About 50 years ago, this town, part of Yusufari in Yobe state, was like any other community in Nigeria’s northeast.  It had decent vegetation, a smooth road network, sun-baked mud buildings, and people who had lived there for generations.
Today, besides one block of classrooms, a mosque, 2 wells, a dried out water trough for cattle, a borehole that hasn’t been pumped in months, and a cluster of huts, one only sees miles and miles of sand dunes.
“Where you see these trees, there once stood people’s houses.  But the desert has submerged this area,” says Zakkari, one of the town’s many displaced residents.  “Over here was a cemetery, but now that is gone too.  It used to be that the distance between us and [the desert] was so far, we couldn’t go there as kids.  But now it has come right here,” he continues to flash back to his childhood.  Zakkari points to a little pathway, barely navigable for cars and says, “There used to be a motorable road here, but not anymore.”
The Sahara, which is the world’s largest hot desert, grew 10%  bigger between 1920 and 2013.  According to one 2018 study, about 2/3 of the expansion can be attributed to changes in natural climate cycles, while the remaining 1/3 is likely “due to human-driven shifts” in the region.  Indeed, while climate variability and moisture losses on a global level are a major source of concern, human activities - such as deforestation, overgrazing, cropland expansion and unchecked population growth - are making an already worrisome situation even worse.
This has affected the semi-arid Sahel belt, which separates the Sahara from the fertile savanna ecosystem in the south.  According to one estimate, the sand dunes encroach into Nigeria at the rate of 30 hectares every year, putting 11 out of the country’s 36 states at risk of desertification.  In Yusufari, satellite analysis further shows that vegetation shrank by 91.7% between 1984 and 2021, while the area experienced a 71.9% decline in water resources in the same period.
Zakkari is one of the communities in the Sahel, but satellite data shows other villages in Yobe state, such as Faragaa, Gafade, Garshelek, Kilboa, Ndijiu, Njikilamma, Sadan and Sakaa, have suffered much worse fates.  As the Sahara expands, the local herding communities are forced to move elsewhere to improve their chances of survival.
Further into the hinterlands of Yusufari, Bamalu, a 43-year-old herder who only provided his 1st name, tells a similar story.  “More than 100 households have left.  Some went north; some went south,” he says.  A few like him are holding out.  “We are suffering because of reduced rainfall.  We want the government to help us.  We grew up here.  We will die here.  But we have entered this situation, and we don’t know what to do.”
Moving, especially if one stays within the arid north, is not much of an improvement.  Throughout Yusufari, 1,000s of livestock starve to death – especially during the later days of the dry season between March and May.  By this time, edible grasses have died off, and they must rely on stored grasses, sorghum, millets, pines and chaff, which do not last long.
“If you look around, you will see dead animals, and it is all because of hunger,” notes Sulaiman Khalil Adam, secretary of the cattle breeders association in Yusufari.  “We do not always have a successful rainy season.  We only see rain just about 8 times a year, and that is not enough.”
Disappearing Communities in Yusufari
During the dry season, herders are forced to sell their emaciated cattle at incredibly low prices.  Complicating matters, traders from across the border in Niger prefer to sell their cattle in Nigeria because of decreased regulation.  The end result means lower prices for everyone.
So folks are moving as far south as they can.  7 years ago, Mallam Musa Mohammad, 45, a herder from Geidam, Yobe state, traveled over 400 km southwards to Song, an area in Adamawa state, and never looked back.  He was escaping the security risk of Boko Haram and searching for water and grazing grass.  Supported by branches of the Benue River, Song has a decent amount of both.
Mohammad migrated with 2 wives; 15 children and grandchildren; 2 brothers, Isa and Ahmad, who equally had large polygamous households; parents; and 100s of cattle and sheep....
Though Mohammad says his people have not encountered problems with the locals, analysis of press reports documented by the Council on Foreign Relation’s Nigeria Security Tracker shows that at least 305 people were killed across Adamawa between 2016 and 2021, in herder-related clashes.
Dr. Kabir Adamu, a security expert who heads Beacon Consulting, says while there is still little research directly connecting climate change to increased conflict situations in Nigeria, it is clear that environmental factors play a decisive role in the crisis.  And it is not a problem limited to the northeastern region.
“There’s virtually no part of the northwest, and to an extent the north-central region, where you will not see receding water bodies,” says Adamu.  “The impact on the people’s socio-economic well-being and livelihoods is causing an increase in crime, as well as the possibility of migration from locations that are worst-hit to other places.”
A stark example of this is the Hadejia-Nguru wetlands, about 100 km west of Yusufari.  For as long as residents can remember, the wetlands have sustained a life of peace and abundance, supporting farmers, herders, fishermen and waterbirds.  The rice harvested in Nguru attracts merchants from far and wide, including states such as Bauchi, Jigawa, Kaduna and Kano.  Even more famous is the fish business.  Residents proudly describe the area as the headquarters of fishermen, who come from various places.
However, spatial analysis revealed that the wetlands, which stretched over an area of about 2,600 km² in 2000, had receded to about 1,800 km² by 2020.  The shrinking, of course, limits crop yields.
Farmers recall their most recent poor rice harvests in 2021.  “From a dozen bags of rice to ‘hopefully’ 2,” Idris Abubakar says.  “From 1,000 bags to 10,” Adamu Isa says.  One farmer even recalls that, in 2020, he gave 30 bags of rice to charity but was not able to harvest even 10 the following year.
As the wetland recedes, it also reduces the marshy buffer that keeps herders’ cattle away from farmlands, setting communities up for conflict.  “I was hoping to get about 30 sacks, but here we are.  The wicked lot!  I couldn’t even get one sack.  The cattle ate them all,” cries Inusa Lokasi, 57, one of many farmers in Tudun Gamboganari, Nguru.
While droughts have undoubtedly contributed to shrinking the wetland, so has human activity, especially the construction of dams along water routes supplying it, such as the Tiga Dam in Kano.  Built in the early 1970s to boost agricultural activity, the Tiga Dam has caused significant economic losses in the Hadejia-Jama’are floodplain, by changing the timing and size of flood flows, as well as by diverting surface and groundwater for irrigation....
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