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Abstract 

Violent conflict between native communities and migrant herdsmen is one of Nigeria’s most ubiquitous security challenges 
in the age of climate change. It accounts for an increasing number of human and material losses which is not only surpassed 
by the country’s ongoing counter-insurgency, but also threatens unity among its regions. It has therefore gained attention in 
the legislative arm of government. In response, lawmakers mainly of Northern Nigeria extraction have proposed a Grazing 
Bill which seeks to expand and legalize nationwide access to grazing land for pastoral farmers in defiance to agitation in host 
communities for legislative protection. A cardinal principle of federalism is the premium placed on preservation of local 
interests that are peculiar to component units while harnessing strength in areas of concerns common to federating units. 
Against the backdrop of Nigeria’s federal system and its social, ecological and historical diversity, this paper examines the 
implications of the proposed Grazing Bill for managing farmer-herder conflict. It argues that frameworks which downplay 
the country’s diversity will further aggravate conflicts and insecurity in the fragile federation. The paper therefore advocates 
for sedentary system of cattle ranching. 
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Introduction 4

Since time immemorial, migration has been one of 
man’s strategies for coping with his existential 
vicissitudes as challenges prompt him to move from 
one environment to another in search of better 
opportunities to meet his livelihood needs. While 
many factors shape human decision on migration, 
the compelling roles of environmental factors have 
gained increasing attention in recent years. Man’s 
decision to move and his choice of destination are 
often informed by his goals and experience in one 
environment, either by virtue of the limitations, 
which it imposes or the opportunities that abound 
elsewhere. In its report in 2007, the Inter-
Governmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) 
identified floods, heat waves, desertification, violent 
winds, outbreak of disease and food insecurity as 
top among the effects of climate change. This 
corroborates its earlier position that “resettlement 
may be the most threatening short-term effect of 
climate change” (IPCC, 1990, p. 9). 

Environment-induced human migration poses 
significant threat to security, as it upsets the socio-
economic and demographic composition of 
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societies. In many parts of the developing world, 
human migration has been at the heart of many 
contestations and conflicts as those between natives 
and migrants over access to natural resources such 
as fresh water for native populations, arable land for 
farmers, or pasture for cattle herders (Adekunle & 
Adisa, 2010; Amusan, 2011; Amusan & Jegede, 
2014; Baca, 2015; Barrot, 1992; Benjaminsen & Ba, 
2009). In Nigeria, conflicts between farmer and 
migrant cattle herders have become a national 
security issue in recent times. Owing largely to its 
plurality and ethnic divide, environment-induced 
migration creates volatile contact and competition 
between groups of highly conflicting natural 
resource-dependent livelihood systems. In the case 
of farmers and pastoral herders, it further strains 
already tenuous national fault-lines and fuels 
insecurity. This more so at a time when the nation 
faces one of the world’s deadliest terrorist 
insurrections from the Boko Haram terror group  
an episode in which casualty estimates stand at well 
over 20,000 lives with over five million displaced 
(Amusan & Oyewole, 2014; ENDS, 2014). 

It is certain that the re-emergence and escalation of 
farmer-herder conflict further complicates the circle 
of insecurity, which have characterized Nigeria’s 
democratic space (Conroy, 2014; Sayne, 2011). 
Farmer-herder conflict is not new, its longstanding 
existence as a security problem is evident in the 
volume of studies on the subject (see, for example, 
Abbass, 2011; Adekunle & Adisa, 2010; Azuwike 
& Enwerem, 2010; Fabusoro, 2007; Fasona & 
Omojola, 2005; Folami & Folami, 2013). There is 
no doubt that unmitigated conflict exposes the 
nation’s fragile peace and unity to greater risk. 
Indeed, the theatre of competing intergroup 
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conflicts, which pervade the country, has dire 
implications for its political stability, economic 
development and national unity. 

Finding a balance between exigencies of 
environment variability, sustainable livelihood and 
human migration is a major challenge to 
governments in many federal systems. This is so 
because while a cardinal aim of the state is the 
protection of the lives and properties of the citizen 
with law-making as one of the most potent 
instruments, the sharing of jurisdiction among 
component units in a federal system often results in 
overlapping interests especially in heterogeneous 
societies. It is also trite that laws governing 
federation must be responsive to the concerns of 
component units (Kritz, 2007). It is against the 
above backdrop that the legislature at various levels 
seeks to evolve legislative measures towards 
managing pastoral farming and its associated 
volatilities in the country. 

This paper explores the prospects of the legislative 
intervention through the Grazing Bill as an option 
for mitigating future incidences of violence. We 
examine socio-ecological, cultural and political 
precipitations of farmer-herder conflict and 
propose options for peaceful co-existence in 
Nigeria. 

1. Conceptual and theoretical background

Links between environment, migration and conflict 
have been a subject of intense debate over the 
years, giving rise to controversial use of terms and 
lack of uniformed frame of analysis. This difficulty 
is attributed to the diversity of disciplinary 
orientations which converge in the study of 
environment-population dynamics (Brooks, 2003; 
Dun & Gemene, 2008). In the current study, we 
operationalize concepts such as climate change, 
environment-induced migration, vulnerability and 
conflict. A generally agreeable definition of 
climate change is found in the IPCC glossary of 
terms which defines climate change as “any change 
in climate over time, whether due to natural 
variability or as a result of human activity” (IPCC, 
2007, p. 21). Observed changes in the climate 
systems underlie predictions on its future dynamics 
both in social and ecological terms. Evans (2012, 
pp. 3-8) notes that in addition to its geophysical 
impacts such as temperature increases, the changes 
will impact social and environmental systems 
through hazards such as excessive heat and the 
melting of glaciers, which will result in secondary 
impacts including desertification, coastal flooding, 
land degradation, reduced crop yield, low water 
availability and food insecurity, among others. 

Vulnerability is another central concept in climate 
change impact assessment. According to the IPCC 
Fourth Assessment Report (2007), vulnerability 
refers to the degree of susceptibility of geophysical, 
biological and socio-economic systems to the 
adverse impacts of climatic variability. The report 
puts it as follows:  

Vulnerability to climate change refers to the 
propensity of human and ecological systems to 
suffer harm, and their ability to respond to stresses 
imposed…The vulnerability of a society is 
influenced by its development path, physical 
exposures, the distribution of resources, prior 
stresses and social and government institutions 
(IPCC Fourth Assessment Report, 2007, p. 720). 

Building upon the usage of the term by the IPCC 
(2007), Brooks discourses vulnerability as either 
biophysical (ecological) or social in which case 
vulnerability manifests in its linkage subsisting 
socio-economic factors: level of poverty and 
inequality, availability of and access to food, the 
state of innovation or technology, the pattern of 
resource distribution, access to insurance against 
hazards, quality of housing, among others (Brooks, 
2003, pp. 3-4). 

Related to vulnerability is environment-induced 
migration. While the link between climate change 
and human migration or displacement is widely 
acknowledged in the literature (see Amusan & 

Jegede, 2014; Barnett & Webber, 2009; Gomez, 
2013), scholars are uncertain about the actual weight 
of climate events in peoples’ decision to move, or 
even on the mechanism with which its effects play 
out. As is the case with sending and receiving 
destinations in Nigeria’s pastoral transhumance, 
Bauhaug, Gleditsch, and Theisen (2008) note that 
migration could be both a cause and effect of 
deteriorating environmental situations. In the 
context of this paper, migration provides a loop 
from vulnerability to socio-ecological contestations 
and conflict. Wilson and Hanna (1979) see conflict 
as a “struggle involving opposing ideas, values, and 
or limited resources”. Deutsch’s (1973) and Wilson 
and Hanna’s (1979) works both highlight seven 
causes of conflict one of which is the struggle for 
control over scarce natural resources that are 
essential to survival; this position is captured by 
frustration-aggression thesis. 

However, in spite of the impact of environmental 
factors, a number of socio-contextual aggravators 
are noted to amplify or attenuate population 
exposure to environmental variability. These factors 
become evident with proper understanding of the 
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political economy of resource distribution in 
developing countries. For example, the intricate 
politics around the appropriation of valuable 
resources such as land for commercial agriculture 
by the political elite capitalist class. Or even the 
instrumentation of the subaltern peasant farmers in 
the power struggles among the elite, as well as the 
more overt contestations often associated with 
historical ethnic and religious fragilities of 
intergroup relations in Nigeria. In essence, while 
environmental degradation provides empirical basis 
for examining pastoral transhumance and conflict, 
the more complex socio-contextual forces which 
aggravate and precipitate conflict cannot be 
downplayed. It is for this reason that scholars 
highlight the error of disaggregating causal factors 
from the close-knit social and ecological variables, 
which ginger conflict precipitations conceptualizing 
this through frustration-aggression thesis (Burke et 
al., 2009; Hsiang, Burke, & Miguel, 2013). 

Frustration-aggression theory. Theoretical insight 
into the environment-conflict nexus can be situated 

within the frustration-aggression framework. This 
theory is associated with the works of many 

prominent pioneering psychologists including 
Sigmund Freud, McDougal (Dougherty & 

Pfaltzgraff, 1996). However, its modern application 
is often associated with a 1939 monograph on 

aggressive behavior published by a group led by 
John Dollard at Yale University Institute of Human 
Relations. Dollard et al. (1939, p. 7) contend that 

“the occurrence of aggressive behavior always 
presupposes the existence of frustration and, 

contrariwise, that the existence of frustration always 
leads to some form of aggression”. In other words, 

the exhibition of aggressive behavior always follows 
from a frustration-evoking impulse.  

Dollard’s original theory posits that aggression 
occurs when there is an external impeding 
interference to some goal-response by an individual, 
which generates an aggressive energy that is 
ultimately released through aggressive behavior that 
is directed either toward the frustrating agent or 
“displaced” in aggressive behavior towards non-
associated targets (Felson, 1992). Dougherty and 
Pfaltzgraff (1996, p. 269) explain that frustration 
arises when a barrier is interposed between a person 
and certain goals they desire to achieve, leading to 
the mobilization of extra energy that flows over into 
the exhibition of generalized destructive or 
aggressive behavior. It has also played a central 
role, for example, in the interpretation of stressors 
associated with the environment and their 
aggression effects. According to Slettebak (2012, 
p. 164), “environmental shocks generate insecurity,

frustration, scarcity of important resources, and 
weakened enforcement of law and order, which are 
frequently suggested to increase the likelihood of 
outbreaks of armed violence” (see also Brancati, 
2007; Burke et al., 2009; Nel & Righarts, 2008). 

By bringing into a unified purview, the interplay 
between ecology, i.e., environmental decline, poor 
institutional response and contestation with 
receiving communities, this theory captures the 
crisis between farmers and herders that the Nigerian 
state is currently contending with, even when 
contextualizing this from the socio-historical 
perspective.  

2. A socio-historical background to farmer-

herder conflict 

The Nigerian state is beset with many precipitating, 
which predispose it to intergroup tension and 
competition creating conducive atmosphere for 
conflict. Since its independence from British 
colonial rule in 1960, following series of 
amalgamation of its diverse peoples starting from 
the annexation of Lagos in 1861, the country has 
been at the throws of centrifugal pressures. Its 
creation as a country under the name ‘Nigeria’ 
followed the amalgamation of the Protectorates of 
Northern and Southern Nigeria, and the Lagos 
Colony on January 1, 1914. The amalgamation 
unified the two protectorates into a single British 
Colony of Nigeria under the administration of a 
Governor General, the first of which was Sir 

Frederick Lugard (British Colonial Report  
Annual, 1916; Falola & Heaton, 2008). The colonial 
accident which later became Nigeria is aptly 
captured in a 1914 report presented to the British 
imperial government on the amalgamation. 
Frederick Lugard gave a vivid background to the 
process and series of amalgamations which 
culminated in the creation of Nigeria when he 
explained: 

The geo-political entity “Nigeria” is a colonial 
creation whose origins are to be found in the three 
British proto-colonial economic polities: the Colony 
of Lagos, which was under the supervision of the 
Colonial office, the Niger Coast (Oil Rivers) 
Protectorate under the Foreign Office, and the 
territory of the Royal Niger Company, a royal 
chartered company vested by Her Majesty’s 
Government with judicial and administrative powers 
(Dorward, 1974, p. 2).  

Since its creation, therefore, Nigeria has been an 
encapsulation of ethno-linguistically and 
geographically diverse groups and localities with 
pervasive heterogeneities among its people. It is in 
view of its pluralism that Blench (2003, p. 2) 
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describes Nigeria as “the third most ethnically and 
linguistically diverse country in the world after New 
Guinea and Indonesia”. With ethnic groups and 
distinct linguistic units numbering between 248 
(Coleman, 1958) and 440 (Crozier & Blench, 1992), 
respectively, Blench argues that Nigeria is a country 
in which ethno-linguistic diversity has a very 
significant effect in almost every area of the 
economy, intergroup relations and national 
integration. 

The diversity of the post-colonial Nigeria led 
Osimen, Balogun, and Adenegan (2013, p. 79) to 
argue that “the 1914 amalgamation exercise 
embarked upon by Lord Lugard of the areas of 
North and South of the river Niger and Benue was a 
unification without unity, or at best unity in 
diversity”. This factor accounts, to a large extent, 
for the fragile nature of ethnic and religious 
relations and constant tension among its various 
groups. Heterogeneity nature of the country is 
evident in its variegated climate, which impacts on 
grazing system by herders. 

3. Cross-regional analysis of Nigeria’s climate

While the Grazing Bill debate has seen increasing 
polemics among analysts, the import of Nigeria’s 
ecological and climatic characteristics as a major 
factor in the conflict has been noted by many. 
Nigeria has been described as highly prone to 
varying effects of climate change due to its location, 
unique and varying ecological characteristics 
(Amobi & Onyisi, 2015). The country has a total 
surface area of 91,07 million hectares and a land 
mass of about 923,768 km², with a coastline 
totalling 850 km in length bounded south by the 
Atlantic Ocean (Cleaver & Shreiber, 1994). As a 
result of its size and ecological diversity, it has been 
argued that “no single generic model or adaptation 
scheme could reasonably apply to the whole 
country” (Sayne, 2011, p. 3). Variations in 
geography and climatic features across its regions 
imply that “climate change events will impact on 
[the] variegated ecologies differently” (Amobi & 
Onyisi, 2015, p. 206). This explains Olufemi and 
Samson’s (2012, p. 17) assertion that the 
consequence of climate change for Nigeria is “a 
geographical pincer threat from desertification in the 
north to rising sea levels [risks] in Nigeria’s 
southern coastal regions”. Fasona and Omojola 
(2005) further highlight this regional variation 
when they argued that: 

In terms of climate change driven land degradation, 
Nigeria is being ‘attacked’ in all fronts: serious 
coastline erosion, the pervasive gully erosion in 
Eastern parts of the rain forest zone and Central 

Guinea savannah zone, and the ferocious wind 
erosion and desertification in the Sudano-Sahelian 
zone. Nigeria is yearly loosing an increasing amount 
of prime agricultural and grazing lands, which 
results in ecological migration and intensification of 
transhumance among the Northern cattle rearers 
(Fasona & Omojola, 2005, pp. 5-6). 

Nigeria’s location is unique in that it cuts across all 
tropical ecological zones, which covers from about 
longitude 20 401 to 140 451 East of the Greenwich 
meridian, and North of the equator from latitude 40 
151 to 130 551. All tropical ecological zones are 
found in Nigeria from the southern Atlantic to the 
edge of the Sahara, which makes a latitudinal 
distance of about 1500 km. These zones include: the 
Mangrove swamp of the Southern zone situated 
between latitude 4 and 60 301N, tropical rainforest 
situated around latitude 60301 to 70451, which 
reaches from the southwest to the southeast. It also 
has a Guinea Savannah belt on latitude 70451N to 
100N, Sudan Savannah belt on 100N to 120N, as well 
as the Sahel Savannah situated in areas above 
latitude 120N (Fasona & Omojola, 2005). 

According to Fasona and Omojola’s detailed 
account, Nigeria’s ecological diversity is also 
manifest in its topographic features, which differ 
widely across its regions, and also influence the 
types of interaction between people and the 
environment, as is evident in regional agricultural 
traditions. Both Aregheore (2009) and Oyenuga 
(1967) opine that Nigeria’s topography and soil 
composition also reflects its diversity, which 
influence its agro-based systems across the country. 
As much as these influence varieties of food and 
animal availability for human consumption, the 
negative effects of climate change constitutes 
ecological degradation with negative impacts on 
farmer-herder relationship. 

4. Farming systems and farmer-herder 

contestations in Nigeria 

The implication of Nigeria’s varied agro-ecological 
regions is that opportunities in the production of 
crops and livestock vary across the country. These 
regional differentiations in agro-productive 
traditions have come with certain threats in recent 
times due to increased climatic and ecological 
pressure. This is more so with high reliance of the 
agricultural systems on traditional tools and 
methods. Although technological innovation is 
known to have improved the practice of agriculture 
globally, its introduction in Nigeria’s agricultural 
system has been far below with subsistence farming 
practices taking the dominant share of activities in 
the sector (Enete & Amusa, 2010). Under such 
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circumstance, small scale traditional farming 
systems remains the dominant form of agricultural 
practice across the country, leaving the majority of 
the farmers operating at risk of climatic 
perturbations and uncertainties. 

Given the traditional nature of pastoral farming 
techniques in contrast to modern ranch system of 
livestock production that has become popular 
elsewhere, nomadic pastoral farmers faced one of the 
greatest direct impacts of climate change in the 
agricultural sector. Migration and increasing 
competition for grass and water as heightened by 
drought and sahelization poses a threat to existing 
resources, forcing more reliance on migration into 
new terrains, thus making conflicts inevitable 
(Amusan & Jegede, 2014). As Adekunle and Adisa 
(2010, p. 2) note, conflicts arising from herders’ 
search for resources such as water, forage and land 
in host communities have remained a “most 
important” problem faced by Fulani herdsmen in the 
course of tending their herd. This has brought about 
enmity between them and the host community, 
particularly with arable crop farmers.  

The resulting social conflagrations have had huge 
adverse impact both on security in general and the 
economy in particular. The magnitude of human and 
material losses resulting from farmer-herder conflict is 
alarming. Studies indicate that violence associated with 
this resource contestation accounts for the deaths of 
thousands and the displacing tens of thousands more in 
addition to other indirect humanitarian toll such as the 
proliferation of ethnic/vigilant militias, the aggravation 
of inter-communal tensions, and adverse implications 
on the growth of the country’s agricultural sector 
(Baca, 2015). An April 2016 report funded by the 
Department for International Development (DFID) 
noted that “conflict between farmers and herdsmen 
across the North-Central accounts for a Nigeria’s loss 
to the tune of at least $14 billion in potential revenues 
annually”1. Another report found that farmer-herder 
conflicts increased to alarming levels from 1999, which 
accounts for the deaths of thousands and the displacing 
tens of thousands more possibly because of the lack or 
weak legal frameworks guiding land use in the country.  

5. Legal frameworks guiding land use and 

pastoral practice in Nigeria 

Although livestock market contributes one third of 
the Agricultural Gross Domestic Product (GDP) and 
accounts for as much as 3.2% of Nigeria’s GDP 
(Nuru, 1984; Fabusoro & Oyegbami, 2009), the 
absence of government recognition of the sector 
continues to impede the optimization of its 
potentials. As a result of the poor operational 
framework, the sector currently generates only 6,8 

billion USD of a potential 20 billion USD annually, 
as it remains riddled with local strives and poor 
government attention and recognition (Okello et al., 
2014). Muhammad, Ismaila, and Bibi (2015) 
explain that livestock sector in Nigeria have no 
clearly demarcated grazing lands, which could 
provide rangelands and passageways (cattle 
corridors) in order to allow livestock to access water 
points and pastures without causing damage to 
cropland. The spate of violence which has erupted 
in different parts of the country as a result of conflict 
between herders and their host communities therefore 
indicates government’s acknowledgment of the need 
to revisit extant laws in order to halt growing tension 
between pastoralists and their hosts. 

Inconsistencies between government policies and 
the diversity of operational environments underlie 

security risks associated with the livestock 
production sector in Nigeria. For example, 

without due cognizance to regional variations in 
agricultural traditions marked by conflicting 

patterns of natural resource use between arable 
and pastoral farming systems, the Land Use Act 
of 1978 granted equal access both traditions in 

any part of the country (Muhammed, Ismaila, & 
Bibi, 2015). This blanket rule marked a major 

departure from the Land Tenure Act of 1962 
(Rasak, 2011). Under that legal framework, the 

Federal government held the right to redraw the 
boundaries between cattle routes, range lands and 

farm lands accordingly and envisaged peaceful 
co-existence of various groups. In the National 

Agricultural Policy of 1988, it was stipulated that 
a minimum of 10% of the national territory, that 

is, 9,8 million acres, be allocated to grazing 
reserves. However, only 2.82 % was acquired out 

of 313 reserves (CIEL, 2006; Ibrahim, 2012). 

The National Grazing Route and Reserve 
Commission Bill of 2011 was the most recent 
attempt at establish grazing routes and reserves 
across the 36 states of Nigeria and the FCT 
(Kumolu, 2014). On 3rd July 2012, a Bill titled ‘The 
National Grazing Route and Reserve Bill’ was 
presented to the Nigerian Senate for deliberation 
(Daily Trust, 2012). Division among lawmakers on 
the legality of the Federal Government step to 
appropriate lands from any state of the federation 
for use as grazing reserve, however, stalled the 
Bill’s passage at third reading. While some have 
argued that the government’s and the upper house’ 
failure to promulgate a law to establish grazing 
reserves indicates poor commitment to finding a 
lasting solution to the conflict (Muhammed, Ismaila, 
& Bibi, 2015), public opinion particularly among 
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host communities show apprehension towards 
legalising land-grabbing and culture clash between 
migrants and their hosts. 

Many states of the federation have also resorted to 
sedentarization as a strategy for preventing conflict 
between farmers and pastoralists. There is hardly 
any state in Nigeria where cattle herders, mostly of 
the Fulani extraction, do not have a sedentary 
settlement. This strategy is, however, noted to 
impose greater challenge in regards feeding and 
maintaining the herds when compared with a 
peripatetic pastoral system.  RECANIGER (2009), 
for example, explained that pastoral systems are 
20% more productive than sedentary animal rearing 
for the simple reasons that an intensive maintenance 
of field bio-mass is required in a sedentary system 
so as to avoid depletion of pasture. Nonetheless, 
most countries with highly developed livestock 
production systems run a sedentarized system in 
ranches. While this system could halt the recurrent 
tension as plays out in Nigeria, it is also a very 
intensive system in which basic requirements that 
will encourage pastoralists to settle in designated 
areas need to be in place in various parts of the 
country. 

6. The political economy of farmer-herder 

conflict 

Much of the discourse on conflict between the two 
largest agricultural traditions in Nigeria has been 
conditioned by the fragile relations among the 
country’s many ethnic and religious groups, as well as 
economic and political interests of the elite. It is 
therefore safe to argue that the farmer-herder conflict, 
like most conflicts in Nigeria reflect similar 
convergence of counter-narratives that are often 
precipitated by historical fault-lines. This mix of nature 
and culture is easy to become confounded and 
aggravated by the disparate or combined effects of 
ecological, political, religious, ethnic or economic 
tensions. As such, any attempt at reversing the trend of 
violence in farmer-herder contacts in Nigeria needs to 
understand the historical and political dimensions of 
the contestations. In recognition of this premise, 
scholars allude to the historically suspect relationship 
between the Fulani and non-Fulani peoples of Nigeria 

 itself, a derivative of the history of conquests in 
which the Fulani ethnic group played a huge role in the 
evolution of the Nigerian state (Okeke, 2014; Horton, 
1972; Adeleye, 1971; Last, 1967). 

According to Okeke, the Fulani ethnic group of the 
West African savannah who are mostly cattle 
herders are known in Nigeria’s political history for 
the series of events called the Fulani  jihads  through 

which they conquered a greater part of the area that 
later became Northern Nigeria between 1804 and 
1810. A larger percentage of the farmer-herder 
hotspots in the last decade are located in the areas 
which were untouched by the wave of Fulani 
Islamic Jihad. Okeke noted that the areas that 
were not conquered during the Jihad are in 
today’s Central Nigeria that includes present day 
Plateau, Benue, Taraba, Nasarawa and Kogi 
states. Some of these cities in history had 
experienced Fulani Jihadist onslaught, which were 
aided by the Fulani warrior’s effective use of 
mounted war cavalry and a strong united military 
formation through, which they took slaves of the 
natives in the raided communities. Udo (1980, pp. 
22-23) attributes the sparse population of large 
areas of today’s North Central Nigeria to the 
frequent attacks and depredations of Fulani slave 
raids despite its vast farming lands. 

The gradual decimation of Fulani suzerainty 
would come to an end following British conquest 
of Northern Nigeria in the first decade of the 
twentieth century, thus bringing an end to Fulani 
rule in the area and to the relief of most peoples 
of Central Nigeria. According to Udoh (1980, p. 
24), end of Fulani conquest and supremacy above 
the territories was consolidated by the British 
conqueror’ colonial policy of fixing of boundaries 
between the various ethnic groups, as well as 
between clans and villages, thus conclusively 
terminating the practice whereby one powerful 
groups could forcibly encroach upon the land of 
neighboring groups. 

7. The Grazing Bill and sustainable peace in

Nigeria 

The series of Bills aimed at finding lasting 
solution to incessant conflict occasioned by 
competition between herders and their host 
communities across the country have drawn wide 
public interest. Referred to generally as Grazing 
Bill, legislative debates on the issue has been on 
the front-burner receiving impetus from 
increasing spate of violence between herdsmen in 

their host communities  largely farmers in recent 
times. Giving awareness of its effects for security, 
the legislature at state and national levels have 
given priority to crafting legal instruments with a 
view to reverse the trend of insecurity that has 
enveloped many communities and dampened the 
morale of both herders and farmers. However, while 
the motif of the various legislative interventions has 
been to ensure peaceful coexistence and a regulated 
interaction between farmers and herders, it has been 
a subject of controversy. 
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The pendency of priority on a legislative solution is 
seen in the number of processes ongoing in the area 
of grazing laws. According to Okeke (2014), a 2013 
Bill sponsored by Mrs. Zaynab Kure (Southern 

Nigeria) before the Nigerian Senate  the upper arm 
of the two houses of the country’s National 

Assembly entitled  Bill for an Act to provide for 
the Establishment, Preservation and Control of 
National Grazing Reserves and Livestock Routes 
and the Creation of National Grazing Reserve 
Commission and for purposes connected therewith. 
Similarly, another Bill designed on the same issues 
was sponsored with backing from legislators from 
the northern region of Nigeria, and considered at the 
House of Representatives, the lower house of the 
National Assembly. The Bill in the lower house 
sought that power be granted to a federal 
commission to acquire lands from all the state 
governments and the Federal Capital Territory to 
establish grazing routes and reserves for Fulani 
herders. Subject to the directives of the Commission, 
Fulani herdsmen would have a right to such lands, 
despite the wishes of the owners, and despite the 
wishes of the government of any state (Okeke, 2014). 

The controversy generated by these pieces of 
legislation have been amplified by the complex 
diversity of the Nigerian state. For example, while the 
Bills have elicit optimism among the people of the 
north and received strong support from lawmakers of 
Northern extraction, it was vehemently opposed by 
legislators from Southern Nigeria, and some from 
central Nigeria. In addition to these legislative divides, 
several associations representing the interests of 
different ethnic groups in Southern and Central 
Nigeria include the Ijaw National Congress, the 
Federation of Middle Belt Peoples, Afenifere (a 
Yoruba organization), the Movement for the Survival 
of Ukwuani People and the Southern Kaduna in 
Diaspora have publicly opposed the Bill (Nzeshi, 
2013; The Sun, 2013; Okeke, 2014). 

A number of issues have been raised on both sides 
of the debate. On the supporting line of thought, 
Grazing Bill proponents justify the Bill on a number 
of grounds. First is the fact that cattle herders need 
pasture for their cattle and since they are Nigerians, 
they are constitutionally allowed to reside and carry 
out their activities in any part thereof. Second, they 
contend that environmental change manifested 
particularly through desertification has led to a 
drastic decline in the supply of pasture in the 
Northern region. This, coupled with overgrazing as 
a result of the ever growing size of herds, has 
rendered the environment unsustainable. They 
therefore attribute conflict to the forced migration to 
the south as herders are compelled by environmental 

and demographic forces to seek alternative sources 
of pasture. Oftentimes environment-induced 
population movements occur without recourse to 
national borders (Amusan, 2013). It is in the course 
of migratory adaptation according to this line of 
argument that herders often come into conflict with 
farming communities(see Kawu, 2012). 

Lawmakers in support of the Grazing Reserve Bill 
also highlight frequent loss of herds as both a 
cause and often a consequence of farmer-herder 
conflicts. As a strategy for preventing such 
recurrent conflicts, the sponsors of the Bill 
suggest that the federal government  designates 
grazing routes and reserves across the 36 states of 
the federation regardless of the cultural and agro-
cultural characteristics of the localities. By 
implication, they seek rights for Fulani herdsmen 
to have access to take possession of lands found 
suitable in any part thereof within Nigeria 
including those situated in non-Fulani 
communities for the purpose of cattle grazing. 
This proposal has received support from pro-
Fulani interests (Kawu, 2012). Quite a good 
number of stakeholders including state governors 
see the Grazing Bill proposals as an option for 
peace in the affected  states (Balai, 2012). Others 
contend that Fulani migration towards central and 
southern Nigeria is to cut costs: to minimize 
transport costs by taking their cattle closer to 
cattle markets (Okeke, 2014). 

From an opposing point of view, civil society 

groups and indigenous groups have been most 
vocal in rejecting the Grazing Bill. This position 

has been hinged on a number of arguments. One 
is that the Bill would deprive indigenous peoples 

of lands which otherwise would have been used 
purposes suitable to the local agricultural 

practices and livelihood systems. Second, critics 
argue that such a redistribution of land would 

deprive the natives of farm lands and render 
families landless, since such lands were traditionally 

transferred as inheritance from one generation to 
another. Others contend that acquisition of land for 
grazing across the nation was a part of its effort to 

advance the expansionist agenda of the Fulani who 
are historically associated with Islamic Jihad. It is 

likely that, once entrenched on reserves, the Fulani 
would seek to acquire more and, contrary to the 

express purpose of the Bill; more conflicts will 
result between herders and natives over land. It is 

also argued that southern Nigeria has much less land 
than the northern region and its available land faces 

greater population pressure from its higher 
population density when compared to the north. 
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Ecological degradation arguments are countered by 
the observation, according to Okeke (2014), for 
example, that while it is true that desertification has 
impacted the northern fringes of Nigeria, this is 
inadequate a rational for the southward exodus of 
herdsmen. Specifically, studies show that the extent 
of degradation in northern ecological settings is not 
substantially harmful enough to impede grazing and 
farming as traditionally obtained in the region. This 
is more so as farming in the north is often of short-
term crop production including maize, millet, 
sorghum, melon among other such crops. As such, 
environmental decline, they argue, has not 
significantly disrupted farming and cattle 
productionas gravely as it has in Niger or Chad, 
which, despite having more severe problems of 
drought and desertification, still export cattle and 
beans to Nigeria (Okeke, 2014, p. 76). 

Okeke also showed the elitist nature of the Grazing 
Bill proposal suggesting that it may be a strategy to 
move competition for land, which indeed occurs 
across the country to the south with a view to 
making land available to greater elite capitalist 
farming of cattle and crops in the north by clearing 
more of the herders out of way. While noting the 
clashes between farmers and herders in the north as 
a result of encroachment on grazing lands and the 
acquisition of virgin lands by capitalist farmers in 
Northern Nigeria, Okeke argued that large scale 
farmers are also acquiring vast lands for farming in 
the region which is an elite created problem 
resulting from the Fulani, Hausa and Kanuri capitalists 
with whom the power to address land issue in the 
region also lies. From this light, lack of access to 
herders is to be blamed on northern capitalist and 
therefore, provides no moral or political justification 
for herder to invade other regions. In the same way 
such artificial scarcity of land does not put other 
regions under any moral or political obligation to give 
up their lands to Fulani herders to make up for the 
grazing lands seized by their own elites in the true 
spirit of federalism (Okeke, 2014, p. 76). 

Conclusion and recommendations 

This paper has highlighted both the importance of 
ecological variations and change, as well as the 

pivotal role played by the peculiar nature of Nigeria 
political terrain in the competition between the two 
contending livelihood systems in the country. While 
it admits that climate change is a reality and has 
significant impacts on human security through its 
adverse effects on pastoral livelihoods, it argues that 
migration and conflict goes beyond this causal 
narrative. The combination of socio-historical 
factors provide a backdrop to farmer-herder conflict 
in Nigeria in the face of an increasing decline in 
natural resource base and growing competition for 
land and its associated resources. 

Viewed in the context of Nigeria’s federalism, 
farmer-herder conflict is a complex and sensitive 
issue on which policy makers must exercise great 
circumspection and take into account the interest of 
all segments of the populations in fashioning out 
appropriate legal frameworks. Such a framework 
must be sensitive to the core existential principles 
under-guiding the fragile peace among groups, 
particularly between peoples of the host 
communities and migrant pastoral farmers in 
Nigeria. The content and intendments of the Grazing 
Bill therefore falls short of this key prerequisite, as 
it ignores the interests and concerns of the host 
communities. 

It is therefore time to borrow a leaf from other 
civilizing nations and organizations by embracing 

modern techniques of cattle ranching (Amusan, 
2014). This paper recommends that the government 

should develop framework for the transformation of 
livestock production system in Nigeria from the 

current traditional nomadism to a ranch-based 
activity. This will further open new areas of 

agricultural enterprise and investment in the form of 
multiplier effects on economic development such as 

forage-crop farming that will produce feed for 
cattle, as well as provide storage and transportation 

services. This forward and backward linkages will 
promote sustainable economic development. The 

legislative organ of the state must develop the 
political will to holistically confront this issue in a 

conclusively rather than foist one-sided legislation 
that may further widen the gap of distrust between 
different regions and cultures in Nigeria. 
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