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Abstract 

This paper is focused on conflicts between farmers and herdsmen in the North Central geo-political 

zone of Nigeria. North central geo-political zone is made up of six states in Nigeria: Benue, Kogi, 

Kwara, Nasarawa, Niger and Plateau States. The paper adopts the economic theories as its 

theoretical framework of analysis. The analysis gives insight into the main reason for the conflicts, 

which is economic interests, and the resultant competition for arable land occasioned by factors 

such as climate change, Boko Haram insurgency, urbanization, primitive livestock management, 

etc. From the analysis, it was found that the menace of herdsmen in Nigeria has resulted in the 

following: issues of educational development; lack of food production and by implication payment 

of school fees by parents; (iii) acute humanitarian crises which has resulted in dysfunctional 

educational development; (iv) tertiary institutions in the zone have been forcibly turned into 

grazing fields instead of research institutions; (v) hundreds of school children have been put out of 

school. In order to help remedy the ugly situation, particularly as it concerns the educational 

development of the zone, the researcher makes vital recommendations. These recommendations, if 

effectively implemented will not only enhance peace and order but will give rise to accelerated 

educational development of the zone. 

 

Keywords: Farmers, herdsmen, conflicts, education, development 

 

Introduction 

The herdsmen and farmers clash did not start today; it dates back to the pre-colonial and colonial 

eras. The origin of the clash would be traced to early Fulani migration, trade and other economic 

activities. According to Ikokwu (2018) “the issue of Fulani migration has been on for more than 

200 years”. Also, Yakassei (2018) observed that “the Fulani who are originally from Yemen and 

other Middle East countries migrated to North Central Zone during the colonial era because of 

mining activities”. 

 

The nomadic Fulanis moved from one place to another in search of pastures. Their movements 

(migrations) and other trading activities extended beyond their ancestral roots to other parts of the 

world, Nigeria inclusive. The people of the North-central zone accommodated the migration but 

started to object when the migrants changed their behaviours, the form, as well as the purpose. The 

change of their purpose, form and character (behavior) did not just occur but was occasioned by 
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factors such as climate change and desertification. Climate change, for instance, gave rise to 

drought that led to the death of many cows (Jibonoh, 2018). Again, the Savannah has been eaten up 

by desert encroachment while the clash has not only been politicized but now has religious and 

ethnic cleansing coloration (Odoghoh, 2018). 

 

Today, the herdsmen have tactically seized Benue State and several other states in the geo-political 

zone as grazing reserve for their cattle. Such seizure, no doubt, has dire consequences for the 

educational development of the zone. This is because the intensification of the conflict has 

paralysed academic activities in the zone. Primary schools, secondary schools, as well as tertiary 

institutions are greatly affected. From January to April 2019,for example, about 30,000 primary 

school children in the Southern senatorial district of Nasarawa State were forced out of school 

(Oota, 201). Again, within December 2016 to December 2018, a number of public schools in 

Agatu, Logo and Guma Local Government Areas of Benue State were brutally attacked by 

suspected killer herdsmen, leaving the pupils either completely out of school or learning in 

deplorable conditions (Duru 2018). Sometime in February, 2018, the Vice Chancellor of the 

University of Ilorin, Prof. Sulyman Abdulkareem, accused herdsmen of poisoning the University’s 

dam with chemicals (New-Telegraph Editorial, 2018). 

 

Up until today, the killings and destruction of educational institutions continue with no hope of 

abating. There appears to be no solution in sight. The government which has the constitutional duty 

to solve the problem has not found an appropriate solution so as to restore confidence in the people 

as well as normalcy in the education sector. The present study is therefore aimed at providing 

recommendations for a lasting solution to the educational development of the zone.  

 

Clarification of Concepts 

 

Development 

There are differences of opinion as individuals define the concept of development based on the 

person’s world-view and idiosyncrasies. To some scholars, development must be defined relative to 

time, place, or circumstances. According to Okoli and Onah (2002), “development involves 

progression, movement and advancement towards something better”. To Nnoli (1981) 

“development is a dialectical phenomenon in which the individual and society interact with 

physical, biological factors for the betterment of the individual as well as the society”. Development 

is, thus, human based. To Mclean and Macmillan (2015) “development is a normative concept 

referring to a multi-dimensional process. It could be educational, social, economic, political, 

cultural, intellectual, etc.” For our purpose here, development means the process in which the 

educational system or institutions in the zone are transformed into stronger, more organized, more 

efficient and more effective form and prove to be more satisfying in terms of human wants and 

aspirations.  
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Education 

Education has no single definition as the concept has been defined differently by many scholars 

depending on their individual perspectives. In the ancient period of the Greek city states, education 

was defined to mean a search for a solution to what was then seen as a social problem (Ezeani, 

2005). It was in this context that Socrates posited that “virtue is knowledge”, because to know good 

was to do good and then solve an existing problem. It was also on this basis that Plato looked on 

education as “an instrument of moral reform for it would mold and transform human souls” 

(Mukherjee&Ramaswamy, 2015). The purpose of education was to inculcate the right values of 

selfless duty towards all and was therefore positive. Education was therefore the key to the 

realization of a new social order. 

 

Today, education is seen more as a process (i.e., the means and procedures through which one thing 

is transformed into something else). As a process, emphasis is on the quality of education and this 

refers to the change in behavior and never on the quantity of knowledge gained (Anibueze, 1998). 

Education as a process lays emphasis on development, enculturation as well as the knowledge we 

gain and the changes that occur as a result of being exposed to new experiences. It is in view of the 

foregoing that John Locke (1632-1704) defines education as “all those experiences of the individual 

through which knowledge is acquired, intellect enlightened or the will strengthened”. In the same 

vein Nwuzor and Ocho (2003) define education as “a life-long process of acquisition of experiences 

which starts from the cradle and ends in the grave”. The point therefore is that the process of 

education is concerned not only with any single aspect of the individual, but with all round 

development of the life of an individual (i.e., the individual’s all traits and characteristics) (Obanya, 

Ezewu,& Adejumo, 2007). Education, thus, takes place everywhere, at all times, and by a wide 

variety of means. For the purpose here, we want education that will give rise to qualitative 

improvement in the individual’s qualities and traits, education that will enable the people to make 

use of their national and human resources in order to achieve their social ends. 

 

Farmer 

The Britannica World Language Dictionary (2007) defines farmer “as one who follows the 

occupation of farming”. According to Hornby (2010), a farmer refers to a person who owns or 

manages a farm. His major occupation is on crop cultivation and management. 

 

Herdsmen 

Hornby (2010) defines herdsman “as a man whose job is to take care of a group of animals such as 

sheep and cows in the country side. Robinson and Davidson (2008) posit that herdsman is someone 

who tends the herd (i.e., a company of animals especially large onesthat habitually remain 

together”.  The major work of the herdsman is to keep his animals (e.g. cows, cattle) in the ranches 

where he looks after them or takes them to the open field for grazing.  
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Conflict 

The word conflict, according to Oyedepo cited in Adeniyi (2016), is derived from the Latin word 

“confligere”, which means to strike or to clash. Conflict has no universally accepted definition 

because it means different things to different people. The Oxford Advanced Learners Dictionary 7
th

 

Edition (2005) defined it “as a situation in which there are opposite ideas, opinions, feelings or 

wishes”. Nnoli (2003) refers to conflict as “contradictions arising from perceptions, behavior, 

phenomena and tendencies”.  To Chaturvedi (2012) it refers to “opposition or competition between 

two or more forces, arising either from the pursuit of incompatible goals or a clash of rival 

opinions”.  In his own contribution, Madu (2015) posits that conflict is “a state of human interaction 

and arises when there are incompatible goals, issues or contradictions”. According to Miall (1992) 

“conflict emerges where a clear contradiction exists or is perceived to exist between the participants 

who view the outcome of such conflict as extremely important”. Analyzed from this perspective 

conflict is an integral aspect of social existence, and history is a succession of conflicts and conflict 

resolutions. 

 

We can conclude by saying that: 

(a) Conflict is a natural part of our daily lives. It is a phenomenon which is an important part of 

human existence (Isard, 1992). 

(b) It is a social concept that comes into being as a result of interaction between human beings 

either at inter-personal level or group level. 

(c) In most cases such interaction leads to incompatibility or opposition basically because of 

pursuit of interests and goals.  

 

Theoretical Framework of Analysis 

For a thorough understanding of the topic, there is the need for a theoretical framework of analysis 

that will guide us achieve the desired result. In the present situation the economic theories will be 

useful. Here, the farmers/herders conflict, and the menace associated with the herdsmen militia will 

be explained by exploring groups’ behaviour in relation to economic and other allied factors. The 

key assumptions of the proponents of the economic theories are as follows: 

a) That many groups, apart from classes, can be in conflict for the scarce resources in the 

society (Haralambos and Holborn, 2013). 

b) That when a group of persons migrate from one place of origin to another, they are 

threatened by the dominant, social, religious, political and economic character of their host 

community (Oluwole, Odelami, Shoba, 2003). 

c) That territory is an extension of resources when communities are in conflict over territory; 

the conflict is not just for the sake of it, but to control and maximize gain over the physical, 

economic, political, psychological and other resources in the territory (Best and Idyorough, 

2003). 
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d) That people in conflict are assumed to be fighting over, not about, something that is material 

(Best, 2012). 

e) Thatconflicts occur because some people referred to as conflict entrepreneurs’ instigate 

conflicts, perpetuate conflicts and actually benefit from conflicts, while the overwhelming 

majority of the population are affected by the negative impacts of the conflict (Collier, 

2003). 

 

The clash between the farmers and the herdsmen has always been on who gets what, where, when 

and how,in connection with the available scarce fertile land owned by the farmers from the North 

Central geo-political zone. On the other hand, there are the nomadic Fulani herdsmen (mostly from 

the North-West geo-political zone) who do not own the land but move from place to place in search 

of greener pastures for their cows. As their cows move down south-wards, they at times destroy 

crops owned by the farmers, which then gives rise to misunderstanding between the two parties. 

 

In the past, farmers and herdsmen clashes were resolved amicably. Today, things have changed.  

The competition for land and the grasses therein has escalated and the education sector is worse for 

it. This is because academic activities have for long been disrupted. Many public school structures 

are regularly attacked and destroyed thereby forcing thousands of school children out of school.  

Again their activities have led to over 20,000 school children being housed in different Internally 

Displaced Persons (IDPs) camps. 

 

It is important to note that apart from the general suffering by all the people of the zone, the 

education sector appears to be more affected having been paralyzed for a long time now. To note 

further is that while the sector as well as the entire zone is in pains, the Miyetti Allah group not only 

instigates and perpetuates the conflict but make profits out of the crises. To consolidate their 

economic interests they defend and rationalize the actions of the herders, that is, the Fulani militia.  

This should not continue. Government should urgently intervene so as to save the education sector 

in the zone, and then send the children back to their schools. This is necessary; to do otherwise 

means the zone may not meet up with the targets set by the Universal Basic Education Commission 

(UBEC) laws, the National Education plan, as well as the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) 

going by the conditions of the schools and the pupils/students. 

 

Causes of Farmers/ Herdsmen Conflicts 

The possible causes of the conflicts between farmers and herdsmen in North-Central zone of 

Nigeria are here listed and discussed. 

 

a) Climate change 

Climate change brought along with it drought and desertification. This is because the water bodies 

were affected. Consequently, the drought led to the death of many cattle and cows of the herdsmen. 
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For instance, following the desert encroachment in most Northern States occasioned by climate 

change in the late 1970s and early 1980s, most of the greenbelt and water bodies along the fringe of 

the Sahara got completely depleted, leaving the herders with very little grazing fields (Jibunoh, 

2018). This led to the search for greener pastures and subsequently the escalation of the clash 

between the two parties. Etim (2018) agrees with the above postulation and posits that “the 

herdsmen/ farmers clash in Nigeria is caused by struggles for survival arising from the effects of 

global warming with increasing disappearance of vegetation in the Northern States and this has 

caused them to continue to move downwards to the Middle Belt in search of pasture.” 

 

b) Urbanization 

Today, urbanization and changes in population growth have led to social change in the country in 

the past two decades. The continued expansion of urban areas to accommodate internal migration 

and population growth has to a large extent affected the grazing areas both within and outside the 

major towns as well as the arable lands owned by the farmers. To note also is that the tremendous 

increase in population has contributed to put pressure on the land by increasing the demand for land 

as well as agricultural products. 

 

c) Primitive live-stock management 

Farmers and herdsmen clash basically because of the primitive nature of livestock management in 

Nigeria. By this method, farmers who own the land and the owners of the livestock (cows and 

cattle), both private business entrepreneurs, compete for the scarce fertile land. Conflicts occur 

because of the two opposing interests involved. First is the interest of the owners of the livestock 

whose type of business is predicated on open grazing that entails moving from one place to the 

other in search of free land and free food. This when juxtaposed with the interest of the farmers who 

own the land and farm on the land leads automatically to conflict.  

 

d) Boko Haram activities in the North-East zone of Nigeria 

The loss of grazing areas in the North Eastern States of Nigeria occasioned by Boko Haram deadly 

attacks made many herdsmen to move down to North Central States as well as States in Southern 

Nigeria. Such unplanned movement brought pressure on the fertile land owned by farmers and also 

gave rise to high degree of competition for space and food (Okolo, 2018). Such desperate struggle 

for fertile land which is scarce, no doubt, accounts for the conflict between the farmers and herders 

in states like Benue, Nasarawa, Plateau, Kogi, etc. 

 

e) Anti-open grazing law theory 

To some school of thought led by the Defence Minister, Mansur Dan Ali, and supported by the 

Inspector of Police, Mr. Ibrahim Idris, the carnage in the North Central zone of Nigeria is the 

inevitable consequence of anti-open grazing law, the abrogation of which is the only condition for 

peace (Ortom, 2018). The problem with the proponents of this theory is that they forget to 
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understand that the responsibility for the security of lives and property under the Nigerian 

Constitution comes under the concurrent list among the federal, states and local governments. The 

point therefore is that the call by some people that the anti-grazing law be abrogated or reviewed as 

a panacea for peace is undemocratic and unconstitutional. It is inconsistent with the provisions of 

our laws and also undermines the tenets of federalism (Onabule, 2018). 

 

f) Foreign connection theory 

Some school of thought are of the view that the incessant massacre of innocent citizens in the 

North-Central zone of Nigeria which hitherto was attributed to local nomadic Fulani herdsmen are 

perpetrated by foreign mercenaries. The proponent of this theory are of the view that these foreign 

herdsmen (mercenaries) take advantage of the Economic Community of West African States 

(ECOWAS) protocols to infiltrate the ranks of the traditional herdsmen known to us. To some 

scholars, however, this foreign connection theory is nothing other than mere rationalization of the 

causes of the conflict by the leadership of the country (Omeihe, 2018). They argue that it is difficult 

to absorb the Fulani herdsmen and their leadership, that is, the Miyetti Allah of any complicity in 

the killings in the zone. This is because the nature of their operation point to the fact that the so-

called “foreign militias or mercenaries” fight on the side of the nomadic Fulanis. Again, the apex 

leadership of the nomadic herdsmen had on several occasions claimed responsibility for the brutal 

killings but justified the carnage as reprisal for an earlier attacks on their men (Daliru, 2018) 

 

The Effects of the Conflicts between Farmers and Herdsmen on the Educational Development 

of North-Central Geo-Political Zone of Nigeria 

 

The conflicts between the farmers and herdsmen in North-Central geo-political zone of Nigeria 

have adverse effects on the educational development of not only the zone but the entire nation. 

1. Firstly, the menace of the herdsmen militia has affected the socio-economic development 

especially the educational development of the zone. Today, many pupils and students 

receive educational instructions at the internally Displaced Persons (IDPs) camps; many 

have stopped going to school because their parents are dead; while many school buildings 

have been damaged beyond repair. This, therefore, means that the quest for quality 

education by these children has been dangerously threatened. According to Alabi and Cheke 

(2018) “over 400 school children affected mostly in Tiv communities were forced out of 

school as a result of the crisis that rocked the villages in Ileama and Doma local government 

areas.” Equally in Nasarawa State about 3000 primary school pupils in Awe Local 

Government Area were forced out of school as a result of herdsmen attacks. The case of 

Shong village in Bachit District of Plateau State should also be noted. Here, six classroom 

blocks in Lea Primary School of Shong village were destroyed sometime in April, 2018 

(Gyang, 2018). The truth, therefore, is that herdsmen attacks have become a serious 

challenge to the efforts towards sustaining the reduction in the figure of the out-of-school 
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children in the zone. This to a large extent may affect the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable 

Development Goals (SDGs). 

2. Secondly, the continued insecurity occasioned by the activities of the pastoralists to a large 

extent affects food production and by implication educational development in the zone. This 

is because the children’s school fees are paid by their parents (farmers) who now live in 

Internally Displaced Persons (IDPs) Camps. Besides, educational development cannot thrive 

well in the midst of acute food scarcity as well as socio-political upheavals. 

3. Thirdly, the carnage caused by herdsmen attacks has led to large scale and devastating 

losses in men and materials; has given rise to acute humanitarian crises. The cumulative 

effect in all these is a dysfunctional educational development. 

4. Fourthly, tertiary institutions in the zone are also attacked with impunity. They have been 

forcibly turned into grazing fields for herdsmen exploration and exploitation. For instance in 

April 26, 2017, the University of Ilorin gave a seven-day ultimatum to herdsmen 

encroaching on its land to quit the campus, but it was never obeyed (Oyeleye & Adeyemo, 

2018). Equally, sometime in February 2018, the Vice Chancellor of Plateau State University 

in Bokkos, Prof. Dockman Sani, raised alarm on how deadly herdsmen who entered the 

University were harassing female students  (Ejembi & Gyang, 2018). 

 

Conclusion 

For some time now, the conflict between the farmers and herdsmen in the zone has had an adverse 

effect on the educational development of the states concerned. Today, many pupils/students now 

receive academic instructions at the Internally Displaced Persons (IDPs) camps, many have stopped 

going to schools because their parents are dead while teachers are constantly on the run or hiding.  

Equally, a number of public schools have been brutally attacked and destroyed. The conducive 

atmosphere for teaching and the learning is no more there as pupils/students now receive 

instructions under perpetual fear of the unknown. The situation is so bad that tertiary institutions in 

the zone have been forcibly tuned into grazing fields instead of research institutions. Consequently, 

it may not be possible for the six states in the zone to meet up with the targets set by the Universal 

Basic Education Commission (UBEC) as well as the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), if 

urgent solutions to the problem are not proffered.  

 

Recommendations 

Having traced the history of the conflict between farmers and herdsmen in the North Central geo-

political zone of Nigeria; identified the causes and noted the effects, the researcher hereby 

recommends as follows: 

a) That government at all levels, especially the federal government, should stop the killings 

and then provide adequate security in the affected states so that the pupils/students can 

return to their schools. 
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b) Government should improve teaching and learning in the Internally Displaced Persons 

(IDPs) camps by recruiting qualified teachers as well as supplying writing materials. 

c) Enough armed personnel should be posted to guide all the primary and secondary schools in 

the affected areas (while all the school compounds shall be adequately fenced). 

d) International Agencies such as United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF) and United 

Nation’s Educational, Science and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) can intervene by 

constructing temporary schools in safe areas (unaffected areas) to temporarily accommodate 

pupils and students displaced in Agatu, Logo and Guma Local Government Areas. 

e) The Federal government should as a matter of urgency declare a state of emergency on 

education in the zone. Such bold initiative can attract more funds for the educational 

development of the zone.  
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