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Introduction

In the last few days, Nigeria’s military, through its Joint 
Task Force South East Operation UDO KA II, launched 
several airstrikes and ground clearance operations in 
various locations suspected to be camps of some non-
state armed groups (NSAGs) operating across Nigeria’s 
Southeast region. Among the areas bombarded by 
the military are Orsumoughu in the Nnewi South 
Local Government Area (LGA) of Anambra State and 
Aku Ihube in the Okigwe LGA of Imo State. These 
locations are part of the areas described by Nextier as 
‘Southeast’s belt of violence’ based on insight drawn 
from an analysis of violence patterns in Nigeria’s 
Southeast region. The ‘Southeast’s belt of violence’ is a 
vast area consisting of about 20 interconnected LGAs 
spread across the five states of the Southeast. These 
areas are located on the boundaries of the states, but 
together, they form an unbroken forest line that runs 
through the five Southeast states. 

From Oguta LGA in Imo and Ogbaru LGA in Anambra, 
it connects Ihiala, Okigwe, Orlu, Umunneochi, Ideato, 
Orsu LGAs in Imo State with areas Ihiala, Nnewi South, 
Aguata, Orumba South LGAs in Anambra State. 
It runs through Oji River, Awgu, and Aniri LGAs in 

Policy
Recommendations

The federal and state governments should 
initiate safe corridor programmes for low-risk 
members of the NSAGs.

There is a need to deepen collaboration with the 
civil society and private sector in deradicalisation 
in the Southeast’s belt of violence.

There is a need for the government to deepen 
its presence in the Southeast’s belt of violence 
through the provision of social amenities. 

State security agencies should deepen 
collaboration with local vigilantes.

There is a need for strategic partnerships with 
local leadership for enhanced local intelligence.

Southeast’s Belt of Violence: 
Between Radicalisation and Deradicalisation
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(Photo  credit: Vanguardngr.com)

https://www.channelstv.com/2023/09/27/air-force-bombs-ipob-camps-in-imo-anambra/
https://punchng.com/army-destroys-ipob-camps-shrine-recovers-corpses-in-imo/
https://www.vanguardngr.com/2023/03/s-east-residents-lament-political-attacks-thuggery-by-politicians/
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Enugu State, connecting Ebonyi State through Ivo and 
Afikpo LGAs and then proceeds through Isiukwuato 
and Bende in Abia State (see Figure 1). Together, these 
areas constitute ungoverned spaces in the Southeast 
which have been appropriated by a network of criminal 
elements, including spiritual leaders/herbalists who 
provide spiritual support to the criminal network. Much 
of the past three years of violent criminal activities in 

the Southeast have occurred in this Southeast’s belt of 
violence. Despite various interventions by state actors, 
the Southeast’s belt of violence remains an ungoverned 
space which serves as an operational base for violent 
NSAGs. This edition of Nextier Policy Weekly reflects on 
enablers of radicalisation in Southeast’s belt of violence 
and how state actors can better deradicalise the space 
to enhance security in the Southeast.

Table 1: Total Allocation to Local Government from Federation Account (2011 - 2021)

Source: Nextier Violent Conflict Database

Source: Nextier Violent Conflict Database

Radicalisation in the Southeast’s Belt of Violence

The areas that make up the ‘Southeast’s belt of violence’ are the most radicalised locations in the Southeast. This 
radicalisation explains why the ‘Southeast’s belt of violence’ has turned out to be the epicentre of violence and criminal 
activities in the Southeast. The area has become infamous for criminal activities such as kidnapping for ransom, 
attacks on state security agencies and destruction of government installations. Data from the Nextier SPD violent 
database shows that between January 2021 and September 2023, the area recorded at least 33 kidnap incidents and 
220 deaths arising from violent confrontations (See Figures 2 & 3).
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Figure 2: Total Deaths From Activities of NSAGs in Southeast's Belt of Violence
Period: Januray 2021 - September 2023
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Figure 3: Reported Kidnap Incidents in Southeast's Belt of Violence 
Period: January 2021 - September 2023
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Nextier SPD Policy Weekly provides an analysis of topical conflict, security, and development 
issues and proposes recommendations to address them. It is a publication of Nextier SPD.

Nextier SPD (www.thenextier.com/spd) is an international development consulting firm that 
uses evidence-based research to develop and build knowledge and skills to enhance human 
security, peace, and sustainable development as means to achieving stability and prosperity in 
Nigeria, and in the African region.

 The radicalisation of the Southeast’s belt of violence is 
enabled by two major factors. First is the exploitation 
of the geographical terrain of the area by NSAGs. The 
areas that make up the ‘Southeast’s belt of violence’ 
are mainly interconnected border communities with 
thick forests, extensive hills and mountains. These 
geographical characteristics make it easy for criminal 
elements to move small arms and light weapons 
across different state borders and build camps in hard-
to-reach areas where even aerial bombardment by 
state security agencies would have little or no impact. 
Many NSAGs have taken advantage of the difficult 
geographical terrain of the ‘Southeast’s belt of violence’ 
to make these locations the major operational areas. 
More so, due to the remote nature of most communities 
within the ‘Southeast’s belt of violence’, there is usually 
a low presence of state security forces in the areas. 
The NSAGs take advantage of the near absence of 
state security agencies in the locations to frighten the 
communities into silence with violence and threats. In 
some communities, residents are subjected to extortion 
and forceful conscription of the youth by some NSAGs 
operating in the areas. 

Another factor contributing to the radicalisation in 
the ‘Southeasts belt of violence’ is the prioritisation 
of kinetic strategies by state security agencies. State 
security agencies seem to have focused more on using 
force to decimate the NSAGs in the ‘Southeasts belt of 
violence’. In 2021 alone, Amnesty International reported 
that state security forces killed at least 115 people within 
four months and over 500 were arrested in various raids 
by the security agencies. The difficult geographical 
terrain may have contributed to the recent use of air 
strikes by the Nigerian military to bombard locations 
suspected to be camps of the NSAGs, the ‘Southeasts 
belt of violence’. However, these kinetic strategies have 
been counterproductive and sometimes contribute 
to radicalising the ‘Southeast’s belt of violence’. For 
instance, the recent air strike conducted by the military 
in Okigwe has received criticism from some quarters 
for inadvertently bombarding innocent civilians in 
attempts to destroy camps of NSAGs. 

There are also allegations that in states like Imo, some 
politicians are using the opportunity to intimidate and 
suppress voters in the strongholds of their political 
opponents under the guise of destroying camps of 
the Indigenous People of Biafra (IPOB) and its militant 
wing - Eastern Security Network (ESN) (Personal 
Communication). According to one respondent: “As 
the state (Imo State) is preparing for 2023 governorship 
election, some politicians give false information to 
security agencies who now bombard strongholds 
of opponents so that there will be no election there 
for security reasons” (Personal Communication). On 
its part, the IPOB has released a statement through 
its spokesman, Emma Powerful, in which it claimed 
that the locations recently bombed by the Nigerian 
military in the Southeast were places occupied by 
unarmed civilians and ESN as claimed by the military. 
Besides, there are claims of unprofessional conduct 
such as extortion and harassment by some military 
personnel deployed on some major highways in parts 
of the ‘Southeasts belt of violence’. Such unprofessional 
conduct feeds into the propaganda used by the 
NSAGs to radicalise some community members who 
are told that the military are in the communities to 
subdue them instead of protecting them (Personal 
Communication). The ungoverned spaces and military 
approaches in the Southeast’s belt of violence coalesce 
to enable radicalisation by various NSAGs in the 

Southeast’s belt of violence. 

Deradicalising Southeast’s Belt of Violence: The 
Ignored Options

Deradicalisation is a form of intervention for dealing 
with violent radicalism. It involves various measures, 
including mentoring, ideological or theological 
engagement, help with employment and education, 
and social and psychological support. There has been 
no conscious implementation of any comprehensive 
deradicalisation programme in the Southeast’s belt of 
violence. Much effort has been focused on addressing 
the symptoms of radicalisation instead. Thus, the federal 
and state governments have invested so much energy 
to forcefully end the NSAGs’ activities. Deradicalisation 
measures such as help with employment and 
education, provision of social and psychological support 
seem to be ignored as possible options to be included 
in the welter of measures aimed at deradicalising the 
Southeast’s belt of violence. Upon assumption to office, 
some of the state governors were quick to declare an 
end to sit-at-home and deploy security agencies to 
contain the activities of the NSAGs. 

However, such measures have not ended the NSAGs’ 
activities, including the criminalities perpetrated 
under the guise of separatist agitation. This is because 
the mere declaration of an end to sit-at-home and 
the use of force to suppress the activities of NSAGs 
do not address the enablers of radicalisation by the 
groups. At best, the use of force tends to push the 
NSAGs to engage in more covert operations and 
move deeper into more remote areas of the belt of 
violence from where they operate, thereby making the 
Southeast’s belt of violence more dangerous. This was 
the experience in Anambra, where Governor Soludo’s 
sit-at-home declaration ignited more violent attacks 
on innocent civilians by the NSAGs. Similarly, in Enugu, 
many residents have continued to observe the Monday 
sit-at-home despite Governor Peter Mbah’s declaration 
of end to sit-at-home. The observance of Monday’s sit-
at-home is connected to the fear of the NSAGs, who still 
have the propensity to cause harm to defaulters of the 
sit-at-home orders.

Recommendations: Deradicalising Southeast’s Belt of 
Violence

i. Initiate safe corridor programmes for low-risk 
members of the NSAGs: As part of long-term measures 
to address the radicalisation in the Southeast’s belt of 
violence, the federal and state governments should 
initiate safe corridor programmes for low-risk members 
of the NSAGs who the NSAGs may have forcefully 
conscripted. The safe corridor programmes should 
include skills acquisition and psychological and social 
supports for the low-risk members to enable them to 
reintegrate into society.

ii. Deepen collaboration with the civil society and 
private sector in deradicalisation in the Southeast’s 
belt of violence: part of the soft approaches to the 
deradicalisation of the Southeast’s belt of violence is 
to partner with the civil society and private sector. The 
private sector, particularly credible consulting firms, 
would provide their expertise in knowledge creation on 
radicalising the target locations and designing effective 
evidence-based deradicalisation programmes. The 
civil society organisations, including faith-based, would 
contribute to advocacy against radicalisation.

https://www.ripplesnigeria.com/sit-at-home-ipob-echoes-sen-abaribe-accuses-simon-ekpa-of-extortion/
https://sunnewsonline.com/ipob-denies-youths-in-imo-forced-to-join-group-2/
https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/news/2021/08/nigeria-at-least-115-people-killed-by-security-forces-in-four-months-in-countrys-southeast/
https://punchng.com/intervene-in-imos-insecurity-lp-gov-candidate-begs-tinubu/
https://punchng.com/naf-bombed-locations-in-anambra-imo-not-our-camps-ipob/
https://saharareporters.com/2022/08/08/enugu-communities-accuse-nigerian-soldiers-using-pretext-enforcing-curfew-extort
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/23311886.2021.1905219
https://www.thisdaylive.com/index.php/2022/05/30/on-the-spate-of-worrisome-killings-in-anambra
https://radionigeria.gov.ng/2023/06/05/enugu-deserted-as-residents-defy-mbahs-directive/
https://radionigeria.gov.ng/2023/06/05/enugu-deserted-as-residents-defy-mbahs-directive/
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Nigeria’s Off-Cycle Elections 
and the Impending Violence

Off-cycle elections are held outside 
the regular elections calendar. 
General elections take place in the 
same year in Nigeria as part of the 
country’s...

Strengthening Child Protection 
in Post-Conflict Communities in 
North East Nigeria

Children are usually the most 
vulnerable in armed conflict and 
post-conflict environments. Beyond 
being afflicted by humanitarian crises 
occasioned by armed...

Safety of Buildings Versus 
Claims of Vengeance: 
Exploring Issues around the Alaba 
Market Demolitions
On Sunday, February 18, 2023, 
videos were circulating about the 
commencement of demolitions 
in Alaba International Market, Ojo 
Local Government Area of...

Leveraging Popular Frustration 
and Split in IPOB 
Halting the Persistent Sit-at-home 
in South-East Nigeria

You are currently viewing 
Leveraging Popular Frustration and 
Split in IPOB Halting the Persistent 
Sit-at-home in South-East Nigeria...

Why is Fuel Subsidy Removal 
Hurting Many Nigerians?
Examining Six Ways to Reduce 
the Pains

Fuel subsidy ended in Nigeria 
when on 29th  May 2023, the newly 
sworn-in President, Bola Ahmed 
Tinubu, subtly announced the 
end of subsidy by thanking the 
outgoing...

Food, Fear, and Fortitude: 
Rural Women’s Journey Amid 
Armed Conflicts in Plateau State

Plateau State has been under the 
spotlight for all the wrong reasons. 
The region has been grappling 
with an increasing threat of armed 
attacks, particularly in its rural 
areas. The aftermath of these 
bloodbaths...

Engaging the Census Preparation 
to Mitigate Post-Census Tensions

Barring the last-minute suspension 
of Nigeria’s housing and population 
census, scheduled to start on 3rd 
May and end on 7th May 2023, the 
country would...

Would the Worsening Poverty 
Increase Insecurity in Nigeria?

Third World nations in general, 
particularly Africa, which includes 
Nigeria, struggle greatly with 
poverty. Many individuals in Nigeria 
live in poverty due to the country’s...

iii. Deepen government presence in the Southeast’s 
belt of violence: many communities across the 
Southeast’s belt of violence do not feel the impact 
of the government. They do not have access to 
good healthcare, education, or basic amenities like 
pipe-borne water, electricity, etc. There is a need for 
government to extend some of such amenities to such 
locations. This would reduce the impact of propaganda 
deployed by the NSAGs to win the sympathy of 
members of such communities.

iv. Collaboration with local vigilantes: State security 
agencies should deepen collaboration with local 
vigilantes who understand the difficult geographical 
terrain of the local communities in the Southeast’s 
belt of violence. This will ensure that innocent civilian 
populations are not targeted during military operations.

v. Strategic partnerships with local leadership 
in the area: Southeast communities have multiple 
governance structures. Apart from the elected state 
officials, the traditional rulers, the President General of 
the town unions, the leaderships of women’s Unions, 
the Markets associations, and the youth wings play 
important roles in each autonomous community’s 
day-to-day governance and security. Any effort at 
achieving sustainable peace and dis-lodging the NSAGs’ 
activities must have these organisations’ inclusion and 
buy-in. Providing local intelligence and engaging in 
activities will lead to behavioural changes and shifting 
incentives from violence and distrust for the Nigerian 
state to peace and trust will come majorly from their 

participation and engagements. 

Conclusion

The rate of violence in the area designated by Nextier 
as ‘Southeast’s belt of violence’ signposts the level of 
radicalisation in the area by members of the NSAGs. The 
current radicalisation in the ‘Southeast’s belt of violence’ 
is enabled by two factors. First is the area’s geographical 
features, which turned the entire area into ungoverned 
spaces exploited by criminal elements. Secondly, the 
focus on the military approach as the only strategy to 
decimate the NSAGs contributes to radicalisation in 
the ‘Southeast’s belt of violence’. There is a need for a 
comprehensive deradicalisation programme to stem 
the tide of radicalisation in the ‘Southeast’s belt of 
violence’.
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