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Abstract 

Disagreements amid farming communities and herders are now a common occurrence in 

Nigeria. The research investigated the roots and impact of these battles among farmers in rural 

communities in Abia State. 135 randomly selected crop farmers were used. Structured interview 

and Focus Group Discussion data were collected while descriptive statistics and mean scores 

were used for analysis. The outcomes indicated damaging of crops (M = 3.6), burning of range 

land (M = 3.6), population growth (M = 3.8), uncontrolled grazing (M = 3.2) and scarcity of 

freshwater (M = 3.8) were the major causes of farmer-herdsmen conflicts while such factors as 

loss of human and animal lives (M = 3.24), abandonment of some crops to avert conflict with 

herdsmen (M = 3.6), destruction of crops (M = 3.1), displacement of persons (M = 2.7), 

insufficient food supply to the farming communities (M = 2.7) and loss of income (M = 2.6) were 

the major effects of the conflicts on the livelihoods of the farmers. Therefore, the settlement, 

socioeconomic life, and production outcomes of crop farmers were affected, culminating to 

dwindling effects on the living standard of farmers. The study recommends that the need for co-

habitation, regular and strategic orientation of resources' users should be established. 
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1. Introduction 
Herder-farmer conflicts in Nigeria usually involve disputes over land and/or cattle between 

herders (in particular the Fulani and Hausa) and farmers. They have been several cases of 

farmers – herders’ conflicts across various states and locations in Nigeria. These conflicts have 

now become so threatening on the country’s national integration such that the former peaceful 

relationship between farmers and herdsmen across various parts of Nigeria is degenerating to a 

carnage level, leading to loss of lives and properties (Dimelu et al., 2015). Attempts by Federal 

Government to curb the ugly incident appear to be futile according to Mwanfupe (2015). Nze 

(2015) asserts that before the present farmers – herdsmen conflicts assumed a dangerous 
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dimension; the relationship between them had been a cordial and symbiotic one. He further 

posits that upon herdsmen's entry into Nigeria via Nigerian-Cameroun border in search of 

pasture, the herdsmen settled in Borno/Adamawa while they found pasture and had a peaceful 

symbiotic relationship with the farmers which were beneficial for both groups. He further 

asserted that the sufficiency of land for both farmers and herdsmen given the subsistence nature 

of farming and few numbers of cows that the herdsmen breed then, made them to co-exist 

peacefully, void of unhealthy competition over scarce resources. 

 

Depending on economic, environmental and other factors, this fight has long existed from the 

inception of agriculture and it has either had a surge or decline in strength or incidence (Aliyu, 

2015). Idowu (2017) submits that the violence between herdsmen and farmers has banished more 

than 100,000 individuals in Benue and Enugu States living them in camps (IDP) and under the 

mercy of relatives or caregivers while they struggle to rebuild their crushed lives. Recently, 

according to Global Terrorism Index (GTI) Fulani herdsmen has positioned Nigeria as the 

world's fourth deadliest militia group for killing about 1,229 in 2014. Amnesty International (as 

published on New Telegraph) on January 29th 2018 asserted that Fulani Herdsmen have killed 

168 people in January, 2018 alone. In their words, “The Nigerian authorities’ response to 

communal violence is totally inadequate, too slow and ineffective, and in some cases unlawful. 

Clashes between herdsmen and farmers in Adamawa, Benue, Taraba, Ondo and Kaduna have 

resulted in 168 deaths in January 2018 alone. Hundreds of people lost their lives in 2017, and the 

government is still not doing enough to protect communities from these violent clashes. For 

instance, 549 deaths were recorded across 14 states while thousands were displaced in 2017. 

These 549 deaths and thousands that were displaced as a result of clashes between nomadic 

herdsmen and local farmers were recorded across Enugu, Benue, Taraba, Zamfara, Kaduna, 

Plateau, Nasarawa, Niger, Plateau, Cross Rivers, Adamawa, Katsina, Delta and Ekiti states, in 

2017”. 

 

However, this conflict between farmers and herdsmen emanated as a result of the increase in 

population of both the farmers and herdsmen. This was sequel to the increase in the need for 

more farmland. Other causes include: change in climate condition leading to draught and desert 

encroachment; improvement in technology that brought about irrigation, the need to cultivate 

and produce more of cash crops newly introduced. Conflict between farmers and herdsmen’s 

habit is reinforced by farmer’s habit of extending the boundary of their farmers to livestock route 

and the herdsmen’s habit of allowing cattle to veer into the farmer’s farm to eat their crops and 

drop their dungs either on the farm or pedestal route (Moritz, 2003). There have been cases of 

deadly clashes between rural farmers and the cattle breeders, in Abia State communities of Ebem 

and Akanu in Ohafia, Umuchieze in Umunneochi and Uzuakoli in Bende Local Government 

Area. The assault of farmlands in Ebem and Akanu communities almost caused blood baths but 

for the wisdom of the leaders in the community who timely reported to the authorities and saved 

the situation. Some of the issues were so severe that Abia State Government had to intercede, in 

order to prevent a reprisal from the youths of the communities. A peace committee was set up 

that subdued the then impending disaster. 

 

The intractable nature of the conflict has prompted many studies by different researchers. Most 

of these studies note that conflict is caused by population explosion, climate change, trampling of 

farmer’s farms, raping of female farmers, encroachment of livestock routes, and muddling of 
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water ponds of communities by the herders. The findings of these studies revealed loss of human 

lives and cattle, displacement of farmers and/or herdsmen and reduction in farm produce as one 

of the general effects of the conflicts in Nigeria (Audu, 2013, Nformi et al, 2014; Doyin, 

2017 and Akorede, 2018). 

Problem Statement 

The spate at which crises and insecurity threaten the peace of many states in Nigeria, including 

Abia State calls for attention. Inspite of the tremendous amount of resources budgeted to 

maintain internal security, including food security by the government, it appears that the 

herdsmen-farmers crisis in the country is intractable leading to increase in food shortage, damage 

to farmlands, crops and crop yields destroyed, farm input very exorbitant and farmers 

exterminated, the peaceful co-existence of communities and their hosts strained socio-economic 

activities of host communities affected, all these leading to increase in the price of food items, 

commodities and persistent shortage of food available to consumers. 

 

It is also apparent to stress that the frequent clashes between herders and farmers in the 

predominantly farming areas of the state have resulted in the destruction of lives and farm lands 

and have become a major threat to efforts to boost food security. Almost all the local 

governments in Abia State have experienced the crisis. The effects of the sustained Fulani war in 

the affected communities have led to farmer’s reluctance to go back to their farms even in this 

current farming season. Against this backdrop, the study investigated the effect of herdsmen-

farmer conflicts among farming communities in Abia State, Nigeria. 

 

Thus, the study aimed to: 

I. ascertain the prevalence of herdsmen-farmers conflicts in Abia State 

II. ascertain the perceived causes of conflicts between crop farmers and herdsmen. 

III. examine the effects of the conflict on livelihood of rural communities in the study area. 

 

2. Conceptual Clarifications 

2.1 Conflict 

Conflict in this context connotes clash or disagreement between two or more groups who have 

incompatible differences. It is a situation where two or more parties pursue a similar goal but 

believes that such goals are achievable by just one of them and employ every resource within 

their disposal to hinder the other party from attaining such goal.  

 

According to Adeleke (2018), conflict often expresses itself in the form of violence, and once it 

assumes such character, it becomes undesirable and counterproductive. Conflict can lead to 

mutual satisfaction and growth, and can produce hostilities. Clara (2017) complemented the 

above position by arguing that conflicts have both life-affirming and life destroying aspects and 

similarly, Ahai and Reilly (2003), opine that conflict itself is not necessarily a negative process. 

It is one of the most powerfully positive factors for a change in a society. Adeleke (2018) also in 

his findings, stated that conflict can be harmful or harmless to humankind. It is the farmer, that 

is, the harmful conflict, which is common now in Nigeria, via the farmers-herdsmen conflicts 

which is the focus of this study. 
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For the purpose of this study, farmers mean only those who cultivate the land for arable crops, 

which are indigenous members of communities in rural Abia State and cultivate at subsistent 

level. Herdsmen on the other hand are people who rear livestock and mostly of Fulani extraction. 

The particular group in this study is the transhumant category which shifts from one location to 

the other with southern farming communities more frequent. In Abia State, crop destruction, 

killing of herders and stabbing of farmers have caused disagreements amid herders and crop 

farmers in different communities in the state, which, more often than not, causes reprisal attacks 

on different occasions.  Ofem, et al.,  (2014) rightly stated that Nigeria, (Abia state in particular) 

has witnessed tremendous loss of lives and property. 

 

2.2 Herdsmen 

The Fulani originated from the Senegambia before spreading out into about 20 states which cut 

across West Africa and the Sahel as well as western Sudan and Central African Republic (Ofem, 

et al.,   2014). The people are found in large number in Nigeria but while some have moved into 

the cities, many are still living as semi-nomadic herders. However, these group who own and 

rear herds of animals like cattle for commercial purposes are called herdsmen. They are usually 

nomads looking for pasture and fresh water. This has remained the Fulani’s main occupation in 

Nigeria. They are often armed and visibly move about with weapons (like daggers, ratchets, 

arrows etc.) to protect their livestock. The more disturbing issue about the Herdsmen is that they 

also block the highways with their cattle, rob and kidnap people, keep them captives in the bush 

and demand for ransom.  

 

2.3 Farmers 

Farmers (also called agriculturists) are persons who engage in agriculture, raising living 

organisms for food or raw materials. The term therefore applies to people who do some 

combination of raising field crops, orchards, vineyards, poultry, or other livestock. Based on this 

broad definition, farmers are both the herdsmen who herd or keep livestock like cattle, goats and 

sheep, and crop farmers. However, for the purpose of this work, farmers are the crop farmers 

(those who raise field crops) also called peasant farmers/subsistence cultivators only. 

 

2.4 Herdsmen-Farmers Conflicts 

Herdsmen-Farmer’s conflict is as old as the existence of man. It started from the children (Cain 

and Abel) of the first man (Adam). Abel was a shepherd and Cain was a farmer according to 

Bible’s account, however, Cain killed Abel in the field out of jealousy. Okoro (2018) averred 

that herdsmen-farmer or harder-farmer conflicts are conflicts occurring between peasant farmers 

or subsistence cultivators and nomadic or transhumant live-stock keepers. According to 

Hagmann (2003), there exist differences between ‘herder-herder’ conflicts and ‘farmer-herder’ 

conflicts. He maintained that herder-herder conflicts are usually conflicts between nomadic or 

transhumant livestock keepers that arise between receiving groups over their territory’s resources 

and incoming groups searching for water and pastures, and cattle raiding. Herder-herder conflict 

is a conflict that results from theft of cattle or other animals among the Fulani herdsmen. It is 

herdsmen rustling cattle of other herdsmen, or when un-experienced herders entrust their animals 

in the care of experienced herders under agreements, and when such agreements are breached 

conflict occasions within. The violent cattle raids among pastoralists in East Africa are examples 

of herder-herder conflicts. Hussein et al., (1999) see farmer-herder conflicts as comprising 
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different types of conflicts, including ethnic conflicts, interest conflicts, resource disputes, 

political action, evictions, killings, cattle raiding and cattle rustling. 

 

3.  Methodology 
The study was carried out in Abia State. The state lies between latitude 4º 47`N and 6º 12`N of 

equator and longitude 7º 23`E and 8º 21`E of Greenwich meridian. It occupies a landmass of 

6833.77km2. It has a total population of 2,881,380 persons. Agriculture is the principal means of 

livelihood of about 85% of the populace; the dominant crops are yam, maize, cassava, cocoyam 

and free crops. Other occupations of the inhabitants of the state include trading. Chicken, sheep 

and goats are among the livestock reared on free range basis. 

 

The entire crop farmers in the state made up the population of the study. Multistage sampling 

technique was used as a survey design. 13 Local Government Areas were mostly associated with 

farmers-herders conflicts out of the 17 local government areas in the state. Six were purposively 

selected, representing the three agricultural zones in the state. In each of the selected LGAs, three 

farming communities were purposively selected because of high incidence of crop farmer-

herders conflict making a total of 27 villages. 

 

Five crop farmers were randomly selected, bringing the total to 135 crop farmers for the study. 

The farmers were asked to identify factors responsible for conflicts on a four-point Likert-type 

scale of very great extent (4), great extent (3), some extent (2) no extent (1), the extent to which 

the listed factors contributed to the outbreak of the conflicts in their communities. Information on 

the effects of conflicts on their agricultural activities and livelihood were also elicited. The crop 

farmers indicated from list of possible effects, the perceived seriousness using a four-point 

Likert-type scale of very serious = 4, serious = 3, not very serious = 2, not serious = 1. Data were 

analyzed using descriptive statistics. 

4. Results and Discussion 
Table 1 shows the prevalence of herdsmen-farmers conflicts in Abia state from 2013 to 2018. It 

is important to state that since this research is solely based on online reportages of the conflicts, 

it is unarguable that all the incidences reported by various media online that fall within the data 

frame cannot be sourced at once (as the researcher only picked the ones available on Google). 

However, it is clear from table 1 above that herdsmen-farmers clash is predominant in Nigeria. 

According to the farmers, conflicts had occurred more than 10 times in the study area from 2013 

to 2018 but not all were recorded. The implication here is that Abia State and Nigeria as a nation 

will continue to lose her human and financial resources which is very deleterious to the overall 

national development, if the conflict are not contained. 
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Table 1: Herdsmen-Farmers Conflict in Abia State 

Date  Attacks and Location Immediate cause Causalities/Degree 

of destruction  

March 14, 2017 Umuobasikwu, 

Ozuitem community 

in Bende LGA, Abia 

State 

Clash between 

herdsmen and the 

people of 

Umuobasikwu 

1 person was killed 

and several others 

injured while 

working in their 

respective farms 

 

2013  Umuahia, Abia State Clash between 

Fulani herdsmen 

and farmers 

3 killed and 

significant damage 

done to crops in the 

farm  

 

October 2015 Uzuakoli in Bende 

LGA and Ebem in 

Ohafia LGA, Abia 

State 

 

Clash between 

farmers and 

herdsmen 

23 killed while in 

farming operations  

November 4, 

2016 

Ndi Okereke Abam in 

Arochukwu LGA, 

Abia State 

Clash between 

herdsmen and 

farmers 

Husband was killed 

and the wife held 

hostage by the 

Fulani herdsmen in 

the farm 

 

July 2015 Amaeke Abam in 

Arochukwu LGA, 

Abia State 

Clash between 

herdsmen and the 

community 

Many people were 

killed and only 1  

person survived 

while working in the 

farm  

 

March 2018 Akanu in Ohafia 

LGA, Abia State 

Clash between the 

herdsmen and the 

community 

Crops and properties 

in the farm were 

destroyed  

 

November 14, 

2016 

Abam community in 

Arochukwu LGA, 

Abia State 

Clash between 

herdsmen and 

farmers harvesting 

their crops 

Several people were 

killed and others 

sustained various 

degree of injuries 

while in farming 

operations. 
Source: Field Survey, 2018. 
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Results on table 2, indicated that damaging or grazing on crops had a mean score of (M = 3.6). 

Long standing disagreements had a mean score of (M = 2.1). Burton (2016) stated that the 

attacks carried out by the Fulani’s emanated from long time disagreement between them and 

communities where they graze their herds. Scarcity of fresh water (M = 3.8). According to the 

farmers, there is no borehole in many communities and the available drinking water is affected 

by cattle droppings. Ofem and Inyang (2014) noted that stream contamination by the Fulani 

herdsmen cattle have also led to conflicts in Yakurr, Cross River State, Nigeria. Pastoralists and 

farmers rely on water resources to withstand their vocations because they are the main 

practitioners of agriculture in Nigeria. Recently, in Abam in Arochukwu Local Government Area 

of Abia State, accessibility to water and lands for grazing is now more competitive in turn led to 

fierce conflicts on regularly between herdsmen and farmers. Farmers and Pastoralists who are the 

main agricultural practitioners in Nigeria depend on water resources to sustain their vocations. In 

recent times, access to water and grazing land have become more competitive and has led to 

violent conflicts on a regular basis between farmers. Lack of access to grazing field (M = 3.2) 

which means the material needed for existence or survival Greenland and fresh water, which the 

herdsmen needs, the farmers also needs it for farming activities thereby breeding clashes 

between them. Bush burning (M = 3.6), population growth (M = 3.8) and uncontrolled grazing 

(M = 3.2) were also some of the causes of the conflict in the study area. Increased erosion 

menace has forced the herdsmen to attempt in expanding their grass kingdom which has also led 

to conflicts. 

 

The desert encroachment to the customary habitat of the pastoralist has been acknowledged as 

the reason for continuous migration of the herders southwards were there are lush green grasses 

which has also continued to cause conflicts as the herders most time trespass onto the farmers 

cultivated crops and destroy it with their cattle. Also (Nwosu, 2017) in his findings stated that the 

inevitable movement southwards by herders is due to climate. 

 

Table 2: Factors contributing to farmers – herdsmen conflict in the study area. 

Variables Total Mean 

Damaging of crops 494 3.6 

Changing climatic condition 276 2.0 

Long standing disagreement 281 2.1 

Scarcity of freshwater 507 3.8 

Lack of access to grazing fields 430 3.2 

Herders claiming the land as    

common property 464 3.4 

Burning of range land 482 3.6 

Population growth 510 3.8 

Uncontrolled grazing 436 3.2 

Grand mean  3.2 

Source: Field survey, 2018 

From the results in Table 3, loss of human and animal lives had a mean score of (M = 3.24). 

Fulani herdsmen recently carried out their murderous attacks on farmers in Ndi Okereke Abam 

in Arochukwu Local Government Area of Abia State. Insufficient food supply had a mean score 

of (M = 2.7). The implication is that this will cause insufficient food supply to the farming 
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communities because crops are destroyed, and farming environment becomes unsafe. 

Abandonment of some crops to avert conflict (M = 3.6). Rotting of crops in the barn (M = 2.1) 

some of the farmers complained that because of the activities of the herdsmen at times their 

products are rotten in the barn for lack of care. Absence of agricultural labour force (M = 2.5). 

The implication is late planting owing to an atmosphere of uncertainty due to farmers and 

herders clashes which breed losses along production process to marketing. Displacement of 

persons (M = 2.7) some of the farmers complained that the conflicts had led farmers to relocate 

the marginal areas and unsafe environment for farming. This result confirms the report of 

Olabode and Ajibade (2010) who reported a widespread displacement of farmers from their 

farms following a destruction of farms by the invading herdsmen. Destruction of crops (M = 3.1) 

the farmers complained that their crops worth thousands of naira are being destroyed by cattle 

regularly. This has forced many farmers to neglect farming for lesser vocations like Okada riding 

and other artisan work. A study conducted by Umeh and Chuku (2016) in Ebonyi State indicated 

that the economic loss on both conflicting parties was huge and that the herders seemed to have 

incurred more in monetary terms than the farmers. 

 

Loss of income (M = 2.6), Adunogbangba and Akinbile (2015) found that farmers were worst hit 

by the conflicts as they affect their family, farming and has led to reduction in output. Lack of 

proper care of crops and unsaved environment for farming has a mean score of (M = 2.0) and (M 

= 2.5) respectively. There has been reduction in the availability of labour due to threat of attacks 

on farmers on their way to the fields leading to not taking proper care of their crops. Both armers 

and farm labourers are afraid of attacks on the roads to farms. This lack of labour might cause 

inadequate and improperly timed weeding and harvesting. The government has made little 

efforts to intervene and create schemes to alleviate this conflict. Hence, herders and farmers take 

it upon themselves to solve the conflicts existing within the community which stimulates 

conflict. 

 

 

Table 3: Effect of farmer-herdsmen conflict on the livelihood of respondents 

Variables Total Mean 

Loss of human and animal lives 438 3.24 

Insufficient food supply to the farming communities 364 2.7 

Abandonment of some crops to avert conflict with herdsmen 480 3.6 

Rotting of crops in ban and other storage facilities 281 2.1 

Absence of agricultural labour force 341 2.5 

Displacement of persons 360 2.7 

Destruction of crops 414 3.1 

Loss of income 348 2.6 

Lack of proper care of crops in the field 254 2.0 

Unsaved environment for farming 342 2.5 

Grand mean  2.7 

Source: Field survey, 2018 

 

5. Conclusion and Recommendations 
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The recurring conflicts between herdsmen and farmers in Abia State depict a conflict of interest 

over resource control. The study revealed that herdsmen-farmers conflicts have led to loss of 

lives and crops among others. Until a concrete resolution is reached, and total synergy enhanced 

among the parties, food and national security will continue to be endangered in Nigeria. 

Therefore, the paper recommends: 

I. Government should establish ranches in the six geo-political zones of Nigeria and 

prohibit open grazing of cattle. 

II. Herdsmen should be properly re-oriented on the sanctity of human lives and taught how 

to use better channels of communication to convey their grievances than resorting to 

conflict. 
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