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International Protection Considerations with regard to people fleeing northeastern Nigeria  

(the states of Borno, Yobe and Adamawa) 

 
 

Introduction 

 

1. Since July 2009, the northeastern part of Nigeria has been affected by unrest and violence with 

clashes between insurgents and government security forces.  More than 3,000 people are reported to 

have been killed in the affected states since 2009, with violence said to have spiraled out of control.
1
  

President Goodluck Jonathan declared a state of emergency in three northeastern states (Adamawa, 

Borno and Yobe) in May 2013 and sent additional troops to fight what he has described as “an open 

rebellion”.
2
 Reports indicate that violence in these three states continues to escalate and that 

humanitarian access has been considerably hampered. UNHCR is not present in the parts of the 

northeast that remain under a state of emergency. Due to the prevailing insecurity,
3
 the office has also 

not been able to visit that part of the country. Civilians are heavily affected by security operations 

implemented by government forces and many have been killed or wounded, including in direct 

clashes, bombings and indiscriminate shootings.
4
 According to news reports, insurgents have been 

targeting government institutions, in particular schools, allegedly because the insurgents consider 

education that is not based on the Koran as un-Islamic. Hundreds of civilians, including many 

students and teachers, are reported to have been killed or wounded in such attacks.
5
  Tens of 

thousands of students are reportedly unable to go to school.
6
 Hundreds of persons accused of having 

links with the insurgents have reportedly been arbitrarily detained in northern Nigeria by government 

forces. Many are allegedly detained incommunicado for lengthy periods without charge or trial and 

without access to lawyers and families.
7
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Internal and external displacement 

 

2. It is estimated that as of September 2013, over 5,400 persons were internally displaced within the 

northeastern part of the country or to other parts of Nigeria.
8
 Observers note that the numbers of 

persons internally displaced continue to rise, as the violence continues.  

 

3. Nigerians have also crossed into neighbouring countries in search of safety; in total some 10,000 

Nigerians are reported as having fled to Cameroon, Chad and Niger.
9
 Most Nigerians have fled to 

Cameroon, where over 8,100 Nigerian arrivals have been recorded by the local authorities. These 

authorities have confirmed to UNHCR that Nigerians continue to arrive in Cameroon. Considering the 

volatile security situation at the border, the Cameroonian regional authorities have decided that 

Nigerians who seek protection as refugees must relocate to Minawao camp, located some 130 km 

away from the border. Over 1,700 Nigerian refugees reside in that camp at present. Nigerians 

unwilling to relocate there have been advised by the authorities to regularize their stay as immigrants. 

UNHCR is concerned over recent incidents in which more than a hundred Nigerians residing in the 

border town of Amchide in Cameroon were rounded up and arrested in an apparent attempt to forcibly 

return them.
10

 The incident has resulted in the deaths of 15 persons and UNHCR is following up on 

these incidents with the Cameroonian authorities. Nearly 2,700 Nigerians have been recorded as 

having fled to Niger in recent months, and some 150 Nigerians reportedly left to Chad. In addition, 

several thousands of nationals of Niger, Cameroon and Chad are reported to have returned to their 

countries of nationality as a result of the unrest and violence in northeastern Nigeria.  

 

 

International protection needs and non-return advisory 

 

4. As the situation in the three northeastern States of Nigeria is fluid and remains uncertain, UNHCR 

calls on neighbouring countries to keep their borders open. UNHCR appreciates any measure taken by 

States to suspend forcible returns of nationals or habitual residents of this part of Nigeria, including 

those who have had their asylum claim rejected. UNHCR urges States to suspend forcible return to 

the three northeastern States of Nigeria for the time being.  

 

5. UNHCR considers that it is likely that persons fleeing northeastern Nigeria and those who were 

already in countries of asylum before the further escalation of violence in northeastern Nigeria are in 

need of international protection in accordance with Article 1(2) of the 1969 OAU Convention.
11

 In 

addition, many persons fleeing northeastern Nigeria may meet the 1951 Convention
12

 criteria for 

refugee status. Any proposed returns in the context of the application of an internal flight or relocation 

alternative would need to be assessed carefully, taking into account the individual circumstances of 

the case.
13
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6. Depending on the profile of the individual case, exclusion considerations may need to be looked 

into.
14

 In addition, to preserve the civilian character of asylum, States would need to assess the 

situation of arrivals carefully so as to identify armed elements and separate them from the civilian 

refugee population.
15

 

 

7. Suspension of forcible return to the affected areas in Nigeria serves as a minimum standard which 

should not replace international protection for persons found to meet the criteria for refugee status 

under the 1969 OAU Convention or the 1951 Convention. This advice is valid until such time as the 

security and human rights situation in northeastern Nigeria has improved sufficiently to permit a safe 

and dignified return.  

 

UNHCR 

October 2013 
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