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Abstract

This study investigates the food insecurity, challenges, and
gendered impact of farmer-herder conflict in selected communities
of Eha-Amufu, Enugu State, Nigeria. Using in-depth interviews with
10 farmers and 3 key informants, including a local security officer,
traditional ruler, and health worker, the research uncovers the
destruction of livelihoods, mass displacement, sexual violence, and
disruption of food production across over 250 farming settlements.
The study reveals that women and children bear the brunt of the
conflict, while government and institutional responses remain
largely inadequate. Findings highlight the urgent need for inclusive,

security-led, and gender-sensitive interventions.

Food insecurity, challenges, gendered impact, farmer-herder conflict




Introduction

Nigeria is experiencing one of the worst
food crises in its history. As of June to August
2025, approximately 30.6 million Nigerians
face acute food insecurity, driven by violent
conflicts, inflation, and displacement (FAO,
2025). According to the FAO-WFP Hunger
Hotspots: Early Warnings outlook, this crisis
is expected to intensify through October 2025
(FAO/WEP, 2025).

With over 30.9% of Nigerians living below
the extreme poverty line and food inflation
surpassing 21%, (NBS 2025), the ability of rural
communities to produce and access food has
drastically diminished.

Agriculture remains a critical sector in Nigeria's
economy, accounting for a significant portion
of rural livelihoods and food supply. However,
the country's persistent farmer-herder conflict
has devastated food production, particularly in
the North-Central and South-Eastern regions
(Cambridge University Press, 2022). In many
affected states, thousands of farmers have
been displaced, farmlands destroyed, and
lives lost, leading to a steady decline in food
availability and worsening hunger.

Several studies linked the conflict to land
scarcity, climate change, and the expansion of
pastoralist routes. Nwankwo and Okafor (2021)
observed that in South-Eastern Nigeria, moral
grievances, crop destruction, and perceived
injustices by herders inflame tensions, fuelling
violence. Nwankwo (2023) further explained
that the crisis in Agatu, Benue State, began
with cattle destruction of crops and retaliatory
attacks by both groups.

Lawal-Adebowale (2012) noted that cattle
were historically symbolic and rarely
commercialised, but the emergence of neo-
pastoralism and larger herds, often armed,
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has altered traditional pastoral norms. Ajala
(2020) added that land insecurity and changes
in herd ownership dynamics have intensified
these clashes, often culminating in attacks,
rape, and killings.

Research by SBM Intelligence indicates that
over 2.2 million Nigerians, primarily from
Benue, Plateau, and Nasarawa states, have
been displaced by farmer-herder violence
between 2019 and early 2025, and at least
542 civilians have been killed during the same
period (BusinessDay 2025)

Beyond food production, the farmer-herder
crisis has paralysed local health systems.
Insecurity prevents access to clinics, disrupts
medical supply chains, and leaves displaced
women and children especially vulnerable.
Studies have shown high rates of trauma,
malnutrition, interrupted antenatal care,
and maternal deaths in areas affected by
conflict (Jawad et al., 2021). Henry, James,
Victor, and Ter also documented widespread
gender-based violence, sexual exploitation,
and educational disruption among displaced
women and girls.

Amidst growing literature on farmer-herder
conflict and food insecurity in Nigeria,
there is limited attention to the gendered
consequences of the crisis on household food
security and primary healthcare access.

This study, therefore, explores the food
insecurity and gendered challenges of farmer-
herder conflict in selected communities
of Eha-Amufu, Isi-Uzo Local Government
Area, Enugu State, South-Eastern Nigeria. It
investigates how the crisis affects women and
men differently, especially in terms of food
production, livelihood, displacement, trauma,
and access to essential services.



https://www.fao.org/nigeria/news/detail-events/en/c/1735060/
https://www.fao.org/nigeria/news/detail-events/en/c/1735060/
https://www.fightfoodcrises.net/sites/default/files/resource/file/HungerHotspots2025_CD5684EN.pdf?utm
https://tradingeconomics.com/nigeria/food-inflation?utm
https://doi.org/10.1017/age.2022.9
https://doi.org/10.2478/geosc-2021-0010
https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC10243266/?utm
https://www.intechopen.com/chapters/40420?utm
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/01436597.2020.1811662?utm
https://businessday.ng/agriculture/article/farmer-herder-clashes-displace-2-2m-people-in-7yrs/
https://journals.plos.org/plosmedicine/article?id=10.1371%2Fjournal.pmed.1003810&utm
https://rosalux.sn/wp-content/uploads/2024/06/Research-Report-on-Farmer-Herders.pdf

Study Objectives: The general objective of

this study is to explore food insecurity, its

associated challenges, and the gendered

impact of farmer-herder conflict in selected

communities of Eha-Amufu, Enugu State,

South-Eastern Nigeria. The specific objectives

are to:

+ Examine the nature and causes of farmer-
herder conflict in the study area

+ Investigate how the conflict has affected
food production, livelihood, and household
food security

+ Assess the gendered and social impact
of the conflict, particularly on women,
children, and displaced families

+ Evaluate the role of government, security
agencies, and healthcare institutions in
responding to the crisis

Framework: This
the

Theoretical
anchored on

study is
Frustration-Aggression

Theory, originally proposed by Dollard et al.
(1939). The theory suggests that aggression
arises from frustration, which occurs when
individuals are prevented from achieving
their goals or meeting essential needs. In the
context of this study, the persistent attacks
on farmlands, destruction of livelihoods, and
loss of loved ones are viewed as sources of
frustration that provoke aggressive responses
or coping mechanisms among affected
communities.

Methodology: This studywas conductedin Eha
Ohuala, a region made up of Mgbuji, Umujiovu
and Abor communities in Eha Amufu, Isi Uzo
LGA of Enugu State. King Philemon Obaegu,
traditional ruler of Abor Isiala, which oversees
Abor and Umujiovu, said the area is among
four major farming communities in Eha Amufu,
along with Agu Amede.

Ebe Bridge, entrance to Eha-Ohual

Eha Amufu, the most populated towninthe LGA
with about 70,779 people as of 2016, consists
of seven autonomous communities. They are
Umuhu, Thenyi, Isu and the three that make up
Eha Ohuala. Residents are mostly subsistence
and commercial farmers with homes in both
the town, known locally as Eha Ulo, and in over
250 surrounding farm settlements.

Eha Ohuala alone accounts for nearly one
million hectares of farmland. Farmers travel
up to 15 miles to reach their plots and often
live on the land due to distance and work
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demands. They grow tomatoes, yams, rice,
cassava, palm oil, vegetables, etc. But conflict
with herders, which intensified in 2019 to 2022,
has disrupted farming and worsened food
insecurity. Some settlements share borders
with Benue State, and residents say many
attacks come from there.

Prominent farm clusters such as Okprigwu,
Ngele Agiyi and Okpokwu are among those
worst hit. To understand the impact of this
crisis on food security, livelihoods and women
and children, the researcher employed an in-
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depth interview methodology. Thirteen (13) were men, and 6 women. According to
in-depth interviews were randomly conducted DiCicco-Bloom and Crabtree (2006), the In-
among the three selected communities: 10 depth interview method is suited for exploring
were farmers and three with key informants, sensitive issues that require detailed, human-
including a traditional ruler, a health worker centred insights.

and alocal security officer. 7 of therespondents

Table showing respondents’ Profile:

Participants Gender Marital status community Occupation Age
Interviewee P1 Male Married Mgbuiji Farmer Late 30s
Interviewee P2 Female Widow Mgbuiji Farmer Early 40s
Interviewee P3 Female Married Abor Farmer Late 40s
Interviewee P4 Male Married Abor Farmer Early 50s
Interviewee P5 Male Widower Umujiovu Farmer Late 60s
Interviewee P6 Female Married Abor Farmer Late 40s
Interviewee P7 Female Married PH centre PHC staff member Late 40s
Interviewee P8 Male Married Abor Farmer Early 60s
Interviewee P9 Male Married Mgbuiji Farmer Late 60s
Interviewee P10 Female Widow Mgbuiji Farmer Late early 50s
Interviewee P11 Male Married Umujiovu Traditional ruler Late 60s
Interviewee P12 Male Single Abor Local Security (Vigilante) Early 30s
Interviewee P13 Female Widow Umujiovu Farmer Early 50s

Table showing Key themes and codes as developed from the interview transcription

Themes Expected Codes

Origins and Triggers of the Conflict Recurrent kidnappings, destruction of farms, retaliation
by locals, killing of men, mass displacement, lack of trust,
Fulani accused of attacks

Effects of the Conflict on Food Production, Livelihood, and Farm destruction, loss of harvest, attacks on farmers,

Household Food Security inability to return to farmlands, trauma from violence,
food scarcity, dependence on charity, abandoned
education, malnutrition

Gendered and Social Impact of the Conflict, Including on  Rape, torture, loss of spouse, children dropping out

Women, Children, and Displaced Families of school, economic hardship, high blood pressure,
depression, insecurity in settlements, widowhood,
traumatic childbirth incidents

Role of Government, Security Agencies, and Healthcare Poor security response, delayed intervention by police

Institutions in Responding to the Crisis and army, impunity, damaged health centres, unpaid
healthcare workers, death from untreated illness, calls for
government help




Data Presentation and Analysis

Theme One: Causes and Triggers of the Conflict

Several participants attributed the start
and persistence of the conflict to frequent
kidnappings, the destruction of farmlands, and
retaliatory attacks. Interviewee P12 explained
that "between 2019 and 2022, herders
assumed to be Fulanis frequently kidnapped
villagers, sometimes killing them even after
ransom had been paid. Some attackers spoke
Fulani and likely had informants in the local
communities. In retaliation, local security
groups and youths killed over 300 cows, which
triggered deadly invasions in December 2022.

o

It is not only the herders who
are believed to be Fulani, that
usually carry out the attacks.
They often hire terrorists

from different ethnic groups
to launch such attacks on our
communities. They use AK-47
rifles and sharp machetes, and
have killed many of our local
security personnel because we
rely on locally made guns.

(IDI, Male, Local Security,
Mgbuji, May 2025).

Interviewee P11, a traditional ruler, stressed
that “the destruction of over 250 farmlands
and the consistent killing of male farmers
displaced most of the farming population,
forcing them into urban areas. More than
100 men have been killed since 2019. (Key
Informant, Male, Traditional Ruler, Umujiovu,
May 2025)

Interviewee P1 said, “The conflict took a violent
turn during President Buhari’'s second term.
Herders who once peacefully coexisted with
the community became heavily armed and
aggressive, frequently destroying farms and
abducting women for ransom and rape.” (IDI,
Male, Mgbuiji, May 2025)

Interviewee P5 expressed the belief that the
attackers' goal was to forcibly take over land by
instilling fear through killings and destruction.
“They want to chase us away and take over our
land,” he said. (IDI, Male, Mgbuiji, May 2025).
Above findings are in line with what Nwankwo
and Okafor (2021) found: that moral
grievances, destruction of farmlands, and
perceived injustices fuelled herder-farmer
clashes in South-Eastern Nigeria.

Theme Two: The Effects of the Conflict on Food Production, Livelihood, and Household

Food Security

This study found that violent attacks and

displacement have crippled agricultural
production, destroyed livelihoods, and
worsened food insecurity in affected

communities.

Several respondents described how insecurity
severely disrupted farming and food access.
Interviewee P1 said he could no longer
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cultivate his 50 plots due to a machete
attack by herders on 21 November 2024. He
suffered severe injuries and was hospitalised
at the Orthopaedic Hospital, Enugu, with
bills exceeding N3 million raised by villagers.
“Even water poured out through my throat.
I couldn't eat for a week. I am still on
medication. | am helpless.” (IDI, Male, Mgbuiji,
May 2025)
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Interviewee P6, a female farmer, narrated that:
“After our farms were destroyed in 2023,
my hushand and I could no longer provide
for our family. Our three farms were gone.
We planted yams, cassava, and okro, but
harvested nothing. Our last child is sick,
but I can only buy drugs from the chemist
if I find money. I peel cassava for N100 per
heap to feed us.” (IDI, Female, Mgbuji, May
2025)

Interviewee P10 explained that trauma from
recurring attacks had led to death and fear.
“Many people died of high blood pressure
once they heard herders were coming. They
burnt homes, destroyed everything. Some
who saved seed yams keep them in kitchens
because there’s no land to farm.” (IDI, Female,
Abor, May 2025)

Interviewee P8, a commercial rice farmer,
said, “I produced over 10 tonnes annually. But
in 2023 and 2024, they burnt my rice farms,
7 and 10 hectares. | didn't harvest a grain. |
invested in machines, a thresher, a tiller, and a

planter. Now, | sit at home, praying.” (IDI, Male,
Abor, May 2025)

Interviewee P9 linked her hypertension to
grief. “They killed my brother. We hoped he'd
return. His decomposed body was found
months later. We were too scared to bury him
earlier.” (IDI, Female, Mgbuji, May 2025)

Interviewee P13 recounted: “They killed my
husband on 22 November 2024 and cut his
neck. A man who spoke the Benue language
pointed a gun at me, while another who spoke
Fulani butchered him. | am sure of what |
heard because | understand both languages. |
wanted to die with him. Since then, I have been
sick. Everything is gone.”(IDI, Female, Umujiovu,
May 2025)

The above stories align with findings by Nnaji
et al. (2022) who found that both the incidence
and severity of farmer-herder conflicts
significantly increase food insecurity in rural
Nigeria, with the severity having a larger
impact than the incidence.

Theme Three: Gendered and Social Impact of the Conflict

The findings of this study showed that women,
children, and displaced families experience
severe trauma, food insecurity, and social
disruption.

Interviewee P11 described the surge in
widowhood and gendered violence:

“Widows in Eha-Ohuala are now more than
married women. They kill men, no matter the
age. Aside from that, when women go to the
farm with their husbands, the herders torture
and rape them.” (Key Informant, P11, Male,
Traditional Ruler, Umujiovu, May 2025)

Interviewee P2 recounted her prolonged
illness from torture and the displacement of
her children: “l was ill for a long time after the
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torture on the day my husband was killed.
Some of my children now live in the city with
relatives, and others have taken up handwork
because they cannot return to school.

It was because herders have raped many
woman that we, the Eha-Amufu women
protested in March. That woman died, and
similar incidents have happened to many
others. They used a cutlass to bring out an
unborn baby from a pregnant woman. Once,
they killed children watching television in
Okpokwu Ngbuji. We cannot even visit any
farm now.” (IDI, P2, Female, Mgbuiji, May 2025)
Interviewee P3 shared her trauma: “Two
people raped me while one stood guard
with a gun. They were armed with guns and
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cutlasses. When the local security came, they
ran away. They had killed my son the year
before. If he were still alive, | would have had
hope. But it is painful knowing that the same
people who raped me also killed my son in
a separate attack. | have four children now.
One is in secondary school, but when school
fees are mentioned, they stay home.” (IDI, P3,
Female, Abor, May 2025)

Her husband, Interviewee P4, added: “We were
returning from the farm when they ambushed
us at a river. They wounded me and burned
our harvests. They tore my wife's skin with a
cutlass and beat her with sticks after raping
her.” (IDI, P4, Male, Abor, May 2025)

Interviewee P10 recounted an atrocity,"They
raped another woman — four of them. After
the three had finished, the fourth refused,
saying it was against his culture. But the others
forced a stick into the woman'’s private part to
represent him. That is how inhuman they have
become, and that is why we, the women of
Eha, protested” (IDI, P10, Female, Mgbuji, May
2025).

Interviewee P13 spoke about her hardship
after losing her husband to the crisis: “ We

were known for food production, but now we
are known for hunger.| used to sell up to 12
basins of garri and a full truck of yam and other
farm produce daily. But since the herders
began attacking us and killed my husband,
everything we had was destroyed. Sometimes
people offer us food before my children can
feed. All my children have dropped out of
school.” (IDI, P13, Female, Umujiovu, May 2025)

This study found that the violence has inflicted
profound gendered trauma: women face rape,
torture, widowhood, displacement of children,
and severe loss of livelihood. Although
limited research exists on the gendered
impact of herders’ attacks in South-Eastern
Nigeria, these findings reveal a pattern of
sexual violence, educational disruption, and
economic hardship.

Henry, James, Victor, and Ter, documented
widespread gender-based violence, sexual
exploitation, and educational disruption
among displaced women and girls. Similarly,
Bashir et al. (2025) documented widespread
gender-based violence, including sexual abuse
and rape, leading to unwanted pregnancies
among displaced women and girls in
Maiduguri's IDP camps.

Theme Four: The Role of Government, Security Agencies, and Healthcare Institutions

in Responding to the Crisis

The findings of this theme showed that the
government and institutional response was
widely seen by the communities asinadequate,
delayed, and complicit, worsening insecurity
and humanitarian suffering.

Respondents described state authorities
and security forces as reactive. Multiple
interviewees lamented that soldiers and police
often arrived only after massacres, doing little
to preventviolence orapprehend perpetrators.
Victims frequently paid to recover the bodies of
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their loved ones, further deepening mistrust.
However, Interviewee P11, a traditional ruler,
recounted: “The army eventually intervened;
if not, none of us would still be alive. But the
army cannot stop them because the herders
always run back into the bush. What we need is
constant security. People can’t farm anymore.”
That's why there’s hunger in Eha-Amufu and
other parts of the country. We no longer
produce food, not even enough to eat.” (P11,
Key Informant, traditional ruler, Umujiovu,
May 2025)
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Interviewee P10 expressed deep frustration:
“We do everything the government tells us:
voting, ID registration, NIN, but it seems
they've abandoned us. The killings, rapes,
it's too much and we have protested. They
slaughter us like chickens. After they Kill
someone, the police or the army come to take
the corpse. Then we victims still pay to collect
the body. We're begging higher authorities to
help us.” (IDI, P10, female, Mgbuiji, May 2025)
Interviewee P1 alleged government possible
complicity, stating: “If the government wanted
the attacks to stop, it would have stopped.
They are aware of what is happening. Security
forces often arrive after the incidents to
evacuate bodies.” (IDI, P1, male, Mgbuiji, May
2025).

Interviewee P7, an ad hoc healthcare worker
at Arbor Health Centre, narrated: “Insecurity,
lack of staff, and no payment are our biggest
problems. Since 2022, after herders broke
into the hospital, the place has deteriorated.
| sometimes tell mothers to buy just N100
snacks for their kids before | give them drugs;
it's dangerous to treat them on an empty
stomach. Many widows are suffering from
depression, anxiety, and high blood pressure.
Children suffer from malaria and malnutrition
because we only depend on the Ebe River.”

Conclusion

Anchored on the Frustration-Aggression
Theory, this study found that sustained
violence in Eha-Amufu communities has
pushed farmers into deep psychological
and economic distress. Blocked access to
farmlands, repeated displacement, hunger,
rape, and perceived state inaction have created
an atmosphere of trauma and helplessness.

On the death of a child, she recalled: “Grace
Ogenyi lost her grandson Chinedu in May.
She couldn't afford a motorcycle. After that |
referred her to a private hospital. The boy died
before she could find transport fare.Now the
other twin, Chidimma, is currently sick, and
her mother hasn't eaten. This is how many
children here die from hunger and lack of
money.” (P7, Key Informant, Health Staff, Abor,
May 2025)

These findings are consistent with previous
studies. For instance, Search for Common
Ground (n.d) highlighted that government
responses to farmer-herder conflicts in
Nigeria have been “late, inconsistent, and
largely ineffective,” often focusing on post-
attack cleanup rather than prevention.

Similarly, Onyekwere and Nworgu (2020)
identified weak institutional responses, lack
of trust in security agencies, and insufficient
healthcare capacity as factors that left rural
populations especially vulnerable during
conflicts

Their findings support the current research,
which shows that Eha-Amufu residents view
the state as failing to protect them or meet
their basic health and safety needs.

These frustrations, particularly among women,
children, and the elderly, have triggered fear,
community agitation, and withdrawal from
agriculture. The theory explains how unmet
needs and constance violence fuel deaths,
anger and mental breakdown, shaping both
the passive and active responses observed
across the communities.
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Figure 1: Distribution of Identified Codes Across Key Themes in the Farmer-Herder Conflict in Eha-Amufu
Communities, Enugu State. Source: Author’s data (visualised with Al).

Study Limitations

This study has a few limitations that should
be acknowledged. First, the research focused
mainly on victims and community-level
respondents who directly experienced the
farmer-herder conflict. As a result, the voices
of government officials and security agencies
were not included.

This decision was guided by the study's
objectives and the ethical and contextual
realities of conducting research in a conflict-
sensitive environment.

According to Ford et al. (2009) and Bruno
and Haar (2020), research in conflict or
humanitarian settings is often constrained
by access limitations, safety concerns, and
political pressures that make institutional
actors reluctant or unable to engage.
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These factors can affect data balance and
scope. The authors argue that in such
contexts, researchers should prioritise
ethical responsibility, participant safety, and
community perspectives, while maintaining
transparency about methodological
limitations.

These approaches help maintain credibility
and trustworthiness even when institutional
voices are absent. The study also relied
on qualitative interviews conducted within
selected communities in Eha-Amufu Isi-Uzo
LGA. Although these findings provide deep
insights into lived experiences, they may not
be generalisable to all conflict-affected areas.
However, they offer valuable contextual
understanding and can inform broader
comparative studies.
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Recommendations:

based on the findings of this study, the researcher hereby recommends that:

+ The government should work with
community vigilantes, security forces
to strengthen early warning and rapid
response to attacks.

* Health authorities in collaboration with the
government must scale up psychosocial
support, counselling for rape survivors,
and care for displaced families facing
hunger and mental distress.

« Urgent agricultural aid, seeds, tools,
irrigation, and credit is needed to revive
farming, especially for widows and
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