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Abstract 

Refugees-people displaced from their homes and countries through conflict-are 

part of human history. IDPs are displaced within their home countries. Refugees 

and IDPs are usually products of conflicts, natural and environmental disasters, 

economic and political problems. However, the fear of hosting refugees in Nigeria 

has indeed been expressed considering the Nigerian precarious security condition. 

It was considered not proper to accept Liberian refugees into Nigeria, out of the 

over 5,000 evacuees from the war torn Liberia into Nigeria at a time over 3,000 of 

these refugees were of Liberian antecedents. Furthermore, this was in addition to 

about 3,000 existing refugees in Nigeria from Liberia Sudan, Sierra-Leone, all 

residing at Oru Camp in Ogun State. This paper is a critical examination of 

Nigeria’s contribution to the resolution of the refugee problem on the continent of 

Africa. Also her giant stride in attending to the needs of IDPs have made her a 

leader in the formulation of a comprehensive policy on persons so displaced. It is 

against this backdrop, that analyst see this development as a potential security 

threat to Nigerian nation and people in the 21st century. Many analysts express the 

fear against the background of coming from war ravaged countries without much 

in terms of education and technical skills and the likes, if any, most of the refugees, 

especially the so-called child soldiers, could pose potential security threat to the 

Nigerian nation if care is not taken. The analyst say this is against the plethora of 

the high rate of unemployed Nigeria youths, armed robbery cases, evidence of 

Advance Fee Fraud (419), politically motivated assassinations, child and women 

trafficking, and  other allied social vices ravaging the Nigerian state in the 21st 

century.           
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Introduction 

“Refugees”- people displaced from their homes and countries through conflict-are part of 

human history. On the other hand, IDPs are displaced within their home countries. 

Refugees and IDPs are usually products of conflicts, natural and environmental disasters, 

economic and political problems. However, the fear of hosting refugees in Nigeria has 

indeed been expressed considering the Nigerian precarious security condition. It was 

considered not proper to accept Liberian refugees into Nigeria, out of the over 5,000 

evacuees from the war torn Liberia into Nigeria at a time, over 3,000 of these refugees were 

of Liberian antecedents. Furthermore, this was in addition to about 3,000 existing refugees 

in Nigeria from Liberia, Sudan, Sierra-Leone all residing at Oru Camp in Ogun State. 

 

This paper is a critical examination of Nigeria’s contribution to the resolution of the refugee 

problem on the continent of Africa. Also her giant strides in attending to the needs of IDPs 

have made her a leader in the formulation of a comprehensive policy on persons so 

displaced. 

 

It is against this backdrop, that analysts see this development as a potential security threat 

to Nigerian nation and people in the 21st century. Many analysts express the fear against 

the background of coming from war ravaged countries without much in terms of education 

and technical skills and the likes, if any, most of the refugees, especially the so-called child 

soldiers, could pose potential security threat to the Nigerian nation if care is not taken. The 

analyst say this is against the plethora of the high rate of unemployed youths, armed 

robbery cases, evidence of Advance Fee Fraud (419), politically motivated assassinations, 

child and women trafficking and other allied vices ravaging the Nigerian state in the 21st 

century. 

 

Conceptual Clarification  

In a work of this nature and given the complex nature of Refugee questions world over, 

there is the great need to embark on conceptual clarification of such phraseology as: Who 

is a Refugee? Although the definition of the term refugee had remained a controversial one 

hence there is no generally agreed definition of the concept. In his work, African Refugee 

Law: Problems and Prospects, R.C. Changani, a refugee is any person: 

 

Seeking refuge from persecution on account of his political opinion, race, 

religion or origin, or is prevented from returning to the country of origin.1 

 

In another genre, going by the United Nations 1951 Convention and the 1967 Protocol 

relating to refugees, a refugee is a person who 
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… owing to a well-founded fear of being prosecuted for reason of race, 

religion, nationality, membership of a particular social group or political 

opinion, is outside the country of his or her nationality and is unable or 

owing to such fear, is unwilling to avail himself of the protection of that 

country of his or her former habitual residence and as a result of such 

events, is unable owing to such fear unwilling to return to it.2  

 

The chambers 20th century dictionary defines refugee as, one who flees for refuge to 

another country, especially from religious or political persecution: a fugitive. The 

connotation of a refugee in this context is a bit restrictive. In yet another context, the 

African Convention defines the refugee in broad context: 

 

The term refugee shall also apply to every person who, owing to external 

aggression, occupation or foreign domination, or events seriously 

disturbing foreign order in either part or in the whole of his country of 

origin or nationality is compelled to leave his place of habitual residence 

to seek refugee in another place outside his country of origin or 

nationality.3 

 

Aside from other definitions above, this is a definition applied in a broader context to those 

fleeing from their aboriginal homeland on the basis of such natural disasters as flood, 

famine, earthquake, civil or international war. In other words, this definition takes into 

consideration new categories of refugees who were forced to leave their country of origin 

on the basis of persecution but on other grounds like natural disaster or war. 

 

At this point, we shall be discussing the second category of refugees, the internally 

displaced persons within their home country, but are facing the same challenges like the 

refugees. Before we continue with this aspect, an attempt shall be made here by examining 

both the refugee and the internally displaced persons on a continental comparism between 

Asia and Africa for a more holistic understanding of the subject under review. Who is a 

1967 Palestinian “Displaced Person”? 

 

The term “Palestine refugees” refers to all Palestinians who since 1948 have become 

displaced outside the area that became the state of Israel4, and those who since the 1967 

war have become displaced outside the 1967 occupied Palestinian territories. Another 

group of displaced Palestinians as yet not referred to as “refugees” is that of the 

Palestinians who have become internally displaced either within the 1948 areas or the 1967 

occupied Palestinian territories. Having examined the displaced persons in Palestinian 



Icheke Journal of the Faculty of Humanities                                  Vol.18. No.4 December, 2020 www.ichekejournal.com 
 

Nigerian Refugees and Internally Displaced Persons: Implications for Nigeria’s Security in the 21st Century  160 

paradigm we shall revert to our area of study which is internally displaced persons in 

Nigeria. 

 

An internally Displaced Persons, IDPs, as stated earlier; 

an IDP is one who, due to difficult circumstances, is forced to leave his/her 

habitual abode in one part of the home country, in this case Nigeria, for 

another part of the same country. The important thing here is that the 

citizen is still within the confines of the geographical entity, which 

characterizes his/her home country.5 

 

It is significant here to do a conceptual clarification of terms here for the avoidance of 

doubt, misconception or misrepresentation. The acronym I.D.P. as in the case of Nigeria 

and the acronym D.P as in the case of Palestine mean one and the same thing. It is all a 

matter of semantics and nomenclature but for the purpose of this study both acronyms 

mean the same thing for internally displaced persons. Also in another genre, this brings 

the similarity between refugees and IDPs to the fore as well. This is so because both suffer 

the same kind of deprivations arising from the fact of displacement from their original 

place of dwelling or residence. Similarly, the grounds for such displacements may also be 

the same for the refugees and IDPs; but exception exists between these two categories of 

displaced persons on the grounds that while the refugees reside outside their home 

country the IDPs on the other hand remain within the confines of their home country. 

Furthermore, another difference between the refugees and the IDPs is that while the 

refugees are bound by the laws of a foreign country where they are inhabiting the IDPs are 

still bound by the laws of their home country. 

 

Nigerian Refugees and Internally Displaced Persons  

Determining the number of refugees and IDPs in Nigeria has remained a controversial and 

vexed issue. This is because it is difficult to know the exact number of refugees and IDPs 

that are in the Nigerian state at any point in time. Although some of the refugees reside in 

camps while in the host community some others live among the indigenous population 

and the same state of affairs is applicable to the IDPs. The records available at the National 

Commission for Refugees, NCR, represent only those registered refugees residing in 

camps, the biggest which is at Oru, Ogun state, in Western Nigeria. In this regards, the 

reports available for IDPs take cognizance of only those in recognized camps.6 

 

The enormousness of the challenge of refugees and IDPs in the Nigerian state as well as 

Africa is contempletive in the statement of the late Siaka Stevens, former President of 

Sierra-Leone. At the 1981 International Conference on Assistance to Refugees and IDPs in 
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Africa, while speaking for the entire continent, he made the pronouncement. He 

acknowledged that African hospitality had been stretched beyond its limit. “The refugee 

problem is one of the crucial tragic issues of our time…and…there is no time for bickering, 

conflict or disagreement7. Within the past two and half decades, students of the refugee 

phenomenon in Africa have covered a  wide  range of issues, viz: the role of women, the 

allocation of resources within refugee and IDP communities, the status of spontaneously 

settled refugees and IDPs, the administration of emergency and rural settlement policy, 

aspects of emergency assistance, etc.8 

 

With respect to inter-communal conflict in southeastern Nigeria, we have that of Aguleri-

Umuleri. The last crisis, which took place in 1999, was the exception to the 31 years records 

(as it came up only 4 years after the previous one) and for the first, it brought in the 

Umuoba-Anam community into the war after a long time of tension9. Also the war lasted 

intensively for about five (5) months; from the 1st of April to the end of September, before 

security agents could take care of the situation and stop the open attack. The neighbouring 

communities of Umueze-Anam, Nsugbe, Nteje, Nando etc all became overstretched with 

displaced population settlements, using up food, water, hospital/medical facilities, 

farmland etc. Public places were turned to accommodation and the communities became 

overcrowded. There was breakdown in the control systems breeding social ills.10 

 

Many of the sectarian conflicts in Nigeria are products of unresolved political differences, 

perceived social marginalization and unhealthy socio-economic relations.11 The inter-

communal conflicts in Nigeria, the Zango-Kataf riots of 1992 had a similar history with the 

guinea food incidents in Ghana in 1994 which led to the destruction of many lives and 

property based on ethnic conflagration and that of Kafanchan disturbance of March 1987 

and resulted in IDPs. The riot took place precisely in a town known as Zango in Zango-

kataf local government area of Kaduna State. The year 1992 marked a watershed in the 

relations between the Atyaps and Hausa-Fulanis. What initially started merely as 

difference in citing a new market location degenerated into an all out religious violence 

between the Christian and muslim communities in Kaduna.12 

 

In another development, the Ife-Modakeke crisis can be regarded as one of the significant 

catasclysmic upheaval in the history of Yoruba land. It led to an enormous loss of lives, 

destruction of properties, and serious demographic destruction and dislocation of both 

populations as IDPs. During the crisis, there was free use of sophisticated weapons by both 

sides, weakening police effort to restore peace. Spasmodic as well as sporadic attack 

lingered in the interior areas. For instance, the combatants touched no fewer than 200 

houses, while the body of victims were deposited at the Obafemi Awolowo University 
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Hospital Complex (OAUTHC) morgue on the part of Ile-Ife and on the part of Modakeke 

indigenes, at the Ogunsua’s Palace.13  

 

It is significant at this point to briefly examine the Nigerian government involvement in 

refugees and IDP matters. The plight of refugees and IDPs has been given the desired 

attention, since the inception of the President Olusegun Obasanjo’s administration. The 

National Commission for Refugees (NCR) was revamped with the appointment of a 

Professor of Law, I. Gabriel,14 the Chief Executive Officer and National Commissioner for 

Refugees. Ambassador Segun Olusola,15 founder of African Refugee Foundation (AREF), 

was appointed Special Assistant to the President on Domestic and International Refugee 

Matters. 

 

Infact from our discussion so far, there is evidence that there is a reasonable level of co-

ordinated action by the Nigerian government. In this regards, there is synergy between the 

office of the Head of Service, the Commissioner for Refugees, the Minister for Inter-

Governmental Relations and Special Duties and the Special Assistant to the President on 

Domestic/ International Refugee Matters. A good example of such coordination is the 

Presidential Committee on IDPs set up on January 3, 2004.16 It is necessary to reiterate that 

this Committee came into being as a result of a Training Workshop on the UN Guiding 

Principles on Internal Displacement, held in Jos, from 17 to 19 February 2003. 

 

Implications for Nigeria’s Security in the 21st Century 

“Security” is generally accepted as a ‘contested concept’ but is generally about the 

condition or feeling safe from harm or danger, the defence, protection and preservation of 

core values, and the absence of threats to acquire values. In other words, security is about 

survival and the conditions of human existence. It is significant to note that traditional 

conception of security has considerably focused on the threat and the use of force. Infact, 

this largely military conception of security has focused on the state as the primary referent 

object of security. Thus, the militaristic focus on security led to the development of strategic 

studies which as a matter of fact focused on the military aspect of cold war. Therefore, 

various scholars have criticized the traditional military conception of security because it 

does not consider or account for the emerging non-military sources of threat to security at 

the individual, group, societal, state, regional and global levels. Indeed, this debate has led 

to the redefinition of security and the broadening of the perception of security to include 

non-military aspects such as environment, migration, ethno-religious, nationalist 

identities, poverty and human insecurity. 
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The broadening as well as deepening of the security agenda is now broadly described as 

critical security studies in the 21st century. The theme of this paper is on Nigerian Refugees 

and internally displaced persons and the implications for Nigeria’s security in the 21st 

century. Fernando, confirms that of the approximately 20 million refugees in the world, six 

million are found on the African continent. In 1969, to put the African figures into 

perspective, the number of African refugees rose to a total of 700,000. African countries 

have continued tenuously to receive refugees and asylum seekers inspite of the serious 

effect on their limited resources and their fragile economy. 

 

The Nigeria government have established various vocational centers for refugees/IDPs at 

the Oru Camp at Ogun State but they have no interest to be empowered through 

entrepreneurial skills because they feel that their experience at the camp is traumatic and 

jarring. Analysts are of the view that such laisseze-faire attitude on the part of refugees and 

IDPs have a serious security implications for Nigeria in this 21st century. In the last half of 

the decade the influx of refugees into the country is constituting and reaching an alarming 

proportion. 

 

It has been reported in Nigerian Tribune, that the Federal Government revealed that dare-

devil armed robbers terrorizing the city of Ibadan and its environs received their arms and 

ammunitions from refugees who came to the country war-torn Liberia.17 The Governor of 

Jigawa state, Saminu Turaki, contended that the crisis in Liberia was worrisome and had 

serious negative consequences for other West African countries especially in Nigeria. The 

smuggling of arms from Liberia by refugees is one of the negative influences habouring 

refugees, which subsequently used by armed robbers in Lagos and Ibadan. At Oru refugee 

camp, some refugee were of the view that due to excessive hardship in the camp some of 

them in synergy with some unscrupulous indigenes resort to armed robbery activities on 

Nigeria’s high ways. The smuggling of sophisticated firearms from Liberia by refugees is 

indeed one of the bad influences which were subsequently used by combined team of 

refugees, IDPs and some aborigenes to rob unsuspecting road users on the Lagos and 

Ibadan express motor road. 

 

They further argue that the Nigerian security apparatus have not been able to sail 

successfully with these challenges, including the Niger Delta phenomenon, adding that 

quite a good number of these refugees already in Nigeria are vast in warfare, especially 

the guerrilla type and were trained in the most crude form in the use of sophisticated 

weapons without any moral restrain, having been indoctrinated.18 In Nigeria, our 

policemen are corrupt to the extent that vehicles are not searched to fish out armed robbers 

on transit rather the policemen collect money from commercial drivers and allow evil men 
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to unleash mayhem on the Nigerian populace. According to Igbo, police corruption 

commonly involves paltry sum or what could be called peanut money extorted mostly 

from commercial vehicle drivers and violators of traffic laws.19 This he said promotes and 

facilitates rather than check criminal activities in the country. 

 

Some scholars argue that Charles Taylors presence in Nigeria portend great danger for 

Nigeria because he would recruit most of the Liberian refugees here and at the same time 

use Nigeria as a platform to launch himself back to power in Liberia. This belief by scholars 

is against the backdrop that when the Liberian conflict first erupted, Charles Taylor killed 

Nigerian journalists among many other Nigerians who were indeed killed or maimed for 

life and that as soon as Taylor became the president, he expelled the peace keeping force 

of the Economic Community of West African States and designated it the trouble-shooting 

force. Scholars further argued that, if Taylor is allowed to take refuge in Nigeria, he would 

have the human rights organizations, journalists, labour unions among others to contend 

with, and so, all kinds of malevolent confusion would be created that would constitute 

security risk for the Nigerian state. Onyeonoru contended that: 

 

Charles Taylor is dubious. He is not only dubious, he is very sharp, very 

intelligent and smart. He has an agenda. His agenda is to control the 

wealth of Liberia. I doubt if Nigeria has the security capacity to cope with 

a person like Taylor.20 

 

In recent years, following the outbreak of war in Liberia, Nigeria alone hosted over 141,000 

out of the 600,000 liberian refugees.21 Nigeria’s commitment no doubt demonstrates her 

degree of involvement in maintaining peace in the West African sub-region not only in the 

management of crisis as she did in the apartheid South Africa but also refugee challenges 

which infact, have unbearable aftermath for Nigeria’s security. 

 

Thus, the Nigerian government associated the proliferation of crime wave to wit: armed 

robbery, politically motivated assassination and killings in Nigeria to the penetration of 

Trans-Saharan refugees from countries contiguous to Nigeria. The Nigerian government 

authorities specifically mentioned Chad, Niger, Cameroon as well as Republic of Benue, 

this had led to unprecedented proliferation in crime rate in the country, plus vandalization 

of National Electric Power Authority cables and transformers as well as related agencies 

equipment by unsuspected  refugee infiltration into the country. In continuation, the 

secretary to the Federal Government (SGF), Chief Ufot Ekaete, ascertained that over 95 

percent of crime related activities and outbreaks of violence that erupted along Nigeria, 

Chad-Cameroon axis were perpetrated by Tran-Saharan refugees.22  
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In yet another development, that refugees emerged in the northwestern part of the 

continent due to the conflict of the Western Sahara, while the civil war in Chad resulted in 

the flight of Chadians to neighbouring Cameroon, Central African Republic, Sudan and 

Nigeria.23 Nigerian Herald on April 29th 1974, reported that refugees from the Niger 

Republic are now in Ibadan.24 It was estimated that at the end of 1988, that there were 

approximately 5,200 refugees in Nigeria mainly from Chad and living primarily in Borno 

state. It is also recorded that when the Liberian refugees came to Nigeria, Nigerians who 

needed housemaids and other forms of cheap labour patronized Oru refugee camp.25 

Against the background of the fact that these refugees move freely in Nigeria and 

intermingle with the indigenous people of Nigeria without any definite mechanism put in 

place by the Nigerian immigration service to distinguish between foreigners and refugees 

either on our highways or in their places of residence as is witnessed in French African 

countries does not augur well for Nigerian security and as such, it has grave implications 

for Nigeria’s security in the 21st century. 

 

Moreover, Oye Alademehin argued that it was widely reported in the national dailies that 

robbers often raided refugee camps and asylum seekers and ammunitions looted from 

them are later used for robbery.26 He accordingly said that the Federal government should 

not make the country a dumping ground for asylum seekers as well as refugees. Affirming 

the fact that refugees constitute security risk to the entire Nigerian state, a scholar, stated 

inter alia: 

 

Nigeria’s commitment to the final settlement of the Chadian conflict 

revolves around a ‘core strategic concern’ for her security… The strife in 

Chad has greatly accelerated the movement of Chadian refugees into 

Nigeria, especially since 1979. These refugees are security risks. Some of 

the refugees usually get involved in social vices such as prostitution, 

armed robbery and thuggery. The unpleasant development complicates 

Nigeria’s security problem.27 

 

Also in this regards, Albert regrettably remarked that the burden of managing refugees 

falls on Nigerian government and if she should take care of the new set of refugees coming 

into Nigeria, the old who were at the Oru Camp and were not being taken care of will 

grumble and create their own security problems.28 

 

Conclusion 

The foremost national interest of a state like Nigeria should be the tranquility and well-

being of her people and these are the pre-conditions for security. It is commonly expected 
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that the well-being of every democratic state provides its citizens with economic, social 

and political conditions conducive enough to promote happiness and relative prosperity 

and advancement which are some of the basic elements of national security. In conclusion, 

therefore, refugees are well known for perpetuating diverse kinds of crime; and  given the 

fact that Nigeria is the giant of Africa, and is the most probable destination for most 

displaced persons and refugees, invariably, constitute a major security threat and risk in 

this 21st century.               
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