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Several of the boys, who appear to be in their early teens as shown in Image 5, spoke one after the other to justify 

JAS violence saying:

“Oh Muslims, the tree of Islamic monotheism does not grow except by sucking blood. It is for this that we stood 

and are killing. We are the cubs of tawhid. We do not rest nor would we let you rest. We shall continue to train, 

study and live under…Islam and when we come of age, we shall turn your night upside down and your day into 

mystery and destruction.”88

 Image 5: Screenshot of Boys from JAS’s Video “Cubs of Monotheism”89 

88  Unmasking Boko Haram, (2021) Boko Haram – Cubs of Monotheism Video – February 28, 2021, (online video), https://unmaskingbokoharam.

com/2021/02/28/boko-haram-cubs-of-monotheism-video-february-28-2021/ (accessed 27/10/2021). Translation from Arabic to English by authors. 

89  Ibid.
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Freedom of movement for foreign terrorist fighters (FTF) has been impacted in the past two years by curfews, 

closed borders, reduced domestic and international travel, and increased surveillance and security measures 

in response to the pandemic. In West Africa, FTFs differ from those in Syria and Iraq in that they are mostly from 

neighboring countries rather than from across the world. This is possible because the borders between the Lake 

Chad Basin and the Sahel countries are immensely difficult to police as they are primarily in ungoverned spaces. 

Furthermore, VEOs do not recognize the official borders as the beginning or end of territories90 because they are 

more interested in their own land demarcations. As such, people tend to travel across these borders and join 

groups regardless of which ‘country’ they are from or residing in.

In 2021, this cross-border movement will continue similarly to 2020. One significant development in 2021 was 

that former Boko Haram fighters who had left for Libya from at least 2015 onward started returning to the Lake 

Chad Basin to re-join ISWAP.91 This occurred after the Boko Haram factions declared the reunification of Boko 

Haram in the wake of Shekau’s death. According to interviews with those familiar with these movements, around 

80 fighters arrived in two batches to Nigeria from Libya in April 2021.92 By May 2021, reportedly over 300 fighters 

trained in Libya and other foreign countries traveled back to ISWAP and partook in the battle that led to the fall 

of Abubakr Shekau in May 2021.93 Their ranks included fighters from Niger, Nigeria, and Mali. Traversing the region 

is challenging for VEOs and NSAGs as the terrain in West Africa is often unsafe, subject to extreme climates, 

and variable governance and rule of law. As such, ISWAP relied on an elaborate network of contacts and routes 

cutting across West and North Africa to get the fighters from Libya to Nigeria via Algeria, Mali, and Niger.94

90  European Commission, (2020), Counter terrorism and radicalisation, https://ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/what-we-do/counter-terrorism-and-radicalisa-

tion_en.

91 Eric Schmitt, (2021), U.S. Scrambles to Contain Growing ISIS Threat in Libya, New York Times, https://www.nytimes.com/2016/02/22/world/africa/us-

          scrambles-to-contain-growing-isis-threat-in-libya.html?smid=tw-share; Malik Samuel (2021), Islamic State fortifies its position in the Lake Chad Basin,

           Institute for Security Studies, 13 July 2021, https://issafrica.org/iss-today/islamic-state-fortifies-its-position-in-the-lake-chad-basin. 

92  Malik Samuel, (2021) Islamic State fortifies its position in the Lake Chad Basin.

93  All Africa, (2021), Nigeria: How 300 Libya-Trained ISWAP Fighters ‘Conquered’ Shekau, 21 May 2021, https://allafrica.com/stories/202105210697.html.

94  Samuel, Islamic State fortifies its position.
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Nigeria

According to WHO, the total number of COVID-19 cases up to February 22, 2022, in Nigeria stood at 253,293,95 with 

a death rate of 1.4 (per 100,000 people).96 While these statistics appear to be low, experts believe that the real 

figures are much higher due to a general lack of reliable data on the region. In July 2021, Nigeria saw a new peak 

in cases, recording its highest number of cases of COVID-19 in four months.97

Throughout 2021, Nigeria not only faced the challenge of addressing COVID-19 and all the related impacts on 

the healthcare system, employment, education, and social unrest but has also continued to battle against 

extremist and non-state armed groups. Alongside some of its neighbors, Nigeria is home to several VEOs, 

primarily Boko Haram and its constituent factions. Boko Haram has been the largest VEO in Africa since 2011, 

launching indiscriminate attacks frequently involving kidnapping and abductions.98 The group has been active 

in Nigeria for over a decade, fighting to shape its version of the so-called Islamic caliphate in Nigeria and the 

Lake Chad region. The violence has resulted in the death of approximately 30,000 people and the displacement 

of millions to the neighboring countries of Chad, Cameroon, and Niger.99

Possibly the most defining event in Nigeria in 2021 – although it impacted the region as a whole – was the 

death of the leaders of the factions in Boko Haram. Abubakr Shekau, a leader of one faction of Boko Haram, was 

killed in May 2021 and Abu Mus’ab al-Barnawi, the leader of the other, died several months later in September. 

This development was confirmed by multiple sources and later by the Nigerian army.100 The death of both these 

individuals resulted in internal chaos in the factions without their prominent leaders amid ongoing combat, 

primarily with state security forces.101

ISWAP and Ansaru, both active in Nigeria, have been busy winning the sympathy of local communities. Ansaru, 

an al-Qaeda-affiliated faction of Boko Haram, stepped up governance services in Northwest and North-central 

Nigeria. Local and national governments are struggling with escalating mass abductions of children and villagers 

who are then put up for ransom by criminal groups. To build favor with locals, Ansaru protects communities 

within its domain from bandit attacks and fights criminal gangs.102 

95  WHO, (2022), WHO Coronavirus (COVID-19) Dashboard. 

96  Mwai, (2021), Coronavirus in Africa.  

97  Punch, (2021), COVID-19. 

98  Council on Foreign Relations, (2022), Boko Haram in Nigeria, https://www.cfr.org/global-conflict-tracker/conflict/boko-haram-nigeria.

99  Nanda Kishor, (2020), Terrorism and COVID-19: Brutality of Boko Haram in Africa, Modern Diplomacy, https://moderndiplomacy.eu/2020/08/09/terrorism-

and-covid-19-brutality-of-boko-haram-in-africa/.

100  Ibid. 

101  France24, (2021), Nigeria jihadist infighting kills scores in Lake Chad, https://www.france24.com/en/live-news/20210928-nigeria-jihadist-infighting-

kills-scores-in-lake-chad.

102  Lami Sadiq, (2021), Terrorists Who Declared Ceasefire. 
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Mali
Reported COVID-19 rates in Mali were low compared to the rest of the world in 2021. However, the expected actual 

number of cases is almost certainly higher than the official data. According to WHO, the total number of COVID-19 

cases up to February 22, 2022, in Mali stood at 30,347,103 with a death rate of 2.9 per 100,000 people.104 The 

population challenged restrictions announced by the government in 2020 – policy enforcement was a struggle 

in 2021.105 

A concerning development in 2021 was VEO expansion southwards into Mali, and their ability to commit attacks 

on major roads in both Mali and Niger. This prompted UN experts to raise their concern over the impact of VEOs on 

the African continent just halfway into the year: in a report that was presented to the UN Security Council in July 

2021, experts noted that Africa, particularly the West and East had been hard hit by VE and terrorism, with Daesh 

and al-Qaeda affiliates spreading their influence, gaining supporters and territories.106 The level of spread has 

been deemed “concerning” by UN experts as they grow “across borders from Mali into Burkina Faso, Ivory Coast, 

Niger, and Senegal, as well as incursions from Nigeria into Cameroon, Chad, and Niger in West Africa.”107 

Regardless of the pandemic, Mali has faced substantial political instability this year. Prior to 2021, the country 

went through a protracted crisis that resulted in the governmental capacity and legitimacy being questioned by 

citizens. Across the sub-region in Mali, a second military coup in nine months saw the deposition and detention 

of transitional President Bah Ndaw and Prime Minister Moctar Ouane, plunging a country plagued by extremist 

and ethnic violence into further political uncertainty.108 The military coups in Mali highlighted above and other 

geopolitical developments, such as the withdrawal of French and western troops from Mali and ECOWAS, have 

exacerbated these uncertainties.109 The ultimate beneficiary of this insecurity and uncertainty are extremist 

groups and non-state armed actors. 

Niger
Between January 2021 and early August 2021, a Human Rights Watch (HRW) report estimated that 420 civilians 

were killed and tens of thousands driven from their homes in western Niger alone. Several high-profile attacks 

occurred in Niger over the year, with HRW documenting nine attacks between January and July in towns and 

villages in western Tillabéri and Tahoua regions, located near the borders with Mali and Burkina Faso. The Tillabéri 

Region is the epicenter of Sahelian violent extremism, where powerful al-Qaeda and Daesh affiliates operate. On 

March 21, VEOs killed at least 170 ethnic Tuaregs in the Tahoua region, the deadliest attack on civilians in Niger’s 

recent history.110 On August 16, VEOs on motorbikes attacked the village of Dareye-Daye, which had already been 

raided in March, and massacred 37 people.111

103  WHO, (2022), WHO Coronavirus (COVID-19) Dashboard. 

104  Mwai, (2021), Coronavirus in Africa.  

105  Wire News (2020), Mali on lockdown as first coronavirus cases reported, but elections to go ahead https://www.france24.com/en/20200326-ma-

li-coronavirus-ibrahim-boubacar-keita-lockdown-epidemic.

106  Edith M. Lederer, (2021), UN experts: Africa became hardest hit by terrorism this year, Afro News, https://afro.com/un-experts-africa-became-hardest-

hit-by-terrorism-this-year/.

107  The National News, (2021), UN: Africa suffers most terrorist groups globally this year, https://www.thenationalnews.com/world/2021/07/24/un-afri-

ca-suffers-most-terrorist-attacks-globally-this-year/.

108  Reuters, (2021), Mali’s former interim president and PM released from their house arrest, https://www.reuters.com/world/africa/malis-former-inter-

im-president-pm-released-house-arrest-2021-08-27/.

109  Moses Rono, (2021), Mali’s plan for Russia mercenaries to replace French troops unsettles Sahel; Aljazeera, (2021), Mali accuses France of training 

‘terrorists’ in the country.

110  Human Rights Watch, (2021), Niger. 

111  Paul Melly, (2021) Sahel jihadists: West Africa faces up to policing its terror triangle, BBC News, https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-africa-58438905.



32

Niger appeared to have very few COVID-19 cases and a low death toll. The region recorded minimal statistics 

or official information on the impact of COVID-19 on the population, so the lack of cases may be due to a lack 

of reporting. According to WHO, the total number of COVID-19 cases up to February 22, 2022, in Niger stood at 

8,743,112 and had a death rate (deaths per 100,000 people) of 0.9.113

CHAD
Similar to Niger, Chad reported low COVID-19 numbers and death tolls as a result of extremely inadequate testing 

capabilities.114 According to WHO, the total number of COVID-19 cases up to February 22, 2022, in Chad stood at 

7,248,115 with a death rate (deaths per 100,000 people) of 1.1.116

The protracted humanitarian situation in Chad remains severe. A UN report in April 2021 stated that almost one 

in four people in Chad are expected to need humanitarian assistance in 2021, putting pressure on both the 

domestic and international governments to support the population.117 

Meanwhile, following the death of Chad’s President, Idriss Déby, in April 2021, Mahamat Déby emerged as the new 

leader of Chad. Ongoing mass protests accompanied the transition. Boko Haram factions continued to commit 

deadly attacks on civilians, particularly on security forces in all four countries of the Lake Chad region. At least 26 

Chadian soldiers were killed in early August, and 14 others wounded another at the Lake Chad island of Tchoukou 

Telia.118

CAMEROON
In 2020, Cameroon quickly became one of the main COVID-19 hotspots in West and Central Africa. The country 

faces severe humanitarian challenges, bordering many countries with extreme challenges and dealing with the 

spillover from Nigeria and elsewhere. A UN report in April 2021 stated that almost one in four people in northern 

Cameroon are expected to need humanitarian aid in 2021.119

Boko Haram’s ongoing internal chaos during 2021 did not halt deadly attacks. Far from that, both factions 

continued to commit deadly attacks on civilians and on security forces in Cameroon. For instance, in July, at 

least six Cameroon soldiers were killed in an attack by JAS in the far north of the country.120 The in-fighting 

in Boko Haram – as well as pressure by state forces and reported hunger in the group’s territory – triggered 

mass defection from the group. From May 2021, over 8,000 members handed themselves over to Nigerian and 

Cameroonian authorities.121

112  WHO, (2022), WHO Coronavirus (COVID-19) Dashboard. 

113  Mwai, (2021), Coronavirus in Africa.  

114  Anne Soy (2020), Lack of Covid-19 testing undermines Africa’s ‘success’, BBC, https://www.bbc.com/news/world-africa-52801190. https://www.bbc.

com/news/world-africa-52801190.

115  WHO, (2022), WHO Coronavirus (COVID-19) Dashboard.   

116  Mwai, (2021), Coronavirus in Africa.  

117  Dehghan, (2021), Almost 30 million will need aid in Sahel. 

118  Welle, (2021), Chad: Dozens of soldiers dead. 

119  Dehghan, (2021), Almost 30 million will need aid in Sahel.  

120  France 24, (2021), Boko Haram attack. 

121  Vanguard, (2021), Over 8,000 Boko Haram terrorists. 
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All views and opinions expressed in this report are based on open-source information and do not necessarily reflect the views and opinions of Hedayah, International Centre of Excellence for Countering Violent Extremism (“we”). We make no 
representation or warranty of any kind, express or implied, regarding the accuracy, adequacy, validity, reliability, availability or completeness of any information in the report. Under no circumstance shall we have any liability to any party for any loss 

or damage of any kind incurred as a result of the use of the report or reliance on any information provided therein.


