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Abstract 
Within the last two decades, the ferocious and infernal activities of the 

Boko Haram as an active terrorist network, especially within the context of 

the Lake Chad region, have informed the conclusion that a rapid counter-

terrorism response is imperative. These clusters of countries (Chad, Niger, 

Nigeria and Cameroon) have become vulnerable to the extremism of this 

Islamic sect. Apart from the normal aftermath of violence such as numerous 

deaths and a humanitarian crisis, this conflict has assumed a dangerous 

twist bordering on the horrific, with grisly human rights abuses that often 

leave the local and international public shocked and dumb-founded. Even 

though much has been documented about the formation of the Multinational 

Joint Task Force, an initiative that aims at liquidating the terrorists, the 

atrocities have persisted. The paper aims at advocating an end to all forms 

of human rights abuses perpetrated by the Boko Haram through a concerted 

collaboration between national authorities and regional and international 

institutions. The paper also aims at promoting the MNJTF to rise to its 

responsibility by adhering to all human rights protocols and rules of 

engagement (RoE) in its regional security management engagements. This 

can be achieved through a greater appreciation of all human rights doctrines 

as codified in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights documents of the 

United Nations (UN) and the African Charter on Human and Peoples 
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Rights/Banjul Charter of the African Union (AU). To develop its per-

spectives, the paper has depended on existing literature describing the 

violent conflicts, and various human rights articles that were extracted and 

analysed using the desktop approach.  
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Introduction  
Contemporary international relations continue to show that the end of the Cold 

War in the latter decades of the 20th century is largely responsible for orches-

trating global insecurity on a scale never experienced in the history of humnity. 

In this respect, reputable scholars of international politics like Charles W. 

Kegley and Eugene R. Wittkopf (1995) and Samuel P. Huntington (1993) 

predicted that the ‘New World Security Order’ will be confronted by 

incidences of intra-national violent con-flicts in the form of terrorism, ethnic 

conflicts, and religious revivals, leading to upheavals amongst and within 

religions, and socio-economic and politically induced intrastate conflicts, such 

as those the world is currently experiencing. These conflicts will permanently 

alter the geo-strategic configuration of the international system of states. A 

remarkable event that became the precursor to the fulfilment of the predictions 

of the aforementioned scholars was the disintegration of the Union of Soviet 

Socialist Republics (USSR) in the last decade of the 20th century. 

The disintegration of the USSR and the termination of Marxism and 

Leninism as ideological forces in the aftermath of the Cold War finally ended 

a period in which a single international conflict dominated the international 

system. Instead, internal contradictions and agitations within states that had 

previously lain latent due to the power of despotic regimes that suppressed 

human liberties across non-democratic spaces of the world, like Asia, Latin 

America, Africa, and the Fertile Crescent came alive with the ferocity of a 

consuming fire (Huntington 1993). It was this awakening in socio-political 

consciousness that culminated in violent turmoil in the form of terrorism, 

piracy, trans-border criminalities like the proliferation of illicit arms and drugs, 

and ethno-religious conflicts. There are also subsisting conflicts over the 

perennial and vexing question of self-determination and the power struggle 
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within the borders of the states that have become the norm in a liberal inter-

national environment (Galtung 2005). 

These menaces cover huge geographical blocs, often spanning 

continental regions of the world, from Afghanistan in Central Asia to the entire 

swath of the Arabian region, and from West and Central Sahara to the extreme 

tip of the Indian Ocean. Apart from the huge area covered by these funda-

mentalists, their strategy and weapons of engagement against perceived ene-

mies bear similarities. Belligerents deploy explosives with the capacity to 

wreak immense damage to human beings, national assets, and development 

infrastructure (Galadima 2015). In recent times, these belligerents have engag-

ed in hybrid warfare, combining tactics, methods, weapons, and strategies of 

conventional and unconventional warfare (Moseley 2002). Engaging in such 

warfare includes the use of ‘improvised explosive devices’ (IEDs), ambushes, 

sexual assault, suicide bombings and assassinations’ (Falode 2016:42).  

In addition, hybrid warfare entails the use of an array of weapons like 

the ‘M1A1 Abrams battle tanks and the M298 towed howitzers by the Islamic 

State (IS) in Iraq in 2014’ (Falode 2016: 42). The conventional and the 

unconventional modes of warfare employed by the IS to dislodge the Iraqi 

army informed former US President George Bush’s description of the sphere 

of operation of these organisations as the ‘axis of evil’ (Bush, 2001: 22). In 

Nigeria, Boko Haram (BH) has shifted from guerrilla-style tactics into open 

warfare with the use of T-66 tanks, ZSU-23-4 Shilka anti-aircraft mounted on 

4X4 Toyota Hilux vehicles, RPG-2s, and heavy machine guns, all confiscated 

in one of their many attacks on Nigerian military barracks (Campbell 2014). 

This study utilised desktop research. This approach involved an extensive look 

at qualitative papers like newspaper articles, published journal articles, books, 

magazines, and other relevant written works. Importantly too, the study 

deployed a technology-based mechanism such as browsing relevant websites 

in search of useful literature to complement the other sources. 

 
 

Ungoverned Spaces in the Sahel and the Proliferation of 

Small Arms and Light Weapons as a Violent Conflict Vector  
In most of Africa, the ongoing intrastate wars have witnessed the return of 

mercenary armies and underpaid militias to service the infamous wheel of the 

emerging phenomena of terrorism and insurgencies that prey on the civilian 

population and in the same breath undermine the stability and the corporate 
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identity of the modern nation-state (Bello, Adullahi & Hassan 2015). Among 

the emerging terrorist groups on the continent, the most notorious is Boko 

Haram (Western education is sinful), best known by its Hausa name in 

northeast Nigeria. The Arabic name of the group is Jama’atu Ahlis Sunna 

Lidda’awati Wal-jihad (people committed to the propagation of the Prophet’s 

teaching and jihad) (Ehiane & Mngomezulu 2018: 32). The group is 

purported to have been in existence since 1995 under the leadership of 

Abubakar Lawan, who later travelled to Saudi Arabia for advanced Islamic 

studies. Thereafter, the leadership was ceded to Mohammed Yusuf who 

directed the affairs of the group towards radical reforms (Ehiane & 

Mngomezulu 2018; Falode 2016).  

As a Salafi organisation, Boko Haram, under its new leadership 

quickly became strategic with operational cells spread across the entire 

northeast and deploying highly incendiary terror tactics in the pursuit of its 

jihadists’ agenda (Ayuba 2015). By 2002, the group had become more 

revolutionary leading to the jettisoning of the ‘conservative theology’ of the 

conformist Islamic school of thought which was considered antiquated. 

Between 2002 and 2009, the group witnessed huge transformations with 

massive recruitment, mostly of poor youth and undergraduate students, and the 

propagation and indoctrination of the group’s belief system (Falode 2016). In 

July 2009, the group was temporarily quashed in an uprising that led to the 

death of over 800 of its members, including Muhammad Yusuf, the leader, in 

an extra-judicial killing by Nigerian security actors (Zenn & Pearson 2014). 

The resurgence of Boko Haram in 2010 under the leadership of 

Abubakar Shekau marked a shift in the group’s strategy. Under Shekau, Boko 

Haram became more organised and sophisticated in its attacks against both soft 

and hard targets. Using a combination of conventional and non-conventional 

tactics, the group inflicted massive damage to military and civilian targets, as 

well as the destruction of infrastructure across the region. Consequently, they 

acquired more arms and ammunitions, vehicle-mounted machine guns, rocket-

propelled grenades, anti-aircraft guns and armoured vehicles (Campbell 2014). 

The group is currently split into two; the supporters of Abubakar Shekau are 

now aligned with the AQIM, and those of Abu Musab al-Banawi are allies of 

the Islamic State of Iraq and Syria (ISIS) (Sigsworth 2019). This has trans-

formed the Lake Chad region and the entire Central Sahara into one of the most 

insecure spaces in the world.  
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The counter-terrorism approach employed by Nigeria has been ex-

tremely repressive, such that extra-judicial killings, murder, torture, abduct-

tions, assassinations, and rape have become common, thereby negatively im-

pacting the peace and security of the region. Hence, the physical integrity rights 

as enshrined in the international human rights regimes for governments to 

ensure the protection of individuals’ rights have been compromised in the 

exercise of counter-terrorism operations across Africa. It is heart-warming, 

however, that the extra-judicial killing of terrorists and their leaders have 

continued to attract criticism by the international community. This paper is 

driven by the overarching goal, even if an ambitious one of recommending 

human rights approaches in the counter-terrorism operation in the Lake Chad 

region. This objective is derived from the realisation that different approaches 

have been deployed in the context of the counter-terrorism operations in the 

region; strategies like hard military deployments to the centre of conflict and 

the use of armed militias, none of which have yielded the required outcome. 

With this in mind, the paper will argue that the best strategy for engaging these 

non-state actors is through deliberately avoiding the temptation of deploying 

the same tactics that they use in usual conflict scenarios. This is the way to win 

their hearts with a view to de-radicalising, rehabilitating and ultimately 

reintegrating them into civilised society. 

It should be noted that by the mid-20th century and specifically be-

tween the 50s, there were hardly any religiously driven terrorist organi-sations 

in the world. However, by the 1990s, after the end of the Cold War, more than 

one-quarter of the world’s active terrorist organisations had been birthed and 

these were motivated by ultra-religious ideologies (Nwolise 2005). This is the 

aftermath of the rebirth of religious consciousness predicated by a hatred for 

Western liberal principles, including democracy and free-market systems as 

advocated by Islamic thinkers like Sayd Qubt, Hassan Al Banna, and Abu Ala 

Mawdudi (Meredith 2011). Existing records show that the num-ber of terrorist 

acts inspired by religious ideologies increased to more than half of the 64 319 

terrorism-related incidences that occurred between 1993 and 1998 (Patterns of 

Global Terrorism 1998).  

It bears reiterating that the modern nation-state in the mould of the 

Westphalian Anglo-Saxon and American arrangement is becoming increase-

ingly dysfunctional and especially threatened in the African context. The area 

that is the most vulnerable to the threats of non-state actors, thereby weakening 

state structures and sub-regional institutions, is the Sahel region, or what is 
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most appropriately tagged ‘the Central Sahara’. The region has become the hub 

of global insecurity and the breeding ground for terrorist and extremist jihadist 

elements, and anarchists envisioned with the overarching goal of destabilising 

organised societies (Clunan 2010). The reach and network of these elements 

span huge global spaces, with their operations being coordinated from the 

underworld. The activities of these fanatical ideologues and their demagogue 

leadership hierarchies are gaining momentum throughout the area. These gains 

are attained due to the pervasive nature of global liberalism that has its roots in 

the normative traditions of post-modern philosophies. Of course, these 

philosophies seek the entrenchment of global democratic peace. Ironically, it 

is these cherished liberal philosophies that have become responsible for 

orchestrating an international extremist culture. Idris (2019: 25) describes the 

dialectical nature of the threat thus, ‘indeed peace itself animates the discursive 

opposition between Islam and the West’.  

The view has also been peddled that the strategies adopted by Boko 

Haram suggest a likely nexus between the group and other international 

terrorist networks such as the AQIM, Al-Qaeda, and the Islamic State, to which 

Boko Haram professes nominal allegiance. The fact that the alliance between 

Boko Haram and the above listed terrorist organisations has strengthened and 

emboldened the group is an incontrovertible reality. That is why this paper will 

use two complementary concepts to describe the phenomenon of Boko Haram 

in the Lake Chad region, viz; (1) an ungoverned space, which is the sphere of 

the group’s influence, and (2) alternative authorities to suggest the certainty 

that Boko Haram, at one point, had taken near-total control of the area (Clunan 

2010). This resolve is informed by the recognition that as the ‘authority’ in the 

area, Boko Haram has opened up space to illegal trans-border activities, inclu-

ding money laundering, illicit drug and human trafficking, and kidnappings for 

ransom, but most destructive is the proliferation of illicit weapons that 

embolden these actors to challenge the legitimate state authority. This scenario 

is consistent with Clunan’s (2010) model, which points to the fact that 

ungoverned spaces give occasion to the rise of alternative authorities to 

organise and plan their operations, embark on fundraising exercises, recruit and 

train would-be fighters and coordinate its affairs in relative ‘security’.  

The phenomenon of the rise of an alternative authority gained traction 

as a backlash to the collapse of the USSR and other locations of maximum 

political power after the Cold War period, like Syria, Libya and Iraq. The end 

of the Cold War and the creation of a new geopolitical order informed by 
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liberalism resulted in the softening of state control and the weakening of 

national borders (Clunan 2010). These tripartite, but interrelated developments 

have greatly impacted the sovereignty status of these territorial spaces and the 

lethal proliferation and liberalisation of access to SALWs within already 

fragile national and regional blocs (Dokubo 2016).  

The advent of the proliferation of illicit arms has significantly 

exacerbated the rising wave of crime and criminalities. The reason is simple, 

as wherever SALWs are available, insecurity is bound to evolve (Berman 

2014). The proliferation of SALWs has remained pervasive despite the 

existence of the Programme of Action to prevent, combat and eradicate the 

trade in illicit arms in all its aspects (PoA) and other arms control-related 

instruments of the UN directed at the attainment of the UN Millennium 

Sustainable Development Goals 16 that focus on the achievement of global 

peace and security (UNESCO 2018). It is necessary to note too that even within 

the African region, the AU Agenda 2063 is conceived to reinforce other 

existing international instruments in the effort to deter arms proliferation and 

‘to silence the guns’ in Africa.  

In other words, the easy flow of SALWs across weakened international 

boundaries has given criminal organisations access to arms which they use to 

perpetrate violence (Berman 2014). In this respect, analysts affirm that the 

impact of globalisation on the weakening of vulnerable states, the availability 

and easy access of arms and ammunitions that are most appropriate for the 

execution of ‘asymmetric war’, and the growth of subterranean economies 

have all conspired to make contemporary war situations self-perpetuating and 

lucrative in every respect (Coomaraswamy 2015). 

In his thesis titled ‘The Rise of Global Terrorism and the Universal 

Imperatives to Combat it’, Galadima (2015) agrees with Ayuba (2014) 

regarding weapons deployment and the implication of the tactics of insurgents, 

especially the terrorist variant. Galadima (2015) opines in this respect that the 

strategy of contemporary extremist movements is without a doubt striking. 

Extremists now use advanced weapons systems that are lethally effective and 

destructively accurate. Contemporary terrorist groups still depend on 

bombings because they provide a dramatic, yet easy-to-use and risk-free means 

of drawing attention to themselves. Few skills are required to manufacture 

improvised explosive devices and any other crude explosives, surreptitiously 

plant them, and then be miles away when they explode. The proliferation of 

small arms and light weapons within the Lake Chad region has thus 
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strengthened Boko Haram. It has also created a renegade force with immense 

power that is beyond speculation. The tentacles and influence of Boko Haram 

have grown to assume a power previously not seen in this part of the world 

since the end of the 19th century jihads.  

The nation-state has never been subject to such confrontation by non-

state actors as posed by Boko Haram. The sophistication of the group is 

affirmed by its evolution into a movement which captures geographical 

territories and integrates these into a carved-out and budding Islamic empire in 

the Lake Chad region. Furthermore, the organisation has hoisted its black flag 

that symbolises its authority over ‘conquered’ territories, especially in north-

east Nigeria, and has begun to replicate the same feat beyond the Nigerian area. 

The attacks on Niger, Cameroon, and Chad are all evidence of this infamous 

ambition. The highpoint of Boko Haram’s insurgency against a regional 

authority is its brazen declaration that it is at war; a war that is intended to 

recreate the region in its image; the image of an Islamic-governed state through 

the Shari’a legal tradition.  

The boast of Boko Haram cannot be undermined in the light of the 

realities of conventional international relations from classical times, especially 

when examined from the prism of power relations. The normative realist 

paradigm subscribes to the intellectual thinking that war is war when organised 

violence is unleashed by political units. These political units direct this 

organised violence at themselves with self-destruction as the sole purpose for 

the engagement. In the context of this discourse, Boko Haram as a political unit 

directs its violence against the Nigerian state, another political unit, and vice 

versa (Bull 1977).  

Hugo Grotius (in Bull 1977) has introduced the construct of inter 

bellum et pacem nihil est medium to give war an operational context. He 

rhetorically interrogates the conceptual meaning of a political unit and sums 

up his interrogation with the question, ‘At what point does a rebel group 

assume the character of a political unit?’ The paper volunteers a response: the 

instant a rebel gang bears arms, conquers territories, and contests the 

legitimacy of the political authority responsible for the administration of a 

geographical space called the state, the same political unit can be said to be at 

war. Laderach (1997) subscribes to the foregoing when he states that conflict 

becomes war the moment it transcends the rudimentary threshold of one 

thousand deaths per year. The insurgency of Boko Haram has surpassed this 

benchmark a long time ago.  
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The Lake Chad Region as the Hub of Human Rights Abuses 
The Lake Chad region is a wide geographical space comprising Nigeria, Niger, 

Chad, and Cameroon. All these countries are affected, in different degrees, by 

the threats of Boko Haram and other Islamic terrorist organisations like the 

AQIM and MUJAO. While relations between some of these countries and the 

violent extremist organisations (VEOs) started with confrontations from the 

outset, other countries initially served as sources of food supplies and fighters, 

later becoming victims. Studies show that the Chadian provinces of Lac, 

Hadjar Lamis, and Kanem have played a key role in supplying fighters to the 

movement. It is profoundly important to observe that in Niger, because of the 

porosity of its border with Nigeria and the ethno-religious affinity of the people 

of Northern Nigeria and Niger, the terrorists have always found succour in the 

border communities after they have wreaked havoc on Nigerian villages and 

the country’s economic infrastructure, thereby making the pursuit and arrest of 

the terrorists difficult. It is the asymmetric and complex nature of this specific 

conflict context that necessitated the creation of a Multinational Joint Task 

Force to police the area and manage its security challenges. 

The MNJTF is a creation of the Lake Chad Basin Countries (LCBC) 

which came into existence in 1998. Based on the mandate of the coalition, the 

AU in 2015 authorised the mobilisation and deployment of troops from Niger, 

Cameroon, Benin Republic, Nigeria, and Chad to confront the onslaught of the 

groups that had already been transcending its Nigerian enclave to encompass 

the entire sub-region. The activities of the MNJTF assumed a global dimension 

when the United States of America, through its counter-terrorism strategy, 

provided support services in the form of the provision of military advisors, 

intelligence, training, logistical support, and even equipment. The people and 

the government of the USA also advanced a sum of $195 million in 

humanitarian assistance to the victims of the insurgency against the people and 

government of Nigeria.  

Despite the nobility of the initiative, the activities of the MNJTF have 

continued to suffer operational setbacks that have affected its cohesion and the 

achievement of its overarching objective(s). For instance, Nigeria, Niger, 

Chad, and the Benin Republics agreed to contribute 8 700 troops to confront 

the threat, but for months the authorities in Abuja opposed the deployment and 

operation of any foreign military on Nigerian soil. Furthermore, the operational 

capabilities of troops were hampered by a lack of confidence and effective 
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communication among the signatory countries. Similarly, at times, some 

nations expressed displeasure with one another over accusations of one nation 

having links with the enemy, and other issues that were critical to under-

standing the tactical and strategic non-viability of the military operation.  

The foreign policy behaviour of Nigeria, especially with regard to her 

reservation in opening-up her territory to ‘foreign’ military forces may not be 

unconnected with her suspicion that not all the members of the coalition could 

be trusted with her national security. It must be borne in mind that even though 

a sub-regional security dilemma, the most threatened country in this insecurity 

scenario is Nigeria. Nigeria has an estimated population of 180 million people 

(Nigerian National Population Commission 2010). The complex diversity of 

the country in areas of ethnicity, religion, and political and socio-economic 

class stratification has remained a major challenge as different groups vying 

for economic and political power engage in serious contests for control. Of 

course, this contest is a result of the acute poverty that the region is known for. 

The depleting nature of life-supporting resources has negatively impacted on 

the coping strategy of residents, leading to many getting involved in anti-

government actions including terrorism, insurgencies, and criminalities, 

sometimes with support from neighbouring countries.  

It is imperative to reiterate that the Lake Chad region has been a hub 

of insecurity for close to two decades. The condition of insecurity and human 

rights violations has been exacerbated by the rise of Boko Haram into 

prominence as one of the deadliest terrorist organisations in the world, 

according to the Global Terrorism Index (GTI 2015). The notorious group has 

perpetrated human rights abuses that are too gruesome to be comprehended by 

the civilised mind. Despite the atrocities of the group, which identifies itself 

with Islam, Islam has been described as a religion of peace by the former 

President of the US, George W. Bush. According to him, the terrorists are not 

Muslims and hence do not represent the peace that is Islam. This has led him 

to conclude that these elements are the representatives of evil and war (Idris 

2019). 

Bush’s conclusion is corroborated by UNICEF which affirm that Boko 

Haram, in collaboration with other illicit networks, have indulged in atrocities 

like the killing of combatants and civilians, maiming, abductions, and the 

recruitment of children as combatants. Other areas of grave violations against 

international and regional human rights conventions involve denying access of 

humanitarian assistance to victims of conflict, and attacks on schools and 
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hospitals. Another bleak aspect of the strategy of Boko Haram militants 

pertains to the grievous sexual violence they have perfected to break the 

resilience of their victims. On several occasions, for example, the group have 

abducted young school children and kept them in captivity for years. The world 

easily recalls the incidence of the abduction of close to 250 young school 

children in Chibok, Borno state of Nigeria (Zaimov 2015). Later on, in 2018, 

the world woke up in shock at the news of the abduction of another batch of 

young girls from their boarding school facility in Dapchi, Yobe state. There 

are many incidences of the abduction of women who are subjected to extreme 

sexual violence by the members of the group. The choice of sexual violence as 

an instrument of war and the trauma and indignity meted out against women in 

the specific context of the Lake Chad region conflict have earned Boko Harm 

the infamous ranking of the second-deadliest terrorist organisation in the world 

(GTI 2015).  

Ironically, the use of violent means as a strategy for undermining the 

authority of the government, as popularised by Boko Haram, is not unique to 

the Lake Chad region. It is a global phenomenon with a history that has its 

roots in the evolution of organised power. Other examples of similar violent 

movements known to have perpetrated such crimes against humanity include 

the Sikh separatists of Punjab in India, the Tamil Liberation Front in Sri-Lanka, 

the Basque in Spain, and the Palestinian Liberation Organisation (PLO). In 

response to the activities of these violent extremist organisations’ tactics, state 

security forces in the above-mentioned countries have also shown themselves 

incapable of restraining such atrocities that border on human rights abuses, just 

like the terrorists. Thus, even within the African landscape, the story is the 

same. For example, in far East Africa and specifically Uganda, it was noted 

that soldiers were routinely engaged in the sale and transfer of women (Zenn 

& Pearson 2014). In Burkina Faso too, the Human Rights Watch (HRW) have 

documented evidence of human rights violations by counter-terrorism opera-

tives. In Mali, the story is the same as soldiers engaged in counter-terrorism 

operations deploy excessive force in their activities (Sigsworth 2019). 

 
 

International Instruments Against Human Rights Abuse 
Terrorism violates the rule of law, human rights, and all democratic doctrines. 

Particularly, it has a direct impact on human rights and to be precise, the right 

to life. It must be known that terrorism attacks the core values embedded within 
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the Charter and framework of the United Nations and other international 

human rights instruments; instruments that seek the preservation of life and the 

protection of human dignity. The United Nations Office of Counterterrorism 

(UNCT) framework was formalised in the UN Global Counterterrorism Stra-

tegy in 2006 to guide member states in their response to terrorism (Sigsworth 

2019).  

The UNCT framework stipulates states should respect the rule of law 

and human rights in their CT strategies (UN 2006). In other words, states 

should comply with all international laws, including human rights laws when 

implementing CT policies and operations. The whole idea of strict adherence 

to the rule of law and the respect for human rights in the fight against terrorism 

by the UN was developed to provide states with policies and a legal structure 

on how to respond effectively to evolving and dynamic threats to national and 

international security, such as the threat of terrorism (International Com-

mission of Jurists 2009). The UN Security Council Resolution 1373 (UNSC 

2001) also concurs with the UN on state and regional drafting CT strategies 

but insists that they must obey their obligation under international law and 

particularly within international human rights legal regimes (Sigsworth 2019).  

On the issue of the regional approach to CT, the African Union (AU) 

have adopted several resolutions and declarations, treaties, principles and 

guidelines and a model of law to counter terrorism on the continent. Some of 

the measures include the Convention on the Prevention and Combating 

Terrorism (Algiers Convention) of 1999 (Ewi & Aning, 2015). Others are the 

2002 AU Plan of Action on the Prevention and Combating of Terrorism and 

the AU in 2004, which set up the African Centre for the Study and Research 

of Terrorism (ACSRT) (Ewi & Aning 2015). The institute involves itself with 

educating member states on the threat of terrorism. It has set up a database for 

intelligence sharing and a host of other functions (Ewi & Aning 2015; 

Kimunguyi 2011; Okeke 2014). The ACSRT also supports member states with 

expertise and skills in the prevention and combat of the threat of terrorism 

(Sturman 2002). It is expected that they must adhere to international human 

rights laws and commit member states to protect the human rights of all their 

nationals, terrorists included. Despite these benign initiatives, terror groups 

such as Boko Haram (operating in Nigeria, but also active in Chad, Niger, and 

Northern Cameroon), Al-Shabaab (Somalia and Kenya), Al-Qaeda in the 

Islamic Maghreb (Algeria, Mali, and Burkina Faso), and Al Gama’at al 

Islamiyya in Egypt seem to be on the rise. Unfortunately, the established 
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protocols and conventions of the AU lack the political support of member 

states. Consequently, there is little success in its implementation.  

Under a sub-regional arrangement, the Economic Community of West 

African States (ECOWAS), in 2013 adopted a political declaration and com-

mon position against terrorism, including counter-terrorism strategies. The 

declaration reaffirms the ECOWAS state’s commitment to the rule of law and 

respect for human rights during CT operations. Of course, the political 

declaration explicitly abhors the justification of human rights violations during 

CT operations. Despite the international, regional, and sub-regional emphasis 

on the protection of human rights in CT operations, human rights violations 

have remained an issue in the present CT efforts against Boko Haram. Also, 

multilateral cooperation within the MJTF suggests a series of limitations 

impinging on the success of the operations. There are records of human rights 

violations perpetrated by Chadian authorities during airstrike attacks on 

suspected terrorists (Amnesty International 2014). Oyewole (2015) notes too 

that extra-judicial killing of suspected terrorists is common practice amongst 

state actors that are signatories to the MNJTF agreement. However, according 

to Sigsworth (2019), one of the reasons for unintended human rights abuse 

during CT operations is due to a lack of consensus on what constitutes 

terrorism. 

  
 

Mainstreaming the Human Rights Factor as a Counter-

Terrorism Approach in the Lake Chad Region 
The region of West Africa has experienced more than 3 500 cases of terror-

related incidences since the year 2000, resulting in tens of thousands of deaths, 

injuries, and cases of displacement (Sigsworth 2019). Terrorists and other 

armed groups in this region have generally grown out of proportion. However, 

these insecurity prone countries, in line with international as well as regional 

counter-terrorism (CT) frameworks, have adopted a common CT strategy. 

Despite this, due to the ongoing large-scale brutal attacks on vulnerable 

populations, the commitment of signatory member states to implementing CT 

operational codes are sometimes not adhered to. In such instances, state 

security and military actors become indifferent as to whether human rights 

provisions are respected or not.  

The Nigerian government’s counter-terrorism campaign started on 24 

December 2003, in the wake of the sect’s attacks in the towns of Geidam and 
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Kanamma, Yobe state where a police station was burnt (Aghedo & Osumah 

2012). There was a counterattack by a joint operation of the Nigerian Police 

and the military, which led to 18 sect members’ deaths. During another 

operation, 24 more of the militant sect’s membership were sent to an early 

grave. A 2004 attack on the group’s hide-out led to the recovery of weapons 

from what could be described as their armoury (Aghedo & Osumah 2012). 

Serrano and Pieri (2014) observe that on the order of President Umaru 

Yar’Adua in 2009, a Special Task Force (STF) carried out a series of 

coordinated operations under ‘Operation Flush’ to bring the activities of the 

group to an end in Borno state.  

The kinetic and brutally lethal nature of the operation and the 

bombardment of target locations during ‘Operation Flush’ resulted in the 

killing of the sect leader, Mohammed Yusuf, along with about 800 of his 

followers (Oyewole 2015; Falode 2015). Of course, Yusuf was captured and 

briefly held in police custody before he was killed alongside other suspected 

militants. Expectedly, the extra-judicial killing of the group members and their 

leader, Yusuf, generated widespread criticism. In Kano, another northern 

Nigerian city, a similar operation was going on and it led to the arrest of about 

33 militants (Aghedo & Osumah 2012). Despite the series of calls by the 

Human Rights Commission (HRC) for the prosecution of some members of 

the special task force team that carried out the operation, the case remained 

unaddressed by the civil and security cum military authorities concerned.  

Thus, under the guise of CT operations, the MJTF has jettisoned 

human rights protocols and violated the rights and dignity of perceived 

enemies of the state. Security and military operatives have been seen carrying 

out acts of torture, terror, and extra-judicial killings against innocent citizens. 

An incidence of human rights violations that caught the attention of both the 

local and international publics was noted in 2013. This was when the 

Multinational Joint Task Force (MJTF), as part of a measure to counter the 

insurgency of the Boko Haram embarked on the mass arrest of suspects during 

the State of Emergency declaration in Borno, Yobe, and Adamawa states. The 

arrests led to massive disappearances and abuse of the fundamental human 

rights of the arrested suspects leading to the death of and traumatisation of 

these civilian suspects (Zenn & Pearson 2014). On 17 January 2017, Nigeria 

also witnessed another incidence of gross human rights abuse when during an 

Air Force (NAF) crackdown on terrorists, the NAF dropped two bombs on an 

Internally Displaced Camp (IDP) in Rann, a settlement in the Nigeria 
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Cameroon border where over 20 000 civilians had found refuge against the 

onslaught of the Boko Haram. Even though the NAF hierarchy described the 

attack as a fatal error, the hit resulted in the death of 236 people, while a further 

100 people received various degrees of injuries (Oduah 2017). Earlier in April 

2013, Baga Kawa, a community in the Nigeria Chad border witnessed the 

aggression of the Nigerian security forces, which was characterised by extreme 

terror acts, including extra-judicial killings. This, alongside other human rights 

abuses like torture and rape by Nigerian security operatives, were reported to 

the OHCHR. Unfortunately, as in other cases of human rights violations, 

investigations into these incidences have remained largely inconclusive, 

according to the Human Rights Council (2015).  

The lack of protection for civilians in one of the counter-terrorism 

operations by the Cameroonian defence force resulted in the death of over 70 

people in Bia. This happened as a follow-up to a tip-off that Boko Haram had 

attacked the community. The deceased were buried in a mass grave which was 

uncovered by the OHCHR; a confirmation of the human rights violation of 

state authorities against victims of the Lake Chad region conflict (UN. Human 

Rights Council 2015).  

In addition to the usually extreme incidences of grievous human rights 

violations, it has been confirmed that other concomitant issues combine to 

exacerbate the vulnerabilities of the civilian population. For example, reports 

have been received by the OHCHR that security forces were dysfunctional, 

overstretched, and ill-equipped and therefore unable to defend civilians who 

are trapped in the theatre of military operations adequately. This usually 

aggravates the threat against these populations, who are often seen as spies 

of/for the military or the terrorists, depending on who has control of the space 

at any particular time. In other words, the vulnerable civil population are seen 

as associates of either the military or the terrorists. Either way, their lives are 

endangered and insecure, as whoever has control of their communities at any 

particular time subjects them to varying degrees of human rights violations, 

leading to their constantly being afraid and traumatised  

It must be borne in mind that a series of physical and mental abuses, 

unlawful detention, and lack of due process in investigating terror-related 

activities have all been associated with CT operations in the Lake Chad region. 

Several video clips have appeared showing how captured Boko Haram 

members have been subjected to grievous torture and in some instance’s 

execution by the MNJTF. Of course, Boko Haram commits a lot of atrocities 



Stanley Ehiane & Caleb Ayuba  
 

 

 

268 

such as killings, kidnappings, physical and sexual abuse, abduction, and rape. 

This is committed by the terrorists to coerce or intimidate regional 

governments and their people in the pursuit of their goals. This should, 

however, not serve as a standard of conflict engagement in the theatre of 

violent conflict. In other words, national militaries or other organised alliances 

operating in the Lake Chad region like the MNJTF should not be seen 

replicating the violent strategies of Boko Haram in their operations.  

It is the fundamental duty of the security agents to protect the rights of 

both the victims of terrorist attacks and those of the terrorists. As any inhumane 

treatment by the security agencies contravenes the 2013 Economic Community 

of West African States (ECOWAS) Political Declaration and Common 

Position Against Terrorism that declares thus, ‘All member States collectively 

abhor torture and other degrading and inhuman treatment of terrorist suspects, 

and undertake to strengthen democratic practices and rule of law to ensure due 

process, fair trial and equality before the law for all citizens’ (Sigsworth 

2019: 11). Contrarily, the activities of the MJTF established by the Lake Chad 

Basin Commission (LCBC) in the ongoing CT operations violate this 

ECOWAS declaration. On the whole, the continent has witnessed cases of 

human rights abuse by government forces during armed conflicts, and even 

when reported, no proper investigation is conducted. Human rights violations 

during armed conflict are against international law and its perpetrators should 

be prosecuted if cases of violations are established. While there is no doubt that 

the MJTF has made significant progress in its CT efforts, it has not proven its 

innocence as far as the allegation of committing human rights violations in the 

Lake Chad region is concerned.  

 

 

Concluding Remarks 
Counter-terrorism measures bear strong relations to human rights in several 

ways. First, terrorism constitutes a global threat to democracy, the rule of law, 

human rights, and stability. Secondly, CT measures are intended to restore the 

conditions for the respect of human rights and human dignity. Thirdly, counter-

terrorism strategies tend to erode or corrode the values of human rights in the 

name of national security. Somewhere within this mix, individual security and 

the entire corpus of human rights have been compromised by regional security 

institutions, including the MNJTF. This article has explored the lingering and 

often vexing question of counterterrorism in the Lake Chad region and its 
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environs. The study affirms that the operation of national military forces and 

the regional coalition under the auspices of the MNJTF is characterised by grim 

scenarios of human rights violations. The paper further identified the Lake 

Chad region as an ungoverned space which gives occasion for the trafficking 

of small arms and light weapons, further facilitating the activities of these terror 

groups. The paper has successfully shown that in a bid to counter the activities 

of these terrorist groups, international, regional, and sub-regional policy 

frameworks, conventions, declarations, and protocols were formulated and 

deployed to guide the operation of conventional actors in CT operations. The 

formulated frameworks on CT are anchored on the rule of law and the 

protection of human rights as enshrined therein. In the case of CT operations 

against Boko Haram, the MJTF has been accused of violations against citizens’ 

rights and the rights of the terrorists. The MJFT, going by the current trends of 

CT are contravening the UN framework on Global Counter-terrorism Strategy, 

the AU Resolutions and Declaration and Protocol, and the ECOWAS political 

declaration as shown in the study. The paper thus recommends the MNJTF’s 

strict adherence to all human rights protocols to serve as the Rule of 

Engagement (RoE) in every theatre operation.  
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