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SCHOLARS AT RISK (SAR) is an international network of over 550 higher education institutions 
and thousands of individuals in more than 40 countries whose mission is to protect higher education 
communities and their members from violent and coercive attacks, and by doing so to expand the space  

in society for reason and evidence-based approaches to resolving conflicts and solving problems. SAR meets this mission through 
direct protection of individuals, advocacy aimed at preventing attacks and increasing accountability, and research and learning 
initiatives that promote academic freedom and related values. This above text is one of 16 regional profiles from SAR’s Free to Think 
2021 report, which analyzes 332 attacks on higher education communities in 65 countries and territories, between September 1, 2020 
and August 31, 2021, as reported by SAR’s Academic Freedom Monitoring Project. Institutions or individuals interested in learning 
more about Free to Think and the Monitoring Project are invited to visit www.scholarsatrisk.org or email scholarsatrisk@nyu.edu.

Nigeria
In Nigeria, SAR reported non-state actors carrying out attacks and raids on higher 
education institutions. Student expression was also threatened by police using force 
against peaceful student protests and suspensions targeting students’ social media activity.

Nigeria is bound by national and international legal 
instruments protecting academic freedom. Nigeria 
is a party to the International Covenant on Civil 
and Political Rights (ICCPR), which provides for 
freedom of opinion and expression (Article 19), and 
the International Covenant on Economic, Social, and 
Cultural Rights (ICESCR), which provides for the right 
to education (Article 13) and calls on state parties 
to “respect the freedom indispensable for scientific 
research and creative activity” (Article 15(3)). Full 
exercise of academic freedom depends also on respect 
for institutional autonomy, defined as “that degree 
of self-governance necessary for effective decision 
making by institutions of higher education regarding 
their academic work, standards, management and 
related activities consistent with systems of public 
accountability, especially in respect of funding 
provided by the state, and respect for academic 
freedom and human rights.”1 Nigeria’s constitution also 
contains provisions that support academic freedom 
and related rights relevant to incidents reported here, 
including explicit protections for the right to education 
(Article 38), freedom of opinion and expression (Article 
39), and freedom of assembly (Article 40).2 In March 
2019, Nigeria endorsed the Safe Schools Declaration, 
an “inter-governmental political commitment to 
protect students, teachers, schools, and universities 
from the worst effects of armed conflict.”3 

Over the past year, Nigeria saw an intense surge 
in attacks and abductions targeting education 
institutions, particularly in the country’s northern 
region. Attacks had been prevalent in the region in 
recent years, especially at the University of Maiduguri, 
where SAR has reported eight attacks since 2017. 
Boko Haram, a terrorist organization based in northern 

Nigeria, claimed responsibility for a number of those 
attacks. Armed criminal groups seeking ransom appear 
to be responsible for many of the recent attacks and 
kidnappings. Roughly 1,000 students and staff from 
primary to higher education institutions have been 
abducted since December 2020.4 Education facilities 
have often been shuttered as a preventative measure, 
while the government has struggled to prevent 
additional incidents. Amidst the heightened insecurity 
posed by attacks and abductions, increasing university 
tuition fees at some institutions regularly prompted 
protests by students. 

In March 2021, SAR reported armed groups carrying 
out violent attacks and raids at higher education 
institutions in the northern region of Nigeria. More 
than 90 higher education students and personnel 
were abducted and at least 11 people were killed 
in connection with these incidents. On March 10, 
2021, a group of five gunmen stormed the National 
Institute of Construction Technology, situated in 
Uromi, and abducted a student and staff member.5 
Security forces were able to secure their release six 
days later after tracking them to a forest. One day 
after the raid in Uromi, gunmen attacked the Federal 
College of Forestry Mechanisation and abducted 
39 students and staff members.6 The gunmen had 
breached the college’s perimeter at roughly 11:30 PM 
and began opening fire. The abducted students and 
staff were released by May 5. On April 20, an armed 
raid on the Greenfield University campus resulted 
in 20 students kidnapped and an employee killed.7 
Five of the abducted students were reported dead on 
April 26. The remaining students were released by 
May 30 after a ransom was paid to their captors.8 On 
May 30, gunmen raided Taraba State University and 
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kidnapped Umar Buba, head of the university’s Faculty 
of Agriculture and a former dean of student affairs. He 
was released on June 3.9 On July 11, gunmen raided 
Zamfara College of Agriculture and Animal Sciences 
(ZCAAS) and kidnapped the provost, Habibu Bukullu.10 
The gunmen released him days later, though it is 
unclear whether a ransom was paid. The next month, 
on August 16, a group of unidentified gunmen again 
raided ZCAAS, killing a police officer and two campus 
security guards, and kidnapping 15 students and 4 staff 
members.11 The students were reportedly released 
on August 27. It is unclear whether the staff members 
were also released.

Over the past year, SAR has also reported attacks on 
student expression in Nigeria. These have included 
the use of violent force and arrests by state security 
forces during student protests, as well as disciplinary 
measures by university administrators. On November 
4, 2020, Ignatius Ajuru University of Education 
summarily suspended two students, Chibuzor Remmy 
and Sunday Idongesit Okpokpo, for alleged social 
media posts calling on classmates to protest issues 
relating to access to banking on campus and calling for 
the cancellation of examinations and a matriculation 
ceremony.12 The university lifted the suspensions after 
a lawyer representing one of the students denounced 
the disciplinary action during a radio appearance. On 
December 16, police fired tear gas at students from 
the Sa’adatu Rimi College of Education peacefully 
protesting a sudden closure of the university following 
a reported uptick in COVID-19 cases and abductions 
of secondary school students by Boko Haram.13 The 
students had been turned away from the college by 
security guards, who also used tear gas against them. 
Tear gas was also deployed on February 1, 2021, 
when unidentified state security forces  attempted 
to disperse a group of University of Abuja students 
peacefully protesting a reported 100 percent increase 
in tuition fees.14 The students, who were protesting 
along an expressway near the campus, were also 
reportedly beaten with batons. At Kaduna State 
College of Education, on June 28, 2021, state security 
forces clashed with students protesting against school 
tuition fee increases.15 Two students were reportedly 
struck by stray bullets from security forces and 
died from their injuries. College officials suspended 
academic activities following the clashes.

***

Violent attacks, raids on campuses, and abductions 
of students and staff, the use of force by police and 
other security forces against student protesters, and 
disciplinary measures intended to punish nonviolent 
student expression undermine the right to education 

and academic freedom, as well as institutional 
autonomy and the peaceful exchange of ideas. Such 
attacks violate higher education’s core values and 
constrain the sector’s ability to serve society.

SAR calls on state authorities in Nigeria to take all 
available steps to respond to and prevent raids and 
violent attacks on campuses, including by securing the 
safe return of missing students and staff and holding 
perpetrators accountable. SAR also calls on state and 
higher education authorities to respect and promote 
academic freedom and institutional autonomy, including 
by refraining from the use of force or disciplinary 
measures against nonviolent student expression.
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