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PREAMBLE  

The Shehu Musa Yar’Adua Foundation, in partnership with the Olusegun Obasanjo Presidential 

Library, convened a three-day retreat to explore drivers of tension in Nigeria and identify 

strategies to address them. Supported by the Ford Foundation, the retreat established a 

community of stakeholders committed to addressing challenges confronting unity in Nigeria.  

Parliamentarians, academics, civil society actors, youth and student leaders, social influencers, 

peace builders and conflict managers representing each state of the federation received and 

considered presentations from a cross-section of thought leaders and experts including Chief 

Olusegun Obasanjo, GCFR and Hajiya Saudatu Mahdi, MFR, WRAPA.  

OBSERVATIONS 

1. The legitimacy of the modern state is linked to its capacity to provide public goods and 

serve as a neutral arbiter that guarantees the security of all sections of the society. 

2. Responsible government and good governance are pre-conditions for national cohesion.  

3. When the state is perceived as serving the interests of one or a few groups, it begins to 

lose legitimacy and authority. Consequently, the fear of the other rises and people resort 

to alternate levels of solidarity – religious, ethnic and sectional – in search of security. 

4. Poor leadership and decades of corruption have resulted in inequality and deep anger 

within many communities in Nigeria resulting in restiveness and violence.  

5. Internal conflicts have spread to a large number of communities across Nigeria – resulting 

in the loss of tens of thousands of lives and further deepening the animosity and hostility 

between religious and ethnic groups. 

6. In recent years, politicians and radical extremists have exploited these vulnerabilities – 

spreading divisive messages, stoking hatred and causing irreparable damage to our 

national cohesion. 

7. Social media has become the primary tool of choice for actors driving divisive narratives. 

Sectional and political groups have employed influencers to advance their spiteful 

narratives – resulting in toxic and dangerous conversations both online and offline. 

8. Group identities only become drivers of conflict when mobilized for individual, sectional 

or political gain. 

9. Group identities - including national, ethnic and religious – are a result of nurture rather 

than nature and with good leadership can foster a Nigerian identity founded on common 

values of respect for human life, equity and inclusiveness. 

10. Internal migration contributes to building national cohesion. Nigerians of various origins 

are equal stakeholders in all our communities. 



RECOMMENDATIONS 

GOVERNMENT 

1. Government must take concrete and committed steps to restore public confidence in its 

capacity to mitigate conflict, rebuild public institutions and guarantee equal protection of 

the lives of all Nigerians. 

2. As required by the constitution, government must develop and deploy strategies and 

narratives to promote dialogue for national cohesion. Public agencies such as the National 

Orientation Agency, established for this purpose, must re-direct public enlightenment and 

engagement using narratives that unite and present alternative narratives. 

3. Civic education, based on ethical values of mutual love, trust, tolerance, and respect for 

people, should be integrated into the curricula at all levels of education in the country. 

4. Government’s investment in public goods, including education, public health, jobs and 

productivity must provide sustainable livelihoods in order to reduce tensions from 

competition over scarce resources. 

5. Government must ensure the effective application of the electoral act and other relevant 

laws against divisive conduct by political actors. 

6. Leadership at all levels should promote national cohesion by demonstrating shared values 

of mutual respect, tolerance, patriotism, hard work, creativity, integrity and peace. 

7. Government should take all practical steps, including legislation, to eliminate the use of 

indigeneship as the primary means for establishing the geographic origin of citizens 

applying for employment, political appointments, land rights or accessing other 

government privileges and services.  

POLITICAL PARTIES 

1. Political parties and actors have a duty to sanitise political competition and eliminate the 

use of emotive religious, ethnic or hate speech to further their objectives. 

2. Political parties should provide meaningful opportunities for under-represented groups 

to participate in politics – including women, youth and vulnerable people. 

3. Political parties should adopt and institutionalize internal democracy and meritocracy. 

4. Political parties should significantly reduce financial and procedural hurdles that prevent 

average citizens from participating in political contests. 

MEDIA  

1. The media should ensure compliance to their code of ethics in reporting contentious 

issues and avoid being used as instruments of mobilization along ethnic and religious lines. 

2. To guard against the impact of fake news and libellous reports, the media should utilise 

standard professional processes for verification and factual reporting. 

3. Traditional and social media actors should create and disseminate content and stories 

that promote national cohesion – including testimonies that counter and dislodge 

offensive stereotypes. 

4. Citizen journalists should promote cohesion and imbibe the culture of sharing only 

information that is verifiable. 



PRIVATE SECTOR AND PROFESSIONAL ASSOCIATIONS 

1. Corporate organizations and professional associations should finance and promote the 

articulation of narratives and activities that encourage tolerance, understanding and 

cohesion. 

FAITH BASED ORGANIZATIONS 

1. Religious leaders must teach their followers to approach religion and faith as a mission to 

build communities rather than tear them down. 

2. Faith based platforms should self regulate the content and conduct of their membership 

as a means of enforcing cohesive preaching and dialogue across diverse faiths. 

CIVIL SOCIETY 

1. Members of civil society should use their social capital in communities to promote 

inclusive narratives that foster a shared national purpose. 

2. Civil society must facilitate the collective development of issue based counter narratives 

to underscore the benefits of eliminating social divides that inflame hate; ethnic, religious 

or political tensions. 

3. CSOs should endeavour to identify, recognize and celebrate individuals from different 

ethnicities exhibiting unifying conduct and vision. 

4. CSOs should create awareness regarding the dangers associated with hate speech to drive 

positive behavioural change. 

5. CSOs should create and utilise existing safe spaces to foster honest and constructive 

dialogue on solutions to the challenges facing Nigeria’s unity. 

6. CSOs should develop, deploy and ensure compliance with standards and ethics for citizen 

media engagement and citizen journalism. 

ALL NIGERIANS 

1. Nigerian citizens, irrespective of ethnic identity or religious and political affiliations, should 

support collective efforts to address division. 

2. Nigerians should desist from uttering hate speech and spreading negative narratives.  

3. Citizens on social media should be cautious about sharing information that might inflame 

or aggravate tensions and take steps to verify sensitive news before sharing with their 

networks. 

4. Citizens should challenge and counter political or radical extremists who try to mobilize 

ethnic and religious division using social or traditional media. 

5. Nigerians should reinforce positive narratives about each other through inter-faith and 

inter-cultural relations or activities. 

6. Citizens have a duty to participate in civic processes, especially elections, and support 

candidates based on character, qualifications and position on issues rather than ethnic 

identity or religious affiliation. 

 



CONCLUSION 

Factors driving ethnic and religious strife in Nigeria are human constructions. It follows that with 

deliberate and consistent collective action, Nigeria can be transformed to a peaceful, inclusive 

and equitable society for all its citizens. This requires responsible formal and informal leadership 

to mobilize, lead and guide individual and collective actions that promote national cohesion at 

various tiers of government, the private sector, faith and traditional institutions as well as media, 

academia and civil society. 

Similarly, countering divisive behaviour will require brave reforms in the current governance 

structures to empower leaders as they resolve escalating conflicts at the community level which 

is most often the entry point of conflict or its escalation. Responsible and responsive governance 

is required at all levels to restore people’s confidence in the Nigeria project.  

Nigerians should recognize that we have all been affected at one time or the other by ethnic or 

religious strife. We must therefore acknowledge each other’s pain and transform it into 

something that binds us together rather than drives us to further violence. 

 


