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As it stands, the fate and whereabouts of people in Africa who are referred to as 
missing persons have not received adequate national and international attention. 
Even though the responsibility for preventing persons from becoming missing or 
disappearing lies solely with the state, not much has been done by African states 
to safeguard their people from this tragic phenomenon. Obstacles to discharging 
this essential duty are linked to a lack of political will. In addition, there is a lack 
of cooperation from state authorities mandated to enforce policies. This is usually 
due to hate or conflict with victims presumed to be or labelled as enemies. As 
it stands, many cases involved with the documentation of missing persons, and 
family reunification of missing persons, have been facilitated or spearheaded by 
international organisations such as the International Committee of the Red Cross 
(ICRC) and International Organisation for Migration (IOM) rather than national 
governments. This Special Issue of Nextier SPD examines this issue that currently 
bedevils many African countries and profers solutions to it.

As a crime under international law, the phenomenon of forced disappearances, 
missing persons and missing in-action persons is usually perpetrated by state and 
non-state actors. Article 2 of the International Convention for the Protection of all 
Persons from Enforced Disappearances defined enforced disappearance as “the 
arrest, detention, abduction or any other form of deprivation of liberty by agents of 
the State or by persons or groups of persons acting with the authorisation, support 
or acquiescence of the State, followed by a refusal to acknowledge the deprivation 
of liberty, or by concealment of the fate or whereabouts of the disappeared person, 
which places such a person outside the protection of the law”.

While enforced disappearances connote crimes generally perpetrated by agents 
of the states through abductions and arrests of persons kept in secret detention, 
missing persons represent situations whereby an individual who, voluntarily or 
involuntarily, cannot be located because their whereabouts are unknown. On the 
other hand, the phenomenon of missing in action has to do with members of the 
armed forces that have been declared missing, or if they die, with no means of 
identifying them, such as identity tags. The situation in Africa is one in which these 
three groups of persons get missing, and there are no effective means to identify 
or track them, largely due to the complexities and/or lack of coherent means of 
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identifying people. 

As people come to terms with the reality of conflict and insecurity, coupled with 
poverty and other existential threats, they are forced to flee their places of abode 
under what is termed migration. Recently, African migrants have left the continent 
in search of better opportunities, leading to the phenomenon of missing migrants. In 
2021, there were reports of over forty thousand cases of migrants who disappeared 
along the Eastern Horn of Africa migrant route, a situation attributed to the risks of 
harsh terrain, kidnapping for ransom and other forms of violence, illnesses that lead 
to the abandonment of the victims by the smugglers among others.

A recent report released by the International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC) 
revealed that Nigeria currently has the highest number of missing persons, 
estimated at 25,000 out of 60,000 globally. The ICRC also argued that these figures 
“represent a fraction of a wider undocumented humanitarian tragedy,” Rising cases 
of kidnap and abductions across the country today points to the fact that no one is 
without risk of becoming missing, and there is no means of predicting who will or 
will not go missing. From the standpoint of vulnerabilities, poor Nigerians who are 
unable to provide basic protection for themselves and their households constitute 
the majority of missing persons. Other causal explanations for missing persons 
in Nigeria include detention or solitary confinement of persons by the Nigerian 
State, mental disability, victims of deadly conflicts, insurgency, armed banditry 
and deadly attacks on communities. The infamous disappearance of the journalist 
Bagauda Kalto during the military era of General Sani Abacha, remains a topical 
issue to this day.

With more than 35 active armed conflicts spread across the African continent, 
coupled with the fact that people are displaced and forced to leave their places of 
abode in search of safety, the International Committee of the Red Cross reported 
that out of the 25,000 children that are missing in Africa, Nigeria accounts for 
about 14,000 of the missing children. Kidnapping for ransom has created a criminal 
economy of missing persons and forced disappearances. With the whereabouts 
of kidnapped persons unknown, family members and governments are forced to 
negotiate the release of such persons at a cost. This situation has made kidnap for 
ransom a lucrative leverage used by criminals. Aside from the civilian population, 
there have been cases of missing-in-action persons unaccounted for within the 
security forces. For instance, in 2016, several members of the Nigerian military were 
reported missing as a result of deadly attacks by members of the Boko Haram in 
Borno State, Nigeria.
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Nextier SPD Special Issue provides an analysis of topical conflict, security, and development 
issues and proposes recommendations to address them. It is a publication of Nextier SPD.

Nextier SPD (www.nextierspd.com) is an international development consulting firm that 
uses evidence-based research to develop and build knowledge and skills to enhance 
human security, peace, and sustainable development as means to achieving stability and 
prosperity in Nigeria, and in the African region.

What should be done

The ongoing deradicalisation, 
rehabilitation and reintegration of Boko 
Haram members under the Operation 
Safe Corridor Programme must integrate 
a component of accountability for missing 
persons and missing-in-action persons 
perpetrated by members of the insurgent 
group. This approach should be adopted 
in Mali, Chad, Burkina Faso, Cameroon and 
Ethiopia, where deadly confrontations 
exist between the state and rebel groups. 

Rwanda provides an important model and lesson of how accountability measures 
were implemented in the aftermath of the 1994 genocide. In Columbia, the 
agreement reached between the Government of Columbia and the Revolutionary 
Armed Forces of Columbia (FARC) included accountability for missing persons 
from both parties as a precondition for peace. This approach to accountability for 
missing persons and missing-in-action persons should also be explored in Africa.

Civil society groups within the continent should prioritise missing persons 
and missing-in-action persons for active engagement with policymakers. The 
establishment of civil society observatories for the monitoring, documentation and 
reporting of missing persons and missing-in-action persons should be supported 
by state and non-state entities.

Establishing a database on missing persons and forced disappearances as done by 
national, regional, or other supra-national institutions such as the United Nations 
or the International Organisation on Migration (IOM), among others, is laudable. 
The ultimate goal, however, should be to address the causal factors rather than 
its symptoms. The state’s capacity to effectively protect people should be a core 
agenda focused on mitigating the trends leading to missing persons and forced 
disappearances.

The AU should work with other regional economic groups such as the East African 
Community (EAC), the Economic Community of West African States (ECOWAS), 
the Economic Community of Central African States (ECCAS), the Southern African 
Development Community (SADC), the Intergovernmental Authority on Development 
(IGAD), as well as the Arab Maghreb Union (AMU), in terms of improving policy 
and practice towards a coherent response plan against enforced disappearances, 
missing persons and missing in action persons across the continent.
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Strengthening Civilian 
Autonomy for Conflict De-
escalation:
Reflections on Anambra State, 
Nigeria
South-East Nigeria is 
experiencing unprecedented and 
alarming violence occasioned by 
the activities of Non-State...

Conflict Actors in Zamfara 
State:
Doing Well Out of Violence
Zamfara State has been on the 
edge of a precipice in the last 
couple of years because of 
escalated banditry. 

Voter Suppression and 
Flashpoints of Violence in the 
Forthcoming 2023 General 
Elections in Nigeria 
Voter suppression is a quiet 
but potent threat increasingly 
gaining momentum in Nigeria, 
especially as the 2023 general 
elections approach. 

The Zamfara Paradox: 
Peace Deals, No Security

The Zamfara State 
government has, in addition 
to hard security, relied on 
an appeasement strategy to 
address pervasive banditry in 
the sprawling area.

Ebubeagu Regional Security Out-
fit in South-East Nigeria:
Reasons for the Discontents 

General elections in Nigeria will 
take place on February 2023, 
which is seven months away. 

Pipelines Surveillance Contract:
Oiling the Niger Delta Conflict

Currently, Nigeria is faced with 
the stark reality of the existential 
threat. As the country battles 
insurgency in the North-East, 
banditry in the North-West,...

Building Capacity of Local 
Leaders for Effective Resolution 
of Communal Conflicts in South-
East Nigeria 
Communal conflicts are a 
recurring feature of some 
communities in South-East 
Nigeria. Data from Nextier 
violent conflict database shows...

Census, Integrity of Voters’ Data 
and Nigeria’s 2023 Presidential 
Elections 
Reliable census data is 
inevitably required to ensure 
a voter register’s integrity. 
Census details provide the 
needed control data for 
validating information ...


