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T @the Nextier | UMUOMA: Is this Nigeria’s South East’s “Newest” Terror
Threat?] (202547 H 9 H)

Introduction

In recent years, the security landscape in Nigeria’s South East region has undergone a
disturbing transformation, shaped by the rise of an elusive armed network now widely
referred to as ‘Umuoma’. Once known generically as “unknown gunmen,” these groups
have evolved into more organised, assertive actors embedded within local communities,
particularly in Anambra, Imo, and Ebonyi States. Although the term ‘Umuoma’, which
translates to “good children” in Igbo, carries a seemingly innocuous connotation, the
activities associated with these groups tell a starkly different story. Based on the data
generated from Nextier’s Nigeria Violent Conflicts Database (June 2020 — June 2025),
unidentified armed groups were responsible for 1240 deaths in the South East, including
947 civilians and 293 security personnel. These figures point to a lethal blend of insurgency
and organised criminality, cloaked in political grievances and often legitimised by
community complicity or fear.

Emergence of ‘Umuoma’ Across South East Nigeria

Umuoma emerged around 2021, escalated dramatically in 2022, and by 2023-2024 had
evolved into a semi-structured, locally embedded hybrid armed group. A field survey
conducted by Nextier SPD in July 2025 uncovered alarming insights into the armed group’s
operational ideology and growing influence. According to the findings, Umuoma is driven
by a clear objective: the strategic occupation and control of ungoverned or weakly governed
spaces, particularly forests and remote communities across states like Imo, Anambra, and
Ebonyi. Their expanding territorial ambitions are closely tied to their goal of replacing
formal governance structures with parallel control systems. For instance, in Imo State, the
group has entrenched itself in localities such as Awo Omamma, Mbaitolu, and parts of
Okigwe, where its presence is both feared and felt. The emergence of Umuoma in the last
four years, without full acknowledgement by the government and state security agencies,
reminds every follower of the security situation in Nigeria of the emergence and operation
of the Lakurawa armed group in the Tangaza area of Sokoto around 2018-19 in Sokoto
State. At the time of their emergence, the Nigerian Police Force described them as a
harmless group. Today, the group has become one of the deadliest terrorist group operating
between Nigeria and Niger Republic.

Key informant interviews revealed a consistent modus operandi: the initial step involves

violently displacing traditional leadership and community governance structures, including

town unions and recognised local authorities. Once these institutions are dismantled,
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Umuyoma imposes its form of rule. This includes assuming control over local revenue
streams, particularly through taxes and levies on farmers and traders, as well as burial and
wedding ceremony levies on community members. In short, to hold any ceremony in these
rural communities, one must approach the armed group and obtain a permit to conduct such
an event. Failure to comply could lead to disruptions of such events with armed violence.
In all these, there is the posture of fighting for the people’s security and freedom

Additionally, they have established an informal justice system to adjudicate disputes.
While they portray themselves as freedom fighters, their actions suggest a blend of coercion,
extortion, and fear-based authority. Victims and community members recounted how they
are summoned, often via handwritten notices, to appear before Umuoma’s forest-based
camps for judgment. Unfortunately, either out of fear or their quick dispensing of justice
(rightly or wrongly), community members who feel aggrieved against another approach
them for justice. Those who fail to yield to their summons face fatal consequences.

The group’s forest-based tribunals are notorious for their arbitrary and prejudiced rulings,
often dispensing punishments without due process or impartiality. Their system thrives on
the absence of credible state authority and a climate of fear that discourages resistance. Over
time, Umuoma has not only gained a reputation for brutal enforcement but has also begun
to function as a shadow government with high influence.

I

Z @FitH _[Unknown gunmen comb Anambra communities for weapons, others
The Guardian Nigeria (2022 ££)

Unknown gunmen (UGM) now addressed as Umuoma (nice persons) in Anambra State,

at the weekend, reportedly combed some Anambra communities in search of weapons.

The Guardian learnt that several communities are beginning to witness the invasion of
UGM, who go from house to house and vigilante groups to disarm them and collect their

arms.

To identify the invaders, some residents, who do not want to be seen as leaking
information on the identity and operations of the UGM, prefer to discuss their activities in

hushed tones, describing them as Umuoma (the nice persons).

Source also confirmed that it had become mandatory for any person or group planning
burial ceremonies or any social event to register with them to get clearance before hosting
such event, failing which members of the group would storm the place and disrupt the

occasion.
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Figure 1. Regions/Countries with a High Prevalence of Honor-Based Violence
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IPOB and its armed wing ESN were held responsible for attacks on police stations and
other public places such as courts, prisons and polling stations during the reporting
period.!® Supporters of the organisation were also active on social media, sometimes
calling for violence.!” Following Kanu’s arrest, IPOB organised actions calling on the
population to stay at home on Mondays and on days when the leader of IPOB is due to
appear in court. These actions were imposed through intimidation and violence.'*” In May
2022, there was a wave of civilian casualties of violence attributed to IPOB in the press.
A mother and her four children were killed in Anambra state. They were of northern origin.
According to the reporting, other victims, including people of northern origin, may have
been targeted due to their failure to comply with IPOB’s order for all citizens to stay at
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