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Salusi, a Lagos-based commercial motorcyclist from Sokoto, has 
been unable to contact his sick wife who resides in Isa Local Gov-
ernment Area, Sokoto State via telephone since 5 September 2021. 
This is not because there are no mobile phones, or there is a lack 

of airtime at either party’s location. It is as a result of the shutdown directive 
by the government in line with the ongoing operations against banditry by the 
military in Northern Nigeria. 

On 3 September 2021, the Nigerian Communications Commission (NCC) 
ordered all telecommunications companies to shut down their services in the 
North West, especially, Katsina, Sokoto and Zamfara states. The NCC said 
it issued this directive based on a request by the Nigerian military in advance 
of   planned operations against organized armed groups in the North West. 
Nigeria’s North West geopolitical zone has seen some of the worst attacks 
on villagers carried out by what is now described as ‘bandits’ who are said to 
be responsible for kidnapping, arson, cattle theft and other crimes. Some of 
these so-called bandits have affiliations with established Islamist groups such 
as Boko Haram, al-Qaeda and Islamic State. Kaduna, Katsina, Sokoto and 
Zamfara are among the worst hit states in the insecurity that has spilled over 
to the neighbouring North Central zone. 

Residents have complained about their inability to communicate with areas 
outside Zamfara, but the government at both federal and state levels say the 
shutdown is achieving its intended result1. Prior to the shutdown, governors 
of Katsina, Sokoto and Zamfara shut down their local economies, ordering 
weekly markets closed as well as placing a  ban on the interstate transporta-
tion of cattle while also outlawing the use of motorcycles beyond certain time 
periods, a measure aimed at stopping attacks by bandits using motorcycles. 

Introduction

1.Why we shut down telecommunications networks in Zamfara - Governor
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Notably, Isa Local Government Area in Sokoto, where Salusi’s wife resides, 
shares a border with Shinkafi, Zamfara. This clearly indicates that the shut-
down is also affecting neighboring communities that border the three affect-
ed states.

To assess the impact of the recent shutdown directives on telecommunica-
tion operations on residents in the affected states, we conducted a survey 
in the week ending on 16 September 2021. Because of loss of contact with 
our field researcher based in Gusau, Zamfara State, our field researcher 
from Sokoto travelled to Zamfara to make contact, confirm the status of his 
colleague in Zamfara, and they worked together on this survey. Over the 
course of working on the project, our researchers have made multiple trips 
between all three states with relative ease, with limited contact with military 
checkpoints and transport convoys. They all report that this is the general 
experience of residents in all three states as the shutdown of network oper-
ations in the affected areas has not been accompanied by a complementary 
‘boots on the ground’ operation. The research findings are highlighted in the 
following sections:
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A total of 679 people across the target states were surveyed during the 
course of the study. The breakdown of respondents is as follows: 
● 238 respondents were resident in Kaduna
● 234 respondents are resident in Katsina 
● 207 respondents in Zamfara

Of the total responses received, all Zam-
fara respondents had lost phone services 
in their area within the two weeks prior to 
the survey. Curiously, 10% of respondents 
in Kaduna lost access to telecommunica-
tions services even before the blackout was 
announced in neighbouring Zamfara. Since 
the blackout, a further 3% lost access, mak-
ing 13% of Kaduna respondents without 
access to mobile telecommunication. For 

 

Kaduna
35%

Katsina
34%

Zamfara
31%

Respondents' State

Kaduna

Katsina

Zamfara

Field Research Respondent Pool

All Zamfara residents have 
no access to phone services. 

13% of our respondents 
in Kaduna, and 3% of our 

respondents in Katsina have 
no access to phone services.

“
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comparison, 3% of Katsina respondents had no access to telecommunication 
services.

For the purpose of this study, our analysis will focus on the impact of the GSM 
shutdown activities on respondents who have lost telecommunication services 
in their area.

A. Access to Phone Service

 

Combined Response:
When was phone service lost in your area? 

 

When was phone service lost in your area?
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A majority of the respondents who said that they have lost telecommunication 
services in their area, have been experiencing this within the two weeks pri-
or to being interviewed, which means that they lost service as a result of the 
directive. 

All respondents surveyed from Zamfara said that they had lost phone services 
within the two weeks before being interviewed. Specifically, 77% of the re-
spondents lost mobile services within the fortnight before the interview, while 
23% of the respondents lost services about a week before. This indicates that 
the shutdown directive in Zamfara commenced following the shutdown an-
nouncement by the FGN to telcos in Zamfara. However, implementation of the 
directive was not simultaneous across the LGAs in the state.

Prior to the current shutdown of phone services, a shutdown of phone services 
had been in effect  for more than two weeks in parts of Kaduna and Katsina. 
75% of the Kaduna respondents and 29% of the Katsina respondents alluded 
to this, but no one was sure whether it was the government/military shutting 
down communications to deny “bandits” service, or if it was the “bandits” them-
selves attacking the base stations. 

A. Weekly Earnings
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(Combined Response)

Zamfara Kaduna Katsina

What are your typical weekly earnings?

More than ₦50,000 per week ₦10,000 to ₦50,000 per week ₦5,000 to ₦10,000 per week ₦1,000 to ₦5,000 per week Less than ₦1,000 per week
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A majority of respondents who no longer have access to telecommunica-
tions services are within the low – middle income segment, earning between 
₦5,000 to ₦50,000 per week. 40% of them earn ₦10,000 to ₦50,000 per week 
while 43% of the respondents earn ₦5,000 to ₦10,000 per week.
In Zamfara state, 43% of respondents  earn between ₦5,000 to ₦10,000 per 
week while 38% of respondents earn ₦10,000 to ₦50,000 per week. In  Kadu-
na state, 56% of respondents earn ₦10,000 to ₦50,000 per week, 35% of the 
respondents earn ₦5,000 to ₦10,000 per week while 3% of the respondents 
earn more than ₦50,000 per week.

In Katsina, the vast majority of the affected population earn between ₦5,000 
to ₦50,000 per week. (58% of the respondent sample).
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Since the shutdown how much have you earned weekly?

More than ₦50,000 per week ₦10,000 to ₦50,000 per week ₦5,000 to ₦10,000 per week

₦1,000 to ₦5,000 per week Less than ₦1,000 per week None

When asked how their earnings had been affected since the shutdown, we 
found that 6% of the respondent pool no longer earn a living.  Whilst the 
majority of the respondents still earn between ₦5,000 to ₦50,000 per week, 
analysis of the feedback showed that 13% of respondents now earn between 
₦1,000 to ₦5,000 per week, a 4% increase indicating that weekly earnings 
have started being constrained by the communications shutdown. Tellingly, 
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fewer than 1% of respondents now earn more than ₦50,000 per week com-
pared to 9% of the respondents who earned this amount prior to the shut-
down.

B. Impact on Businesses

 

Combined Response: How has this affected your 
business and work?

 

How has this affected your business and work?
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When the respondents were asked of the impact of the communications 
shutdown directive on their work and businesses, although the combined 
responses indicated that the impact had been severe, it was evident that it 
is being felt more by people in Zamfara than in the other two states. 61% 
of the respondents in Zamfara informed that the shutdown directives have 
negatively impacted business activities, while the remainder have had mild 
effects from the impact of the directives on their respective businesses.

This is not the case in Katsina and Kaduna. Of the total respondents in Ka-
duna that have lost phone services in their area, 62% reported that the direc-
tives have had a minimal effect on their work and business, while 29% have 
been impacted negatively. It was a similar  case in Katsina where 57% of the 
respondents who had lost phone services had seen very little impact of the 
shutdown directives on their businesses and day-to-day work life while 14% of 
the respondents have experienced a huge impact on their businesses. 

It is important to note that from the total responses received, the majority 
of the respondents had stated that there was access to phone services in 
Kaduna and Katsina. As such, there is the possibility that these respondents 
commute to the internet accessible locations to carry-out their day-to-day 
business activities pending when telecommunication services are restored. 
On the other hand, there is a possibility that most of the businesses in these 
states do not rely heavily on telecommunication services to meet their cus-
tomers’ expectations.
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C. Impact on the Security Situation

 
The sentiment from the respondents shows that the shutdown directive is not 
yielding the desired effect on the security situation of the states surveyed. But 
in Zamfara, 43% of the respondents think that the security situation has since 
improved, compared to Kaduna and Katsina where only 18% of respondents 
(Kaduna) and 14% of respondents (Katsina) believe that the security situa-
tion in their respective states have improved since the shutdown directives 
commenced. This indicates that “bandit” attacks have either slowed down in 
Zamfara, or a lack of information as a result of the communications shutdown 
has left people unaware of attacks. As stated in the introduction to this report, 
SBM’s field researcher in Zamfara has not been able to send us updates since 
the shutdown and has largely been incommunicado.  

 

Do you think the security situation improved because of the GSM 
shutdown?
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D. Impact of Military Operations

As earlier stated by the military, the telecommunications shut down is to en-
able the military carry-out targeted attacks’ on bandits who rely on telecom-
munication services in the area they operate to communicate. 
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The respondents informed that since the shutdown commenced, the military 
have carried out operations in their areas. Surprisingly, some of the respon-
dents are yet to see any military activity in their location even though they were 
affected by the shut-down. For those who have experienced military opera-
tions, the majority of these operations take place at night. 

 There seems to be a positive effect of the military operations in Zamfara so 
far, unlike in Kaduna and Katsina, where majority of the respondents think 
otherwise. 

Federal and state governments in the region have continued to claim that this 
shutdown is a temporary measure aimed at curtailing the activities of terrorists 
who possess enough sophisticated weapons to take on the state in open con-
frontation as the attack2  on a forward operating base in  Dansadau, Zamfara 
which killed no less than 12 soldiers on 13th September. So far, the military 
claims3  it has decimated the terrorists, arresting Kachalla Turji, an important 
player fuelling the insecurity in rural Zamfara, and killing hundreds of them, 

 

Have these military operation improved security in your 
area?

2.Bandits attack military base in Zamfara; 12 personnel pay supreme price 
3.Bandits’ kingpins, 26 others killed as military sustains air raid in Zamfara 
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including notable kingpins such as Hussaini Rabe, Murtala Sabe, Basiru 
Nasiru, Sama and Isah who were said to be loyal to a notorious bandit chief 
known as Abu Redde. It has been impossible to verify such claims, given 
the shutdown of communication services in the areas under consideration. 
The communications blackout may also have been done too hastily in some 
states, especially Sokoto where armed groups still hold sway in Tureta, Ilela, 
Dange and Tangaza local government areas and communities bordering the 
Niger Republic. 

LOSS OF PHONE SERVICE

HAS THE SECURITY SITUATION IMPROVED
NO 
LONGER 
EARN 
A LIVING

SUMMARY OF RESULTS

KADUNA 13%

ZAMFARA 43%

VERY MUCH 53%

KATSINA 3%

KADUNA 18%

NOT MUCH 13%

ZAMFARA 100%

A LITTLE 34%

IMPACT ON BUSINESS

14%KATSINA

IMPACT ON INCOMES

6% 

INCREASE IN ₦1,000 
- ₦5,000 BRACKET

4%

8%

DECREASE IN 
₦50,000 AND 

ABOVE BRACKET
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Conclusion
The military has gone on record to say that its operations in the North-West 
are turning the tide against the bandits. However this claim is disputed by 
residents in all three states, where only a minority think that the situation is im-
proving. With the drastic step taken to cut mobile telephone services and the 
precedent this is likely to set for future security operations, this is a worrisome 
scenario.

Businesses in Zamfara  are also bearing much of the brunt of the shutdown, 
probably because its economy is more agrarian than either Kaduna or Katsina 
and is thus less resilient. The loss in earnings have also been significant. 6% 
can no longer earn a living, the number of  top earners has fallen by 8%, and 
those who earn between ₦1,000 and ₦5,000 has increased by 4%. It means 
that in total, at least  18% of wage earners have seen their earnings either 
reduce or be wiped out altogether. In a region already struggling with poverty 
and a high dependency ratio which puts pressure on incomes, the residents of 
these states are paying a high price for the ongoing military operations.
This high economic cost leads us to recommend a cessation of the telephone 
shutdown, in order for residents to resume business and for security officials 
to take a dispassionate look at the efficacy of operations so far. One of the 
major underlying drivers of the security situation in the North-West is poverty. 
Any action or actions that are taken which indicate an increase in economic 
hardship must be short-term and closely linked to results, so as not to pour 
fuel on the fire.

Another issue with the shutdown of telephone services is the potential lack of 
accountability for military actions on the battlefield. News coverage out of the 
North-West is already sparse, and the directives equate to a media blackout 
which means there is only one version of events. The impact on the funda-
mental rights of residents in the affected states cannot go unmentioned. as 
well as the general public’s right to know what actions are being taken in the 
name of security. 
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Finally, the legal basis for the network shutdown is unclear. It was not made 
pursuant to an enabling law, regulation or court order. Government stake-
holders, particularly the NCC and the Federal Ministry of Communications 
and Digital Economy, have justified the shutdowns on the twin grounds that it 
was requested by the security agencies and done to enhance national secu-
rity.  Under international law and international humanitarian law, military and 
quasi-military actions undertaken by nation-states should meet the tripar-
tite principles of distinction (which demands that the civilian population and 
combatants should be clearly distinguished), necessity (that requires only a 
grave and imminent peril to a country’s essential interest would legally justify 
a breach of an international obligation) and proportionality (where measures 
carried out by a nation-state are required to be “proportional” to the armed 
attack and necessary to respond to it.).

The suspension does not meet any of these criteria. It appears to be over-
reach by the military into an arena with an outsize effect on how the affected 
civilian population conducts their affairs. In effect, it has the look and feel of 
collective punishment on residents of the affected states. Furthermore, in a 
democracy, actions that will curtail the civic and fundamental rights of citi-
zens and voters must be subject to a clearly defined administrative process. 
It is unclear that this happened with the shutdown. 

The current administration has been known to circumvent administrative and 
judicial processes in order to achieve its predetermined objective. Ultimately, 
the undoing of the network shutdowns is that Abuja did not do its homework 
and invest the policy buy-in, spend the political capital and secure the pop-
ulist commitment to  what not only represents an escalation of the military 
effort to counter rogue elements in the Northwest but also a  deeply uncom-
fortable intrusion on the civic rights not only of the region’s residents, but all 
Nigerians.
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