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On 8 October, large and peaceful protests began in Nigeria against police brutality called #EndSARS. In light of these protests, it is 
important to examine the United States' role in the increasing militarization of Nigerian society over the past 20 years. The evidence 
points to the dangers of an over-militarized US foreign policy toward Africa and the detrimental effect it can have on the political and 

social development of African nations.

What's Happening

In October 2020, peaceful Nigerian protestors faced violent 

crackdowns from the Muhammadu Buhari administration during 

nationwide protests. The #EndSARS movement seeks to end police 

brutality and bad governance in the country. SARS is the Special 

Anti-Robbery Squad, a special unit of the police that has operated 

with complete impunity since its inception in 1992. Its pattern of 

human rights violations including extrajudicial killings, torture, and 

extortion constituted the unit’s policing strategy. A video from early 

October of a man in Delta State being shot and killed by SARS, went 

viral on social media and became the catalyst for the protests.
 

The Nigerian government responded with violence. On 20 October, 

The army opened fire on protesters both in Alausa and Lekki Toll 

Gate in Lagos, killing 12 according to Amnesty International. The 

government has also used intimidation tactics towards protestors 

such as the freezing of bank accounts and seizing of passports.
 

The United States has provided security sector assistance (SSA) to 

the Nigerian military and police for many years. This issue brief looks 

at the trends in U.S. assistance to Nigeria since FY2001. CIP’s 

Security Assistance Monitor has provided the data which 

demonstrates the magnitude of the U.S. role.

U.S. Military Exports

During the protests, the Nigerian police deployed water cannons 
against peaceful protesters in Abuja, the country’s capital. 
Videos showing the use of teargas in Abuja were also circulated. 
SAM has provided data from between 2001 and 2018 that show 
that the United States has provided a variety of equipment to 
Nigeria over the years including tanks, military vehicles, toxic 
agents, fire control equipment and more.
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SSA to Nigeria FY2001-FY2019

This table showcases overall security sector assistance to Nigeria 
between FY2001-FY2019 which reached its peak in 2019 at 
$27,908,900. The fight against Boko Haram began in 2009, an 11 year 
conflict that has yet to be resolved despite the Nigerian government’s 
many claims that the Islamic extremist group has been defeated including 
in 2015 and 2018. The increase in security assistance can be attributed 
to the fight against the group but would appear to be ineffective. The 
group remains active, having killed more than 37,500 people since 2011 
and displaced 2.5 million people, and most recently the kidnapping of a 
American on the Niger/Nigerian border from a village called Massalata. 
U.S. forces rescued the kidnapped American last month with the help of 
the Nigerian government.

 

The Leahy Law 

The Nigerian military and police actions against protesters in 
October could lead to the application of Leahy Law restrictions on 
assistance from the U.S. to Nigeria. The Leahy Law is a collection 
of human rights laws that prohibit the State Department and 
Department of Defense from providing security assistance to 
foreign militaries that are guilty of human rights violations. 
Information on previous applications of the law to U.S. SSA to 
Nigeria is not available and the trends in SSA suggest that human 
rights restrictions have not been a priority for any U.S. 
administration during the past two decades.
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