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3ExEcutivE summary 

This report explores how armed groups gain or lose 

legitimacy among communities in territories over which 

they have influence through their engagement with 

illicit and licit economies. It emphasizes the importance of 

spaces in which armed groups’ goals of revenue generation, 

obtaining operational resources and building legitimacy align. 

These spaces often develop where illicit economies fulfil the 

needs of resident communities, where the state criminalizes 

livelihoods that residents see as legitimate and where illicit 

economies offer revenue or resources to armed groups. Such 

spaces are thus particularly valuable to armed groups and 

dangerous to states as armed groups derive significant benefits 

from their operations in these spaces and become harder to 

dislodge. This report highlights two such spaces – artisanal gold 

mining sites and national parks – that are key to consider for 

stakeholders’ analyses and designing interventions to disrupt 

armed group embeddedness in West Africa.

Different types of armed groups operating across West Africa, 

from violent extremist organizations to separatist move-

ments and armed bandit groups, have, to different degrees, 

gained legitimacy from engaging in illicit economies. This 

legitimacy has been a crucial element that underpins their 

relationships with communities and their ability to operate 

without friction, recruit, position themselves as credible alter-

native governance providers and hold territory. Put simply, 

legitimacy is not the same as popularity. For the purposes of 

this report, legitimacy means having enough local acceptance 

to allow the armed group to operate efficiently. Legitimacy, 

therefore, underpins armed group operations – crucial to all 

types of armed groups – and not merely armed group gover-

nance, which is not the stated aim of some groups.

The degree to which groups enjoy legitimacy and prioritize 

building it is a central factor in how they use violence against 

civilians to achieve their goals. Where groups are perceived 

to be defenders of community rights, or at the very least 

enablers of socio-economic opportunities, violence may 

become less necessary in shaping community behaviours 

that facilitate armed group operations. 

This report is the fourth in the ‘Non-state armed groups and 

illicit economies in West Africa’ series, a collaboration between 

the Armed Conflict Location and Event Data (ACLED) project 

and the Global Initiative Against Transnational Organized 

Crime (GI-TOC).1 Earlier reports provided in-depth case 

studies of three different armed groups operating in West 

and Central Africa. First among these was a report on Jama’at 

Nusrat al-Islam wal-Muslimin ( JNIM), a violent extremist group 

currently operating across swathes of Mali, Burkina Faso, to 

a lesser extent Niger, and increasingly in the northern areas 

of some coastal states, including Benin and Togo. The second 

report looked at the constellation of armed bandit groups 

currently operating in Nigeria’s North West region, which have 

transformed the region into a hotspot of intense violence in 

the country, exceeding other regions plagued by violence 

primarily from violent extremist and separatist groups.2 The 

third report considered the Anglophone separatist groups 

that have been operating in Anglophone regions of Cameroon 

since 2017, when they unilaterally declared the secession of 

the territory from the Francophone state in Yaoundé and the 

formation of a separate Ambazonian state. 

Each case study considered the structure of the armed groups, 

how they draw revenue and operational resources from illicit 

and licit economies, and the groups’ activities. The case stud-

ies explored how different groups exert forms of ‘governance’, 

understood for the purposes of this series as attempts by an 

armed group to establish itself as a governing authority in local 

areas through the regulation of residents’ behaviour, service 

provision and the control of local finances and economies.3 

While the case studies in this series focused on a specific 

armed group as the unit of analysis, this report focuses on 

the crosscutting theme of legitimacy and the characteristics 

of spaces – and illicit economies prevalent within them – that 

facilitate legitimacy gain. 
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5introduction

To date, revenue generation has broadly constituted the 

primary lens of analysis of armed group behaviour in 

relation to both licit and illicit economies. While this is 

pivotal to armed group dynamics, it has risked overshadowing 

the importance of legitimacy gain for many armed groups in 

their interactions with these economies. 

In turn, this focus on revenue generation has contributed to 

shaping state interventions that seek to stamp out the illicit 

economies that sustain armed groups without considering 

that civilians may also depend on those illicit economies. 

This has sometimes proved counterproductive, resulting in 

short-term disruption of the flows of illicit goods but long-

term damage to the relative legitimacy of state and armed 

groups. This report seeks to correct this historic weighting by 

focusing on armed group legitimacy and how this is shaped 

by and shapes engagement in revenue-generating activities.

The benefits of gaining legitimacy have been most commonly 

considered in relation to armed groups pursuing explicit 

governance goals. However, recognizing that these benefits 

include reducing the operating friction in areas under armed 

groups’ influence makes legitimacy a question of efficiency 

rather than popularity. For the purpose of this paper, ‘legiti-

macy’ refers to a level of local acceptance that allows an armed 

group to operate relatively efficiently. This does not equate 

to popularity or enthusiastic support but rather represents 

a functional relationship between armed group and resident 

population. Through this lens, legitimacy benefits a wide 

range of armed groups, regardless of their governance aims.

Armed groups’ gains are multiplied when legitimacy can be 

gained in parallel to resource extraction. Findings from the 

series highlighted particular types of spaces in which illicit 

economies fulfil key functions for communities and provide 

armed groups the opportunity to generate resources and 

legitimacy simultaneously. Where armed groups can posi-

tion themselves as providers of socio-economic opportunities 

forbidden by the state, their legitimacy gain is multiplied. This 

is due to the relative nature of legitimacy. Authority is typically 

perceived to be legitimate by communities when it is ‘fairer’ 

than the ‘available alternatives’, underscoring the critical – and 

variable – role that state regulation and enforcement can play 

in shaping armed group entry points.4 

 

The paramilitary group 
Volunteers for the 
Defence of the Homeland 
continues to clash with 
violent extremist groups 
in Burkina Faso. Photo: 
Wikipedia
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The series analyzes how armed groups from across a range of 

‘traditional’ typologies – violent extremist, criminal and sep-

aratist – engage with illicit economies.5 Importantly, in these 

spaces where civilian life depends on illicit activity and state 

regulation is resented, namely artisanal gold mining sites and 

national parks in West Africa, even armed groups that do not 

seek to ‘govern’ or win over civilians can still gain substantial 

legitimacy while also extracting resources from these spaces. 

From a policy and programming perspective, these spaces are 

priority areas for states to consider in shaping approaches 

to disrupting armed groups’ abilities to sustain themselves 

over time.

By highlighting key themes that emerged across the series, 

this report seeks to provide potential entry points for policy-

makers who design stabilization interventions in West Africa. 

First, this report explores the distinct types of armed groups, 

questioning their value and positing that they exist on a spec-

trum of clusters of characteristics rather than neatly fitting 

into distinct groupings. In doing so, it challenges distinctions 

between ‘political’ and ‘criminal’ violence. The report then 

outlines a framework for identifying conditions conducive 

to the simultaneous generation of revenue, resources and 

legitimacy for armed groups of distinct ‘classifications’, with 

contrasting emphases on building legitimacy. 

Methodology
This report draws on the findings of the preceding case stud-

ies, which focused on JNIM in the Sahel and northern areas of 

littoral states, the separatist groups operating in Cameroon’s 

Anglophone regions and armed bandit groups operating in 

Zamfara and Kaduna in Nigeria’s North West region. It also 

draws on the primary data collected from these case studies, 

including fieldwork. Further details regarding the methodology 

of each case study are included in the individual case study 

reports. 

Findings were further explored through numerous workshops 

and brainstorming sessions between the series authors and 

wider GI-TOC and ACLED teams. This was complemented by 

a wider literature review and a roundtable discussion held 

with 10 experts on armed group activity, which focused 

on key hypotheses and themes emerging from the series. 

This roundtable discussion, held in November 2023, was 

co-hosted by the GI-TOC and ACLED. Preliminary findings 

were then discussed and tested through additional key stake-

holder interviews. 

This report also analyzes ACLED and mine site geolocated 

data. For ACLED incidents referred to as ‘near’ artisanal gold 

mining sites, the report includes incidents within a 0.8 kilo-

metre (0.5 mile) radius of known artisanal gold mining sites. 

This radius recognizes that ACLED data is geolocated to a 

centroid point within each location (often a central area of a 

town or village) instead of specific areas such as a mine site. 

Furthermore, only a small proportion of incidents within a 

0.8 kilometre radius of an artisanal gold mining site include 

‘miners’ as a coded actor or actor mentioned in the coding 

notes. This reflects the challenges of conflict reporting: a 

recording of violence near a mine site may indicate the broad 

details of an event but will rarely specify the identity or affil-

iation of victims such as miners. It is key to recognize that 

reporting of incidents within remote areas under growing 

threat from armed groups – as is common for artisanal mining 

areas and national parks, two spaces of analysis – represents 

only a portion of dynamics on the ground. This is partly due 

to the categories of violence reflected in the ACLED dataset6 

and practical challenges in accessing data in these areas, such 

as the difficulties for journalists or reporters to access these 

areas and the strong bias of armed groups conducting their 

own reporting.
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Armed groups engage in overlapping revenue, resource 

and legitimacy-generating activities. The actions and 

motivations of a particular group are often interpreted 

in line with the label the group is given, even though other 

‘types’ of armed groups also engage in such actions with similar 

effects. For instance, violence against civilians is used by a 

variety of armed groups, but analyses of that behaviour will 

be affected by whether the group is thought of as a ‘violent 

extremist’ group, a ‘criminal’ group, and so on. There is an 

ongoing debate about how to classify different types of armed 

groups and how ‘criminal’ groups might be distinguished from 

more ‘political’ groups. Do labels such as ‘insurgency’, ‘violent 

extremist group’, and ‘criminal group’ thus aid understanding 

and analyses of particular groups, or do they obscure them? 

The critique of such typologies is that armed and criminal 

groups are dynamic organizations whose objectives, priorities 

and modes of operation change over time.7 Likewise, within 

each group are many different individuals with different opin-

ions and actions that carry different weight.8 

Here, we argue that typologies, or rather the names given 

to typologies (e.g. insurgent, rebel, criminal, extremist), are 

indispensable for describing groups but should be seen as 

‘clusters’ of characteristics that will not all apply to any one 

group at any one time. Similarly, any armed group will also 

have a cluster of different traits from different typologies, 

which will be important at different times.

This series has examined the myriad ways armed groups 

engage in and interact with illicit economies and networks. 

It has reconsidered the extent to and ways in which armed 

groups can be distinguished from criminal groups. This is an 

important consideration, given that states frequently describe 

armed groups that oppose them as ‘criminals’ or ‘bandits’, 

implying that their actions are not moral.9 For example, the 

Islamist insurgency involving JNIM and Islamic State Sahel 

Province (IS Sahel) was initially framed as criminal by govern-

ment authorities in Burkina Faso,10 and later in Benin, during 

the earlier phases of infiltration.11 Branding insurgent violence 

as such served to protect the image of these states as able to 

preserve their territorial integrity long after this was no longer 

the case, thus serving a political goal rather than constituting 

an accurate reference to the involvement of JNIM and IS Sahel 

in criminal activities.12 

 

Separatist groups in 
Cameroon’s Anglophone 
regions have taken up arms 
against the government.
© Giles Clarke/UNOCHA via 
Getty Images



9What’s in a namE: classification of armEd groups

Following the approach suggested by Jackson, Weigand and 

Tindall, who view armed groups on a spectrum rather than 

trying to establish whether a particular group is ‘criminal’, 

‘jihadist’, ‘rebel’ or other, we consider how clusters of traits 

and motivations may evolve.13

For instance, the Anglophone armed groups in Cameroon cer-

tainly have political motives and are referred to as ‘separatist 

groups’ due to their objectives of creating a separate state 

called Ambazonia. However, illicit activity and criminality have 

proven equally powerful influences on many armed groups 

to the extent that they have lost substantial legitimacy in the 

eyes of the community members they claim to represent. 

Indeed, in this case, there was a ‘positive feedback loop’, in 

which the armed groups’ initial forays into kidnapping cost 

them funding from diaspora supporters, which in turn led 

them to become even more reliant on criminality, including 

kidnapping. Since this collapse of support has diminished the 

armed groups’ political legitimacy, they may become increas-

ingly ‘criminalized’ over time, to the extent that the ways in 

which they are labelled change.

A closer look at some common typologies found in the study of 

armed groups is merited to illustrate how armed groups’ evolu-

tions force us to re-evaluate these typologies. This is especially 

important for distinguishing between armed ‘criminal’ groups 

and other types of armed groups and between ‘criminal’ vio-

lence and ‘political’ violence. To illustrate the shortcomings of 

typologies and an alternative approach that sees armed groups 

as having clustered traits and motivations, we examine one of 

the most politicized classifications of armed groups to illustrate 

this, namely the classification of armed groups as ‘criminal.’

‘Political’ and ‘criminal’ groups, and associated violence
The distinction between ‘criminal’ groups and other types 

of armed groups is further muddied when the notion of 

governance is considered, particularly as the literature on 

‘criminal governance’ grows. While criminal groups might not 

see governance as a primary aim, they recognize that rela-

tionships with local populations must be managed to protect 

their interests – either by building legitimacy or through more 

coercive forms of control, including the strategic use of fear.14 

Additionally, a ‘criminal’ group might not be chiefly motivated 

by political change, but its activities and violence can have 

profound political consequences. 

Groups that might be labelled ‘criminal’ because their activity 

is motivated predominantly by profit are as varied as armed 

groups with more ‘political’ motives. The United Nations 

Convention against Transnational Organized Crime (UNTOC) 

defines an organized criminal group very broadly, requiring 

only a structured group of three persons or more acting in 

concert for a period of time, with the aim of committing a 

serious crime for financial or material benefit.15 

Subcategories of criminal organizations – such as gangs, orga-

nized crime networks and bandits – all have loosely recogniz-

able organizational tendencies and each of these classifications 

carries connotations.16 However, several often-cited distinc-

tions exist between these various ‘criminal’ groups and more 

politically motivated armed groups. As mentioned above, their 

key objectives are typically recognized to be financial – not to 

create new, systemic political orders – and they do not typically 

seek to challenge or overthrow state regimes.17 They also do 

not typically present an existential threat to state authority, 

even if they may challenge or usurp state authority in places.18

However, there is substantial evidence to challenge these 

generalizations. Firstly, ‘criminal’ groups – be they gangs, 

cartels or otherwise – have a long record of intervening in 

state politics, including through violent means. Urban gangs 

in Kenya played a notorious role in electoral violence in the 

2007/8 crisis and continue to serve as enforcers and mobi-

lizers for local politicians during election season.19 Similar 

dynamics in Nigeria undermine democracy, with political 

violence perpetrated by actors who are deeply involved in 

criminal markets outside elections.20 Here, political assas-

sinations – both to influence the group’s domestic political 

agenda or on behalf of other political powers – are a known 

criminal phenomenon.21

It is for these reasons that ACLED periodically categorizes vio-

lence by nominally ‘criminal’ groups as political. Notably, five of 

the 10 countries experiencing the most extreme levels of con-

flict according to ACLED’s Conflict Index 2024 are experienc-

ing criminal and political violence.22 Nigerian armed bandits, 

who engage in kidnapping, cattle rustling and gold mining, 

are one example of traditionally ‘criminal’ actors perceived to 

be perpetrating violence that has a deeply political impact.23 

Among the large array of bandit groups in Nigeria’s North 

West region, some also portray themselves as defenders of 

Fulani herding communities. Bandit group members cite a 

wide range of drivers for recruitment, including addressing 

grievances, protecting themselves and their families, and 

financial reasons.24 Some bandit groups also impose rules 

on communities in the manner of ‘criminal governance.’ While 

the bandits are not overly concerned with challenging the 

Nigerian state, their activities and the local power they have 
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amassed have profoundly damaged the state’s access to the 

area and, by extension, its legitimacy.25

The sometimes shifting membership and alliances between 

groups deemed ‘political’ and ‘criminal’ further complicate 

distinctions. Some examples from the case studies exam-

ined in the series can shed light on how criminal and political 

tendencies exist in different groups. In the Sahel, JNIM mili-

tants have provided bandits with weaponry and a measure 

of social credibility by associating them with a cause beyond 

banditry, while bandits can serve as temporary manpower – a 

crossover phenomenon dubbed the ‘jihadization of bandit-

ry’.26 Similarly, some JNIM units – including several JNIM fight-

ers in the Centre-Sud and neighbouring Centre-Est regions 

of Burkina Faso – have switched between active combat to 

focus primarily on revenue extraction. In the Centre-Sud 

case, JNIM – probably temporarily – appeared to shift towards 

focusing primarily on artisanal gold mining, demonstrating 

changing priorities over time.

In Nigeria’s North West region, bandits periodically coop-

erate with armed groups that clearly aim to challenge the 

Nigerian state and impose religious governance on com-

munities – namely Ansaru and elements of Jama’atu Ahlus 

Sunnah Lidda’Awati Wal Jihad ( JAS) and Islamic State West 

Africa Province (ISWAP).27 Bandits have even gained recruits 

from the ranks of these armed groups, who were apparently 

swayed by the opportunity to accumulate wealth. Nigeria’s 

bandits are thus a clear case of ‘clusters’ of different motives 

and tendencies. While the more socially inclined bandit 

groups might portray themselves as protectors and authori-

ties of sorts, they are primarily engaged in revenue-generating 

activities  – typically through targeting civilians, including 

through the destabilizing practices of robbery and looting, 

kidnapping and cattle rustling, as well as through taxation of 

farming and mining activities. Yet they are also able to influ-

ence individuals in other more ideological groups and present 

a fundamental challenge to state authority.28

This interchangeability between ‘criminal’ and ‘politi-

cal’ behaviour is also evident throughout the history of 

Cameroonian separatist groups. Prominent figures in the sep-

aratist conflict were originally part of ‘anti-gang’ vigilantes in 

the early 1990s, groups that were ostensibly set up to defend 

communities from crime but engaged in profuse violent crime 

themselves. Many disbanded anti-gang members later became 

influential in militant youth wings of political parties and then in 

the separatist armed groups.29 However, as the groups became 

increasingly fragmented and prospects for political change 

waned, separatism became a less salient motive than profit- 

seeking within separatist groups. In turn, their behaviours and 

characteristics increasingly resemble ‘criminal’ groups, even 

though they remain recognizable as separatists.30 These shifts 

are tracked in further detail in the series of case studies.

There are also myriad exceptions to every rule of a typology. 

A typology’s label can be a useful descriptor but not a robust 

classification tool. Rather than thinking in terms of typologies 

that aim to impose boundaries on the characterization of a 

group, the typology labels that tend to be imposed on armed 

groups (e.g. extremist, insurgent, terrorist, rebel, criminal) 

should instead be treated as clusters of characteristics and 

motives. More than one typology’s cluster of traits will apply 

to any group and its importance will fluctuate over time.

ACLED monitoring suggests that a number of combatants operating in the Nazinga Game Ranch in southern Burkina Faso 
have temporarily ceased activities there. Photo: Eusebio 20/Wikipedia
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All the armed groups studied in this series draw reve-

nue, operational resources and legitimacy from illicit 

economies. However, the illicit economies the groups 

engaged with and how they engaged in these economies vary 

significantly. While the armed groups’ different goals partly 

shape this variance, it is also dictated by the nature of the 

relevant illicit economy and how the group extracts resources 

or revenue from it.

Asal, Rethemeyer and Schoon explored the ‘legitimacy trade-

off’ groups face when they are seeking social support on the 

one hand and revenue and operational resources on the 

other: engagement in illicit economies can damage groups’ 

attempts to build social support, albeit to differing extents, 

depending on the illicit economy in question.31 This study 

found that the legitimacy trade-off appeared greatest in rela-

tion to kidnapping, followed closely by robbery, and was not 

statistically significant for engagement in drug crimes, extor-

tion, or smuggling.32 In other words, the legitimacy trade-off 

kicked in most clearly for illicit economies that most directly 

caused harm to communities, particularly through the deploy-

ment of direct violence. 

This aligns with perceptions of ‘criminality’ among many com-

munities in West Africa. Illicit economies are often deeply 

integrated into the daily lives of local communities and serve 

as central livelihoods when licit alternatives are scarce, par-

ticularly in contexts of widespread informality, which include 

swathes of West and Central Africa. Trafficking and smuggling 

of a wide range of commodities rendered illegal by state reg-

ulation are, therefore, often not perceived as criminal among 

many communities but are merely seen as revenue-generat-

ing activities. This creates a disjunct between community and 

state perceptions of licit and illicit behaviour.33 

For many communities, ‘criminal’ thus becomes a category 

reserved for activities that directly harm community mem-

bers, broadly encompassing violent crimes such as armed 

robbery, murder and kidnapping – crime types that overlap 

with those found to carry the greatest legitimacy trade-off.34 

In other words, the legitimacy trade-off most clearly kicks in 

when armed groups engage in activities that are branded 

‘criminal’ by local communities. When groups seek recogni-

tion as political actors nationally or internationally, concepts 

of criminality and the legitimacy trade-off are likely to differ, 

in line with the perceptions of this wider set of stakeholders 

beyond those of the local community.

However, while engagement in illicit economies can damage 

groups’ legitimacy goals, conflict actors can also build political 

capital through engagement in certain revenue-generating 

activities, including illicit economies.35 As Professor Freedom 

Onuoha notes: ‘[G]roups must demonstrate to civilians that 

their engagement in illicit economies aligns with the interests 

and struggles of both the groups and the communities, par-

ticularly in regions where government presence is limited. If 

these illicit economies enable armed groups to construct a 

narrative that resonates with the sentiments of the local com-

munity, it significantly contributes to strengthening their legit-

imacy.’36 Onuoha underscores the role of illicit economies in 

building armed group narratives and the benefits of perceived 

alignment between armed groups and community interests.

A degree of legitimacy is desirable for many armed groups – 

not necessarily for ideological reasons, but because it lowers 

the cost of retaining control; facilitates access to rents, intel-

ligence and resources; and frees up resources for achieving 

organizational goals, whether these be profit accumulation or 

territorial expansion.37 

Much of the existing literature has focused on legitimacy in the 

context of overtly political groups, whose stated aims include 

governance of populations.38 Less emphasis has been placed 

on the benefits of legitimacy gain for groups that place less 

emphasis on ideology and political goals. The groups consid-

ered in this series have contrasting governance goals and view 

building legitimacy among local communities differently. Yet a 

degree of legitimacy gain is valuable to their distinct interests.

For example, several Nigerian bandit groups exhibit some 

behaviours constituting forms of governance in their interac-

tions with local communities. They prioritize political capital 
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gain less than JNIM and the Anglophone separatist groups, 

who pursue a clearer governance agenda in line with their 

political goals. However, the governance behaviours bandit 

groups exhibit remain largely focused on enhancing the effec-

tiveness of revenue extraction, diminishing operating risk (by 

preventing intelligence from being fed to law enforcement) 

and minimizing friction with communities to facilitate their 

operations. In other words, in building legitimacy, as defined 

for this paper. These are often ignored because bandits 

groups’ overarching objectives remain focused on revenue 

generation, with the provision of services or ‘governance’ 

being a secondary result.

While building legitimacy among communities may not be 

a priority for the Nigerian bandit groups studied, it is nev-

ertheless a valuable outcome of engaging in illicit and licit 

economies, enhancing their ability to generate revenue and 

influence territory. Put simply, legitimacy should be under-

stood to relate to efficiencies rather than popularity, under-

pinning armed groups’ ability to operate, not always govern. 

According to Peer Schouten, an academic specializing in the 

study of armed groups, illicit economies can be key in shap-

ing how distinct actors within a conflict environment position 

themselves in the ‘market of legitimacy’.39 

Findings from this series underscored how different spaces 

and the illicit economies prevalent within them shape how 

armed groups position themselves in this market of legitimacy. 

Resource-rich spaces, with localized illicit economies and semi-

static populations, more commonly (though by no means 

exclusively) operate as areas where armed groups’ objectives 

of revenue generation, operational resource extraction and 

legitimacy gain align (even where the latter is not necessarily a 

priority). In West Africa, an analysis of the case studies identified 

two such spaces: artisanal gold mining areas and national parks. 

Structural factors – particularly climate change and state 

responses to it – are increasing the vulnerability of these 

spaces. Climate change is placing increasing pressure on tradi-

tional agricultural activities, which have been the mainstay of 

many communities across West Africa and the Sahel for a long 

time. Many Sahelian residents are turning to artisanal gold 

mining, which is at odds with state efforts to limit the sector 

or prioritize industrial mining interests. Dwindling agricultural 

yields and shrinking pastureland are also contributing to some 

communities’ increasing reliance on resource extraction 

within protected areas, similarly exacerbating conflicts with 

the state and creating openings for armed groups to position 

themselves as gatekeepers to prohibited resources.40 

Thousands of Nigerians have fled to Maradi in Niger to escape escalating kidnappings and attacks by bandits. © AFP via  
Getty Images
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Spaces in which armed groups can meet each of their 

distinct goals – namely, generating revenue, operational 

resources and legitimacy – by engaging with illicit econo-

mies offer particular opportunities for armed groups and pose 

particular risks to state governance. Identifying the clusters 

of characteristics that make specific spaces conducive to this 

alignment of goals provides a framework for identifying these 

areas of vulnerability. This can then support policymakers in 

allocating scarce resources to priority areas where interven-

tions can maximize the impact of stabilization efforts. 

State regulations that criminalize or restrict certain revenue- 

generating opportunities – and the enforcement thereof – are 

key to shaping opportunities for armed groups. Reconsidering 

such regulatory frameworks or assessing what alternatives 

can be provided to local communities should be a priority 

for policymakers. This is key not only for states facing existing 

threats from armed groups but for states on the fringes of ter-

ritories in which armed groups operate and states that seek to 

pre-empt the entrenchment of armed groups into vulnerable 

areas from which they are difficult to displace.

This report applies this framework for identifying spaces of 

maximum potential for armed group legitimacy, revenue and 

resource generation, and therefore also maximum impact 

for stabilization projects for artisanal gold mining areas and 

national parks in West Africa. The conclusions that can be 

drawn from this analysis go beyond the case studies con-

sidered in this report and can be applied to identify areas 

of vulnerability in other regions. Rather than creating a new 

concept, we build on existing analyses to establish a frame-

work for identifying priority spaces that require interventions 

to disrupt armed group entrenchment. This analysis takes the 

spaces – their characteristics, the communities that tend to 

populate them and the illicit economies they engage in – as 

the central unit of analysis. This contrasts with many assess-

ments of armed group engagement with illicit economies 

which take the group itself as the unit of analysis. Adopting this 

spatial approach highlighted how clusters of characteristics 

can shape similar outcomes for armed groups whose modus 

operandi, behaviour towards communities and aspirations 

vary significantly. 

Spaces in which armed groups are able to generate the fol-

lowing simultaneously should be prioritized for responses 

seeking to disrupt their ability to sustain themselves:

1. Indirect revenue through taxation. When armed groups 

generate revenue indirectly from illicit economies by taxing 

civilians engaging in them, they become reliant on the com-

munities for resource extraction. Although not without 

exception, this reliance often shapes more collaborative 

relationships. While collaboration is enforced through vio-

lence in some cases, this strategy requires greater invest-

ment from armed groups and often gives way to efforts to 

align community interests with those of the armed group 

over time. This contrasts with direct forms of revenue 

extraction from communities – such as kidnapping or loot-

ing – that are not underpinned by community collaboration 

and thus require no alignment of interests. 

And/or

2. Operational resources, particularly those critical to armed 

group functions, such as fuel, motorbikes and weapons, 

underpin the groups’ ability to sustain themselves and 

launch attacks. 

And

3. Legitimacy gain. This is likely to be the case where (i) prev-

alent illicit economies fulfil a key function for local com-

munities and (ii) the criminalization of the relevant activity 

by the state is considered unjust by these communities. 

Illicit economies that fulfil important community functions41 – 

most typically the generation of livelihoods – are character-

ized by being labour intensive, with relatively low barriers to 

entry, limited direct harm to communities42 and a widely dis-

persed profit-sharing settlement.43 
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This is often the case for commodities produced or cultivated 

in a particular area or with a local consumption market. Transit 

commodities with no local market typically benefit a narrower 

group of stakeholders and are less likely to fulfil important 

community functions. 

The characteristics of an illicit economy can vary across its 

supply chain and be distinct in different spaces. For exam-

ple, while artisanal gold mining sites are important livelihoods 

for many, in areas that operate as transit points in the gold 

supply chain, the resource-sharing settlement is narrower, 

concentrated among those directly involved in trafficking the 

commodity and the political elites sponsoring the activity. This 

underscores why the unit of analysis is the space and not the 

principle illicit economy of that space. 

Armed groups can enable or facilitate illicit economies that 

fulfil central functions for communities, positioning them-

selves as providers of socio-economic opportunities in the 

areas where they exert influence or control.44 The need to 

deploy violence against civilians typically diminishes when 

groups can adopt gatekeeper roles. This is because civilians 

may be convinced that they have an interest in cooperating 

with the armed group. Monitoring levels of violence can pro-

vide insights into where on the spectrum between coercion 

and cooperation the armed group/community relationship 

lies at any given moment. 

State regulation of such spaces is the second critical character-

istic that shapes armed group opportunities. Socio-economic 

opportunities the state forbids in a manner considered unfair 

by communities can enhance armed groups’ legitimacy gain. 

This is due to the relative nature of legitimacy: authority 

(whether exercised by state or non-state actors) is typically 

perceived to be legitimate by communities when it is ‘fairer’ 

than the ‘available alternatives’.45 Legitimacy is thus not built 

or damaged in a vacuum but is a relative concept shaped 

by the legitimacy of other governance providers, including 

the state.46

There are a number of licit economies where the state’s posi-

tion is considered unjust by many communities – for instance, 

the livestock trade, which is criminalized (in whole or in part) 

by the state across much of West Africa but not perceived as 

‘criminal’ by communities.47 Economies and spaces in which 

there is a disjunction between what the state deems to be 

legal and what local communities (often also actors in trans-

national networks and individual representatives of the state) 

consider to be legitimate offer opportunities for armed groups 

to build revenue and/or operational resources and legitimacy 

simultaneously.48 The more the state position is enforced, the 

greater the damage to state legitimacy and relative legitimacy 

gain by non-state groups. 

Applying the framework above to the engagement of JNIM 

and Nigerian bandit groups in illicit economies prevalent at 

artisanal gold mining sites and national parks highlights the 

similarities in the legitimacy gain of these two highly contrast-

ing actors. 

FIGURE 1 Identifying spaces of maximum potential for armed group legitimacy, revenue and resource generation.

Legitimacy

Prevalent illicit economies 
fulfil a key function for 

local communities 

Typically indirectly, 
through taxation 

of civilians

Particularly those 
critical to armed group 
functions, including 
fuel, motorbikes 
and weapons

Criminalization of the activity 
by the state is considered 
unjust by these communities 

Revenue Operational 
resources

and/or

and and



17idEntifying spacEs of opportunity for armEd groups to build lEgitimacy through illicit EconomiEs

Artisanal gold mining sites

JNIM in the Sahel region of Burkina Faso
We apply each framework element above to JNIM’s engage-

ment in artisanal gold mining in Burkina Faso. We first consider 

artisanal gold mining sites as a source of indirect revenue 

for JNIM and then how JNIM’s engagement in these spaces 

results in legitimacy gain for the group, given the function of 

these sites as a source of livelihoods for communities, which 

is criminalized by the state in a manner considered unjust. 

Unpacking the importance of artisanal gold mining sites for 

both JNIM and local communities and how the state’s stance 

has consistently been at odds with communities’ livelihood 

needs highlights the group’s financial and legitimacy gains 

from engaging in these spaces. 

The Sahel region of Burkina Faso, which has been under increas-

ing JNIM control since 2018, has the country’s highest concen-

tration of artisanal gold mining sites, with 21% of the total mining 

areas (see Figure 2).49 This makes it a key area to consider JNIM’s 

engagement in artisanal gold mining and its implications for the 

group’s legitimacy. Artisanal mining refers to mining conducted 

by individual miners, with low levels of production and capital 

investment and limited machinery and equipment. 

There are over 2 200 artisanal mining areas across Burkina 

Faso that produced around 44.9 tonnes of gold in 2018, worth 

roughly US$2.7 billion at commodity prices in 2022.50 Many of 

these sites are in areas that JNIM controls or frequently threat-

ens.51 JNIM established systems for collecting tax in exchange 

for security provision, or at least non-interference, at artisanal 

gold mining sites across the Sahel region.52 Taxation of these 

sites serves as a critical source of revenue for the group.53 

Although there are instances of JNIM groups directly engag-

ing in mining activity,54 more often the group permits local 

communities to continue mining and taxes this activity. JNIM’s 

taxation levels are often considered acceptable by mining 

communities and comparatively lower than those imposed by 

other armed groups or state auxiliaries. In the case of Burkina 

Faso, these auxiliaries tend to be Dozo hunters, members of 

the paramilitary Volunteers for the Defence of the Homeland 

(Volontaires pour la défense de la patrie – VDP) or other state-

backed militias.55

Prevalent economies at artisanal gold mining sites – not only 

gold extraction but informal ancillary businesses providing 

mining communities with resources and services – are a 

FIGURE 2 Artisanal and small-scale gold mining sites in Burkina Faso, 2019.

sourcE: Burkinabe National Agency for the Supervision of Artisanal and Semi-mechanized Mining Operations (ANEEMAS)
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significant and growing source of livelihoods for communities, 

particularly in a context of diminishing alternatives.56 While 

artisanal gold mining therefore fulfils a key function for com-

munities, the vast majority of this mining across Burkina Faso 

falls outside regulatory frameworks, with estimates suggesting 

the informal sector is 13 times bigger than the formal sector.57 

The Burkinabe state has adopted two key approaches in 

response to the role artisanal gold mining plays in financ-

ing JNIM. In areas of the country under state control, it has 

sought to accelerate efforts to enhance the regulation of arti-

sanal gold mining and bring more artisanal activity under its 

purview to nationalize profits and divert financial flows from 

insurgent groups. Such efforts have the potential to be bene-

ficial to communities and states alike. However, the strength-

ened regulatory requirements are perceived as burdensome 

by many mining communities and the enforcement of such 

regulations, such as the need for an artisanal mining licence, 

merely adds to the high vulnerability of communities.58 

In areas under JNIM control – including the vast majority of the 

Sahel region – the state has systematically targeted artisanal 

gold mining sites with airstrikes, particularly those in more 

rural areas. This has displaced many mining communities from 

rural artisanal gold mining sites to sites closer to cities under 

state control, which are not aerially targeted.59 State objec-

tives to reduce the proceeds of artisanal gold mining flowing 

to JNIM appear, at least at one level, to be working, as gold 

extraction rates at many rural sites have reportedly dropped 

(although quantitative data are not available).60 

However, such tactics also position the state as an aggressor 

that targets artisanal gold mining communities. Some com-

munities displaced from rural mining sites by airstrikes moved 

to industrial mining concession areas. Here, some groups of 

miners have fought against state forces seeking to enforce 

prohibitions on artisanal gold mining at industrial mining 

concessions, in some cases resulting in fatalities.61 Other 

miners have expressed grievances at being forced by state 

elements to pay bribes to circumvent restrictions on artisanal 

mining in the areas they have moved to. Such communities 

have expressed frustration that the state is not only unable to 

guarantee their security (and is indeed the aggressor) in rural 

mining areas but that it refuses them access to safer industrial 

sites or extorts them for access.62 

Industrial mining surged across Burkina Faso in the early 

2000s as industrial mining interests were formally priori-

tized above those of artisanal mining by the 2015 national 

mining legislation, leading to feelings of marginalization 

among artisanal mining communities.63 JNIM has tapped into 

these frustrations in its narratives for building legitimacy, 

reportedly saying that airstrikes are designed not only to dis-

place artisanal gold miners but to clear additional areas for 

industrial mining concessions in its communications to these 

communities.64 

Benin has heightened the militarization of conservation efforts with the deployment of the African Parks rangers in the 
Pendarji National Park. © Stefan Heunis/AFP via Getty Images
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JNIM has strategically positioned itself as a defender of arti-

sanal gold mining community interests, pushing out previ-

ous industrial and elite mining operators in the Sahel region 

and Burkina Faso more broadly, effectively democratizing 

access to mining sites. For example, until 2021, Burkina Faso’s 

national gendarmerie kept close control of the Inata industrial 

mine site in the country’s northern Soum province, repeatedly 

pushing out artisanal miners seeking to take advantage of the 

rich gold seam and limiting artisanal activities.65 In November 

2021, JNIM attacked the gendarmerie post at the industrial 

mine, resulting in 54 fatalities. JNIM-affiliated Ansaroul Islam 

claimed the attack in a video showing fighters overtaking the 

base. In the wake of the attack, there was an influx of artisanal 

miners to the resource-rich area, including from the Centre-

Nord and other regions of the country, leading to a surge in 

artisanal mining activity.66

Recognizing the opportunities offered by artisanal gold mining 

sites, JNIM has effectively leveraged tailored communication 

campaigns that target communities around these sites.67 In 

the words of one Burkinabe artisanal miner, ‘The Salafists 

came to our mine and told us, “We have come to fight against 

the injustice that the authorities show towards you orpail-

leurs for the benefit of the industrial mining companies.”’68 

JNIM repeatedly targets artisanal mining communities with 

this messaging, promising to return access to rich mining 

areas that the state pushed artisanal miners out of in favour 

of Western companies.69 In doing so, JNIM has framed its 

approach to taxing mining activity in a way that aligns with 

the interests of mining communities.

JNIM’s deployment of violence at artisanal gold mining sites – 

whether against state forces or civilians – has also largely 

aligned with its governance goals of pushing out industrial 

operators and state interests and establishing behavioural 

rules that demand adherence to the group’s religious mores. 

ACLED records 250 political violence events within 0.8 kilome-

tres of known artisanal gold mining sites across Burkina Faso 

between 2020 and 2023, making up 5% of the total political 

violence during the same period (see Figure 3). Reflecting the 

high concentration of artisanal gold mining sites in the Sahel 

region (21%), the region also suffered the highest degree of 

recorded political violence near mining sites over this period 

(47% of the total).

Between 2020 and 2021, violence in the Sahel region – includ-

ing near artisanal gold mining sites – surged as JNIM estab-

lished its influence. As detailed above, clashes between JNIM 

and state forces increased as JNIM pushed out previous 

FIGURE 3 Political violence in Burkina Faso within a 0.8 kilometre radius of artisanal gold mining sites, 2018–2023.

sourcE: ACLED data
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operators to enable artisanal mining. However, the majority 

of this surge was driven by an increase in violence targeting 

civilians, largely by JNIM (who was behind 37% of recorded 

incidents near artisanal gold mining sites in the Sahel region 

in 2021). A number of these incidents of civilian targeting were 

directly related to JNIM’s efforts to consolidate its influence at 

mine sites, including through the enforcement of behavioural 

rules with punishments such as whipping. For example, in May 

2021, suspected JNIM elements reportedly attacked people 

for not obeying behavioural rules imposed on a mine site near 

the village of Souma in the Soum province of the Sahel. 

From 2021, as JNIM consolidated its grip over the Sahel region, 

violence targeting civilians perpetrated by JNIM near artisanal 

gold mining sites dropped sharply. Such incidents stopped in 

2022, with the only exception being one recorded incident in 

2023. Civilian targeting near artisanal gold mining sites after 

2021 was almost exclusively at the hands of actors other 

than JNIM, predominantly IS Sahel, which has far more limited 

operations in the Sahel and has tended to devote less effort 

towards legitimacy-building among communities. 

A contributing factor to this drop in violence targeting civilians 

is that JNIM established and sustained cooperative arrange-

ments with mine site land owners and mining communities 

around many artisanal gold mining sites. These mutually ben-

eficial arrangements reduced JNIM’s need to use violence to 

enforce rules. The group also typically avoids excessive vio-

lence towards civilians, recognizing that it damages their gov-

ernance goals. Other factors in the Sahel region also played a 

role in decreasing violence targeting civilians by JNIM near arti-

sanal gold mining sites, including the displacement of some 

mining communities from sites in the wake of high-fatality inci-

dents and a lower presence of state forces and auxiliaries.70 

JNIM’S TARGETING OF CIVILIANS

In line with broader national trends, violence near arti-
sanal gold mining sites surged in 2021. However, in con-

trast to overall escalating violence year-on-year more 
broadly, violence near artisanal gold mining sites has 
remained at similar levels since (81 events in 2021, 73 in 
2022 and 75 in 2023). The 2021 surge was predominantly 
driven by a spike in civilian targeting, largely at the hands 
of JNIM. As JNIM sought to control growing numbers of 
artisanal gold mining sites, kidnapping constituted one-
third of incidents targeting civilians near artisanal gold 
mining sites; by 2022, the proportion had dropped to 20%. 
This illustrates JNIM’s reliance on kidnapping as a tool in 
the early stages of infiltration, predominantly for intel-
ligence gathering, coercion and intimidation, a reliance 
which diminishes at later stages of territorial infiltration. 

Overall, JNIM was the most prominent perpetrator of vio-
lence against civilians between 2020 and 2023. They were 
behind 44% of incidents, followed by IS Sahel, which carried 
out 25% of incidents, a disproportionately high number of 
the total events given the group’s far smaller membership 
and more limited territorial presence. Compared to JNIM, IS 
Sahel engages in higher levels of civilian targeting as a pro-
portion of their overall levels of violence. In Burkina Faso, 

IS Sahel civilian targeting made up 61% of their total oper-
ations between 2020 and 2023 compared to 54% for JNIM 
during the same time period.71 While JNIM’s targeting of 
civilians near artisanal gold mining sites and in the Sahel 
region dropped sharply in 2022, this surged again in 2023 
in other regions, especially the Centre-Nord region. Civilian 
targeting events at artisanal gold mining sites have a 41% 
higher reported number of fatalities per event than overall 
civilian targeting (3.6 fatalities per event) in Burkina Faso. It 
is likely that this is largely due to the fact that mining sites 
tend to be areas of high population density, as villages and 
economies emerge to revolve around mining activities, 
magnifying the impact of attacks. 

As violence soared between 2020 and 2021, battles near 
artisanal gold mining sites rose more sharply than overall 
battles (56% compared to 25%). This perhaps reflects arti-
sanal gold mining sites’ role as important spaces of contes-
tation between states and insurgent groups. Battles near 
artisanal gold mining sites have continued rising each year 
since.72 Each year, the VDP (auxiliary state forces composed 
of volunteers) has become more involved in protecting arti-
sanal gold mining sites in many regions, increasingly clash-
ing with insurgents in some mining areas.
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Nigerian bandit groups
In Zamfara and Kaduna states in Nigeria’s North West region, 

bandit groups have increasingly turned to the gold mining 

industry for financing as revenues from kidnapping and 

cattle rustling have declined. When bandits gain revenue 

from gold mining areas, they typically exert less violence 

against community members than with cattle rustling and 

kidnapping, creating opportunities for legitimacy gain with 

communities. Armed bandits’ mode of revenue extraction 

from the gold mining industry in these states has evolved 

from robbing mining communities, often corresponding 

with high levels of violence and multiple casualties, towards 

taxation of mining activities, which has resulted in a subse-

quent decline in violence.73 While bandit group engagement 

with artisanal gold mining in Nigeria’s North West appears 

less focused on building legitimacy – remaining focused on 

resource extraction – than in the case of JNIM, the need 

for collaboration with mining communities shaped arrange-

ments with them in some artisanal gold mining areas in 

Zamfara that are far more cooperative than those typically 

seen elsewhere in the North West region. This has empow-

ered communities to an unusual degree in their ability to 

push back against bandit decrees and influence dynamics 

around artisanal gold mining sites. 

Mining communities have reached negotiated settlements in 

some artisanal gold mining areas, which is uncommon in other 

parts of Zamfara and Kaduna, where armed bandit groups 

operate. For example, from about October 2023, in the Anka 

local government area, bandit groups reportedly sought to 

force miners to work for them on designated days in return 

for independent work on other days. The miners resisted and 

a number ceased working at the mines. The bandit groups 

agreed to requests for cash payments instead and have coex-

isted with the mining communities since.74 

Seeking to limit armed bandit groups’ financing from the gold 

sector, the federal government banned all mining activities in 

Zamfara in April 2019. However, Nigerian forces had limited 

capacity to enforce this ban, particularly as bandit groups 

restricted state access.75 Thus, bandits continued to allow 

mining in the areas under their control and levied even higher 

taxes in the wake of the bans. 

Mining communities in Zamfara reported that continuing 

mining activities in areas controlled by the bandits was pref-

erable to ceasing mining in line with the 2019 prohibition. This 

is despite the significant taxes imposed by the bandits; with 

taxation rates reaching 10%, communities perceive them as 

punitive.76 The state bans therefore   led to mining communi-

ties’ interests aligning with those of the bandits in these areas 

and the continuation of mining activities. Bandit groups such 

as JNIM thus gained both legitimacy and revenue through 

their engagement in the artisanal gold mining areas, despite 

a lack of strategic focus on gaining popularity among mining 

communities.

National parks

JNIM and the W-Arly-Pendjari Complex 
in the tri-border area of Benin, Burkina 
Faso and Niger

National parks are hubs of resource-based illicit economies 

such as the charcoal trade and are often bisected by key traf-

ficking corridors. This is particularly true when they are posi-

tioned in border areas, such as the W-Arly-Pendjari Complex 

(WAP Complex) in the north of Benin on the border with Niger 

and Burkina Faso (see Figure 4). The WAP Complex lies on 

long-standing smuggling corridors through which commodi-

ties from coastal countries, where they are typically cheaper, 

are moved into the Sahel. This offers a plethora of revenue- 

generating opportunities for armed groups.77 

The enforcement of state regulatory frameworks that criminal-

ize resource extraction from protected areas without provid-

ing viable alternatives – rendering many traditional practices 

and livelihoods illegal – has given rise to community griev-

ances around the WAP Complex and, more broadly, across the 

African continent.78 Trends towards greater securitization of 

conservation efforts in Benin through the deployment of the 

African Parks Network, a non-profit conservation organization 

known to deploy militarized approaches to securing protected 

areas, have further heightened tensions between the state, 

rangers and local communities.79 

This has created openings for non-state armed groups 

such as JNIM to gain relative legitimacy by positioning 

itself as a gatekeeper that enables community access to 



22 HOW DO ILLICIT ECONOMIES BUILD AND DEGRADE ARMED GROUP LEGITIMACY?

state-controlled resources.80 JNIM has also occasionally taxed 

some of the smuggling flows through the WAP Complex and 

relied on these illicit supply chains for critical resources – 

most importantly fuel but also foodstuffs, medicines and 

motorbikes.81

For example, JNIM has granted pastoralists access to the 

WAP Complex so that their cattle can graze in exchange for 

a flat access fee (calculated at FCFA2 000, or approximately 

US$3.30 per cattle head).82 Another way they accept payment 

is through zakat, often in the form of cattle which they then 

sell in urban markets.83 Zakat constitutes a customary income 

contribution, ordinarily paid to religious authorities in the 

area, which JNIM has usurped for its own purposes. Stepping 

into these pre-existing frameworks of authority is a way of 

formalizing the armed group’s authority over the community.

Similarly, restrictions on hunting within the WAP Complex cre-

ated conditions for alignment between the interests of some 

hunting groups and JNIM, on which the latter has capitalized. 

Hunters were a key group for JNIM’s entrenchment in the WAP 

Complex and among the first groups targeted for intelligence 

and supplies. Hunters’ activities in the WAP complex had been 

rendered illegal by growing state restrictions on hunting within 

the park, particularly when the African Parks Network became 

charged with managing Pendjari National Park in 2017 and 

W National Park (Park W) in 2020.84 (Notably, more recently 

African Parks has increased engagement with communities 

surrounding the park and enhanced relationships.) 

Since extremist groups started operating in these areas in 

2019, hunters operating in Pendjari and Park W often collab-

orated with violent extremist groups (predominantly JNIM) by 

providing them with food, other resources and intelligence.85 

For example, according to a security source, in one instance, 

a hunter from the Karimama area operating in Park W was 

provided with a mobile phone and regular credit top-ups to 

feed the violent extremist groups with information on the 

movements of the Beninese military.86 In exchange for this 

support, extremist groups allowed the hunters to continue 

operating in the protected parks. Although JNIM has demon-

strated a mixed stance on poaching, the group’s partially suc-

cessful attempts to push rangers out of the WAP Complex 

have enabled a sharp increase in the practice.87 This rela-

tionship between JNIM and hunters broke down in 2021 as 

increased pressure from state armed forces heightened the 

risks of association with violent extremists, and hunters also 

reportedly resented religious behavioural codes increasingly 

FIGURE 4 Political violence involving JNIM in the tri-border area of Benin, Niger and Burkina Faso, 2020–2023.

sourcE: ACLED data
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imposed by insurgent groups.88 Nonetheless, these entry 

points for engagement with hunting communities were cen-

tral for JNIM to successfully entrench and sustain itself in and 

around the WAP Complex.

Nigerian bandit groups: Dansadau 
Forest and other protected forested 
areas in Nigeria’s North West 
In northern Nigeria, forested areas such as protected parks 

and game reserves play a strategically important role not only 

for bandit groups but also for other armed groups operating in 

the North West region, including Ansaru. Such forested areas 

include the Rafi Forest in Zamfara state and Falgore Forest 

in Kano state (see Figure 5). Bandit camps are often located 

within forested areas, which serve as key reserve bases. 

Bandits have long used parks, including Kamuku National Park 

in Kaduna and the Dansadau Forest in Zamfara, as resourcing 

areas and bases from which to launch attacks. Such attacks 

are often launched on nearby roads (the Kaduna–Birnin 

Gwari road in Kaduna state and the Gusau–Dansadau road 

in Zamfara state, key corridors linking hubs in the North West 

region, have both been particularly vulnerable to attacks 

launched from neighbouring forested regions). National parks 

fulfil functions for armed groups beyond revenue generation 

and operational resourcing, although these remain key, partly 

through taxation of logging activities in the park.

Several forested spaces that are key to bandits’ areas of oper-

ation – including Kamuku National Park, Kanji Lake National 

Park and Dansadau Forest – are protected by laws that pro-

hibit or regulate resource extraction. Some residents living 

near several of these protected areas, such as the outskirts 

of the Dansadau Forest, rely on logging as a key source of 

their livelihood. 

Historically, limited state enforcement of such protections has 

meant that communities have had few limitations in accessing 

and extracting resources. However, as armed bandit groups 

became an increasing threat to the state and their taxation of 

the informal logging market became recognized as an import-

ant source of their financing, more emphasis has been placed 

on prohibiting logging within protected areas. In response 

to reported links between illicit timber operators and bandit 

groups, described as a ‘mutual understanding of give and take’ 

by the Zamfara state commissioner for Local Government 

and Chieftaincy Affairs, governments in Zamfara in 2019 and 

Kaduna in 2021 banned logging and the associated charcoal 

trade across local government areas affected by banditry.89 

These prohibitions were part of a wider set of restrictions 

intended to cut off revenue and operational resources flowing 

to bandit groups. It also targeted the fuel trade, which was 

rightly perceived as   the key to bandits’ mobility.90

State forces struggled to enforce restrictions on logging. 

For example, in Kaduna, where the heavily armed ban-

dits outgun forest guards, they have reportedly focussed 

instead on establishing roadblocks on roads leading out 

of Kamuku National Park to intercept trucks laden with 

illegally felled timber. This has created a lucrative system 

of extortion at these roadblocks (making taxation systems 

between bandits and state patrols at these roadblocks 

barely distinguishable).91

In the wake of the bans, bandits merely continued taxing log-

gers and farmers working agricultural land within the forested 

areas in exchange for ongoing access to the forest.92 While 

Violent extremist groups 
leverage the resource extraction 
opportunities provided by 
national parks such as Pendjari 
in Benin. © Fawaz Tairou
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bandits have not leveraged narratives of exclusion in the same 

way JNIM has, and there were no long-standing grievances 

against the state from communities relating to the manage-

ment of these protected spaces, the state bans nonetheless 

positioned such bandit groups as enablers of state-prohibited 

livelihoods. Even without the bandits seeking to govern, this 

put them in a beneficial position for gaining legitimacy vis-à-vis 

communities relative to the state. 

Community members who rely on logging from the protected 

Dansadau Forest have repeatedly said that, while they did 

not view bandit groups particularly positively, bandit control 

was preferable to that of the state because of bandits’ role 

in facilitating access to the park.93 Again, despite far more 

limited attempts to gain popularity among communities than 

in the case of JNIM, the bandit groups nevertheless gained 

legitimacy, revenue and resources simultaneously from their 

engagement in these national parks. 

FIGURE 5 Political violence involving banditry in Kaduna and Zamfara states, 2020–2023.

sourcE: ACLED data

Armed groups generate revenue by taxing illegal logging in 
national parks. Photo: Ugoji John/Wikipedia
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GROUP STRUCTURES: LEGITIMACY, VIOLENCE AND 
ILLICIT ECONOMIES

Each of the groups researched for this series had differ-
ent internal group structures and compositions, rang-

ing from the more centralized and hierarchical organiza-

tion of JNIM to the more fragmented Anglophone separa-

tist movement and the constellation of groups that make 

up the banditry landscape in Nigeria’s North West. Group 

structure shaped the groups’ use of violence against civil-

ians, how they engaged in licit and illicit economies and con-

sequent group legitimacy.94 Many of the findings supported 

traditional understandings of legitimacy, violence and ter-

ritorial control;95 namely, more organized groups and 

stronger territorial control correlated with lower levels of 

violence targeting civilians. However, the series also brought 

new insights into how more organized armed groups with 

stronger control over an area can facilitate illicit economic 

activities to foster legitimacy with local populations. 

When comparing the case studies in the series, internal 

centralization, a clear command structure between lead-

ers and armed group units, and higher levels of organiza-

tion corresponded to lower levels of civilian targeting. More 

structured groups such as JNIM, with evident governance 

aspirations, engage in violence against civilians, although 

in a targeted and predictable fashion. JNIM grew from an 

umbrella of local armed groups to a more organizationally 

cohesive armed group with a clear hierarchical structure. 

In turn, civilian targeting diminished following structural 

reforms in late 2017 and early 2018.96 Between the begin-

ning of JNIM’s process of consolidation in early 2018 and 

the end of 2023, civilian targeting by JNIM on average com-

prised a third of total political violence annually, meaning it 

carried out the lowest levels of violence targeting civilians 

when compared to Anglophone separatists in Cameroon 

and bandit groups in Nigeria. 

The disparate Anglophone separatist groups in Cameroon 

shifted from clear command structures and hierarchical 

decision-making to smaller, independent entities with ris-

ing levels of indiscriminate violence targeting civilian popu-

lations (see Figure 6). This civilian targeting diminished their 

political capacity (a capacity that they arguably lost interest 

in) and created a negative feedback loop, requiring ever-in-

creasing coercion to exert their influence in the Anglophone 

region. Their shifting civilian targeting reflected the evolv-

ing structure of the groups as far from static and chang-

ing over time. As the movement splintered into numerous 

independent armed groups, civilian targeting began to 
increase. While in 2017 – when violence in the Anglophone 
region began to escalate – civilian targeting made up 12% 
of events involving Anglophone separatists, by 2023, 
the proportion rose to 50%. The shifting violence of the 
Anglophone separatists came amidst broader organiza-
tional changes, namely a breakdown in both local and dias-
pora leadership.97 This speaks to the correlation between 
the level of organization and civilian targeting as groups’ 
structures change over time. 

While findings from the series showed some coopera-
tion and organization of armed bandits in Nigeria, bandit 
groups carry out the highest levels of civilian targeting com-
pared to JNIM or Anglophone separatists. Civilian target-
ing by bandit groups in Kaduna and Zamfara averaged 79% 
of their total violence between 2018 to 2023. The limited 
organization and collaboration within and between bandit 
groups pose high risks to local civilian populations and con-
tribute to limited efforts to build legitimacy.98 

While the relationship between organization and civilian 
targeting is important, it is also affected by additional fac-
tors such as territorial control.99 A higher degree of territo-
rial control typically results in lower levels of violence. Even 
when highly organized, civilian targeting by armed groups 
often rises during expansion into new territories or when 
facing competition from other armed groups or the state. In 
the case of JNIM, civilian targeting surged as it infiltrated the 
Est region of Burkina Faso: from 30 events in 2020 to 176 
events in 2021 – over 75% of JNIM’s total political violence 
for the year in the Est region. As JNIM consolidated control 
in this area, levels of civilian targeting decreased.

Many of the bandit groups in Nigeria do not exert territorial 
control but tend to base themselves in camps away from 
civilian populations and conduct itinerant raids.100 Without 
the need to control territory and the local population, ban-
dits carry out high levels of civilian targeting as a proportion 
of their total operations. The limited efforts to reach agree-
ments with civilian populations are often driven by reve-
nue-generating mechanisms which require collaboration 
between the bandit groups and relevant communities. In 
contrast to bandit groups and Anglophone separatist fight-
ers in recent years, JNIM tends to live among civilians and 
governs through building legitimacy and behaving less vio-
lently towards civilians.101
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The research series also highlights the ways funding strat-
egies and legitimacy must be considered alongside levels 
of territorial control. Anglophone separatist fighters ini-
tially lived among civilian populations.102 However, as sep-
aratist fighters began using kidnapping and looting to fund 
their operations, this diminished their legitimacy and fund-
ing from diaspora supporters. Separatists could no longer 
live in many populated areas without being reported to 
state forces, effectively raising the costs of controlling ter-
ritory. This led many separatist fighters to move into more 
rural areas and carry out higher levels of insurgent violence 
toward state forces and kidnapping of civilians to generate 
revenue. JNIM also tends to use kidnappings in new territo-
ries for financial gain, intelligence gathering and intimida-
tion of residents. However, after gaining a degree of control, 
kidnapping diminishes but continues at lower levels to pro-
vide JNIM with a method of forced recruitment and vetting 
of militants.103 

Structure also shapes resource sharing within groups: a 
more cohesive organizational structure permits greater 
sharing of resources, even for geographically disparate 

militants. The cohesion of JNIM across several countries 
permits the group to direct resources to where they are 
most required. Illustratively, JNIM has repeatedly funnelled 
cars it steals to operational sites where they are needed, 
often crossing national borders to do so. JNIM’s approach 
to car theft is targeted and focused almost exclusively on 
the types of cars that meet their operational needs, with a 
preference for 4x4s.104 Anglophone separatist fighters’ inte-
gration with the diaspora allowed for transnational fund-
ing and resource sharing, eventually breaking down and 
moving towards local revenue generation and competition 
between separatist fighters.

A key finding suggests that more organized armed groups 
can facilitate illicit economic activity as a way to generate 
legitimacy from local populations. In several areas, JNIM lim-
its the state’s regulation of artisanal mining or hunting and 
engage in a degree of regulating these activities and dispute 
arbitration.105 Anglophone separatists also facilitate and tax 
the smuggling of illicit fuel from Nigeria. Given the lack of 
licit fuel options in Anglophone Cameroon, the separatists’ 
permission for residents to import and sell alternative fuels 

FIGURE 6 Violence targeting civilians in Anglophone Cameroon, 2017–2023.
sourcE: ACLED data
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generates local support compared to the Yaoundé govern-
ment’s interdiction on such supplies. Although JNIM and 
Anglophone separatists still require rent to sustain their 
armed activities, this is lower than that charged by the state 
and opened up activities deemed illegal by the state, creat-
ing support from segments of the population.

In contrast to the facilitation of illicit economic activities by 
JNIM and Anglophone separatists, bandits in Nigeria similarly 
generate revenue by exerting a degree of control over mining 
sites. Yet, instead of generating legitimacy, the bandits’ lack 
of organization and extortionate fees negatively affect how 
local communities view them. For example, in the Ahrawa 
community in Maru, more than 15 distinct bandit groups 
extracted levies from local miners. This lack of coordination 
among bandits limits their capacity to generate legitimacy by 
controlling artisanal mining areas. Instead, individual profit 
maximization leads to miners ceasing operations. 

Collectively, findings from the series examined the varying 
organizational structure of armed groups, their use of vio-
lence against civilians, involvement in licit and illicit econo-
mies and the different ways of generating legitimacy. The 
research across various armed groups in West Africa pro-
vided fresh perspectives on ways armed groups can facil-
itate illicit economic activities to foster legitimacy. For an 
armed group to generate legitimacy among local popula-
tions from illicit economic activities, actors require both 
territorial control and stronger internal coordination. 
Examples from Nigeria and the Cameroonian separatist 
rebellion showed that armed group fragmentation limited 
an armed actor’s capacity to generate legitimacy due to 
coordination failures despite enabling activities considered 
illicit by the state.
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This series has underscored the importance of consider-

ing armed group legitimacy in analyzing armed groups’ 

intersections with illicit and licit economies and their 

use of violence, particularly against civilians. Understanding 

legitimacy as relating to efficiencies rather than popularity 

and therefore underpinning armed groups’ ability to operate, 

not always govern, makes legitimacy relevant and beneficial 

to armed groups with contrasting objectives. 

Armed groups’ standing in communities can be undermined 

or bolstered by their involvement in illicit economies. Given 

the benefits of legitimacy, the latter is desirable. Spaces in 

which armed groups’ goals of revenue generation, obtaining 

operational resources and building legitimacy through their 

engagement with illicit economies can align are particularly 

valuable to armed groups and dangerous to states. Illicit 

economies that fulfil key functions for armed groups and 

communities and instances in which the state’s position in 

criminalizing livelihoods is at odds with communities’ percep-

tions shape the opportunity these spaces present for armed 

groups. Understanding the functions of illicit economies for 

local communities in these spaces – and the roles they play, 

or could play, for armed groups – is thus a key step in spotting 

spaces of opportunity for armed groups. 

Considering where these characteristics manifest can help pri-

oritize areas for stabilization interventions, not only in states 

under direct threat by armed groups but also in neighbouring 

states that are vulnerable to incursion. While the framework 

above is applied to West Africa, it can provide entry points for 

prioritization in other contexts. 

Shrinking opportunities for armed groups: Rethinking 
the ‘criminal’
The formation of economic policies to determine ‘illicit’ and 

‘licit’ financial activities must consider local livelihoods. JNIM 

has gained support in northern Benin from certain local 

communities who can now use forests and parks for hunt-

ing and logging. In Cameroon, separatists have facilitated 

fuel smuggling, which brought a valuable commodity into the 

region that was in short supply. If the state determines cer-

tain activities to be illicit or restricts access to an area, it must 

also consider suitable alternatives. When illicit economies 

offer widespread livelihood opportunities to communities, 

it may be best to rethink their criminalization, prioritize the 

provision of viable alternatives, or – if no other option is avail-

able – turn a blind eye to their proliferation. The goals of sta-

bilization and shutting down illicit economies are not always 

aligned, despite persistent perceptions among policymakers, 

and this must be recognized in shaping crime-sensitive sta-

bilization interventions or determining approaches to illicit 

economies. 

Recommendations for policymakers in West Africa
In West Africa, national parks and artisanal gold mining sites 

are two key areas where regulatory frameworks may need 

consideration, alongside investment in providing alternative 

livelihoods and legitimacy-building initiatives by the state. 

Interventions should   consider how to erode resource flows 

to armed groups and bolster relative state legitimacy, which 

is a central factor shaping long-term outcomes. 
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Formalize and support or ignore the 
artisanal gold mining sector
The artisanal gold mining sector is for armed group gover-

nance in West and Central Africa what opium cultivation was 

to the Taliban in Afghanistan and coca cultivation to politi-

cal and criminal groups in Latin America – a sector in which 

state regulation is at odds with community perceptions of 

legitimacy and livelihood opportunities, at significant expense 

to the relative legitimacy of the state and armed groups.106 

Stabilization interventions across the globe have repeatedly 

failed. Seeking to prohibit economies that provide widespread 

economic benefits to communities has been a central error 

states have made that has helped legitimize alternative gover-

nance providers, even though artisanal gold mining (as opium 

and coca cultivation in other contexts) undisputedly provides 

significant revenue streams to armed groups.

State attempts to enforce restrictions on artisanal gold mining 

in West Africa without providing alternatives create spaces that 

are extremely vulnerable to armed group entrenchment and 

undermine a significant economic and stabilization opportu-

nity for the region. Artisanal gold mining is a potentially lucra-

tive livelihood in spaces with extremely scarce alternatives. 

This, together with the relatively low barriers to entry, means 

that it is well-positioned to offer communities and armed 

group members alternatives to banditry and insurgency.107

However, formalizing and supporting artisanal gold mining 

is fraught with obstacles. Formalization efforts have often 

merely increased administrative burdens on artisanal mining 

communities and yielded limited benefits. Consequently, 

where formalizing and supporting the artisanal gold mining 

sector is not feasible, it may be preferable not to intervene or 

to simply provide greater security for mining activity, limiting 

armed group presence and allowing the sector to continue, 

than to expend limited state resources on seeking to enforce 

prohibitions that can prove counter-productive. Additional 

support to limit the most harmful impacts of artisanal gold 

mining could include safety equipment, equipment to mitigate 

the most environmentally harmful processes (typically linked 

to mercury and cyanide in amalgamation processes) and edu-

cational support for underage miners.

Align community interests with 
conservation
Communities living in the corridors of national parks have 

repeatedly proven vulnerable to the infiltration of armed 

groups. Conservation goals are often at odds with livelihood 

opportunities available to communities in protected areas. 

However, compromises must be sought to accommodate 

communities living in the peripheral corridors of parks, efforts 

must be made to align incentives – including through chan-

nelling more funds generated by the park to communities – 

and flexibility is required for informal and illicit economies. 

Communities have often proved willing to adapt to restric-

tions as long as the benefit they receive from the parks is 

proportionate to the income lost from farming and grazing on 

protected land. Benefits to local communities from national 

parks must thus be consistent and evenly spread out to sup-

port them. This is difficult when the benefits of many parks 

depend on tourism, which is unlikely to resume in the foresee-

able future in areas experiencing the most chronic instability, 

including northern Benin and Nigeria. Donors contributing 

to conservation must be open to innovative schemes that 

ensure a more consistent income for residents around the 

biosphere. National parks are extremely expensive to run. 

Nevertheless, there is little prospect of preserving the area’s 

biodiversity without local support, which should be factored 

into donor planning and budgets.
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