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KEY TAKEAWAYS

e Pro-Russia sentiment has become widespread in northern Nigeria, as evidenced
by the August 2024 #EndBadGovernance movement. The movement’s initial aim of
protesting the Nigerian government’s perceived mismanagement of the economy was
overshadowed by Russian flag-bearing demonstrators shouting pro-Russia slogans.

* Russian information operations appear less targeted at Nigeria than neighboring
Sahelian countries, whose military juntas are backed by Russia. However, linguistic
and cultural ties between those countries—especially Niger—and Nigeria have resulted
in pro-Russia narratives becoming more influential among northern Nigerians.

o Nigeria’s economic weakness and pro-Russia sentiment, combined with calls for
mercenaries to counter the Islamist extremist group Boko Haram, provide openings
for Russia’s Africa Corps paramilitary group to insert itself militarily in Nigeria.
This would help Russia further its goal to replace U.S. and other Western influence
in yet another African country.

«  Growing concern in early 2026 from Nigerian officials and civil society about Nigerians,
among other Africans, being lured into fighting for Russia in Ukraine are fueling suspicions
about Russian intentions in Africa. This presents an opportunity for Nigerians to push
back against the growing pro-Russia sentiment in the country, maintaining a Nigeria
that is cooperative with the United States and its other traditional Western partners.

a Jacob Zennis an adjunct associate professor on African armed movements and violent nonstate actors at Georgetown University's Security
Studies Program, editor of The Jamestown Foundation’s Terrorism Monitor and Militant Leadership Monitor publications, and contract analyst
of the U.S. Army’s Transformation and Training Command, with a focus on transnational terrorism. Zenn authored the book, Unmasking Boko
Haram: Exploring Global Jihad in Nigeria, and holds a J.D. from Georgetown Law Center, where he was commended as a Global Law Scholar.
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INTRODUCTION

In August 2024, protests associated with the hashtag
#EndBadGovernance spread throughout northern
Nigeria® to voice discontent with the government’s
perceived economic mismanagement in light of
high inflation and rising living costs, especially
tuition fees and food and fuel prices. Such “hashtag
protests” in Nigeria are typically associated with the
United States because of the protesters’ democratic
values and use of U.S. social media platforms to
spread their message, such as the #EndSars and

#BringBackOurGirls protests.’ 2 Seemingly,
so would the youth-led #EndBadGovernance
movement, which demanded political action to
address generational economic crises, both online
and in the streets.? As one Nigerian policy analyst
stated, the protesters fielded a “basket of grievances:
chronic hunger, high unemployment, and lack
of accountability from a tone-deaf government
that has imposed a crippling austerity program
on citizens while the ruling class live in luxury.”

NIGER

oS0koto
SOKOTO

Birnin Kebbi

IAMFARA ®

BENIN

.
chuHo

KADUNA

Gulf of Guinea
Yenagoa™®

BAYELSA
Point data pulled from Armed Conflict Location & Event Data (ACLED)

accessed on 17 NOV 2025, Evens filtered to demonsirations/protests ~ -
between 1 and 10 August 2024 in Nigeria. Russian flag reports from mulfiple sources.

#EndBadGovernance Protests in Nigeria, August 2024

ED?AL A-qa
CAPITAL
TERRITORY NASSARAWA

CHAD

“Gumel

JIGAWA

BORNO

Dutse

Maiduguri

Chibok
.

BAUCHI

GOMBE

Bauchi

ADAMAWA
.Yo\a

PLATEAU

TARABA

CAMEROON

Reported protfest events 1 - 10 August 2024
Crowd size under 100 or not reported
¢ Crowd size reported between 101 and 1,000

.’} Crowd size reported over 1,000

/@ Reports of Russian flag waving

e

Figure 1: Map Depicting #EndBadGovernance Protests Throughout Nigeria in August 2024 (Source: T2COM G-2)

b The southeast region of Nigeria mostly sat out of the protests, but other southern cities, such as Port Harcourt, saw widespread protests.
Overall, however, the main protest hubs were in Kaduna and Kano in the northern region of Nigeria
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Unlike other protest movements in Nigeria,
however, this one’s initial aims were soon
overshadowed by pro-Russia marches in the
streets. Among other slogans, protestors called
for overthrowing Nigeria’s democratically elected
government.® Less than a week after the start
of the protests, when “Ten Days of Rage” were

declared, protesters bearing Russian flags, for
example, chanted for Russian President Vladimir
Putin to intervene in Nigeria, which, if realized,
would enable Russia to further expand its growing
influence from the nearby Sahel region to Africa’s
most populous nation at the expense of the United
States and its allies.®
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Figure 2: Map of Africa Corps’ Presence in the Sahel and Surrounding Countries (Source: T2COM G-2)

CONDITIONS FOR RUSSIAN
EXPANSION INTO NIGERIA

There are three main ways Russian influence,
including potentially military influence, has
expanded into Nigeria: preexisting anti-Western
sentiment in the north being channeled into
Russophilia among segments of the populations;
misinformation about so-called Russian political
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and economic models better suiting Nigeria than
Western capitalism and democracy; and Nigerian
politicians considering mercenaries—including
possibly Russia’s Africa Corps paramilitary group—
as necessary to defeat Boko Haram.
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Anti-Western Sentiment and Russophilia

Pro-Russia sentiment during #EndBadGovernance
protests is among the latest examples in northern
Nigeria of anti-Western animosity, which dates
from the colonial era and is reflected in the
exonym Boko Haram, which translates to “Western
education is blasphemous.”™ In the decade after
the terrorist attacks of 11 September 2001, for
example, Nigeria was the only country globally
where Muslims expressed more favorable (49 percent)
than unfavorable (34 percent) views of al-Qa’ida
and Usama bin Laden.”® This stemmed from
Nigerian Islamic scholars’ framing themselves as
victimized Muslims challenging the oppressive
global hegemonic system like al-Qa’ida was against
the United States, despite their actual context
of facing localized opposition to implementing
sharia from Nigerian Christians.® Within two years
of al-Qa’ida’s impact becoming apparent in Nigeria
through then-ally Boko Haram’s mass violence
starting in 2012, however, support plummeted
for al-Qa’ida and Bin Laden in Nigeria more than
anywhere else in the world by 2014.1°

Adecade later, northern Nigerians channel frustration
with the West into supporting the United States’
current geopolitical rival—Russia. For example,
as #EndBadGovernance protests were underway
in their first week, a Kaduna university professor
stated the protesters were “angry with Western
neoliberal policies,” including removing fuel
subsidies and adopting floating currency rates,
which the International Monetary Fund and World
Bank recommended. According to the professor,
protesters turned to “Russia as a political and
ideological alternative to the West, particularly
given the geopolitical conflict between them.”!!

Anorthern Nigerian trader interviewed during the
protests lamented how Western-backed sanctions
on Niger by ECOWAS, which was formerly chaired
by current Nigerian president Bola Tinubu, led to
Nigeria-Niger border closures. This undermined
bilateral trade and increased the cost of goods in
Nigeria. Some frustrated traders, who had seen
the apparent enthusiasm for the Russia-backed
coup in Niger, also joined the protests. They
reasoned that if members of their Hausa ethnic
group in Niger supported Russia, they should,
too, in Nigeria.*

Yet another protester, who was among members
of the pro-Iran Shia Islamic Movement in Nigeria,
sought to “get the attention of a global power
who was different from the Western infidels,”
while waving a Russian flag.** % This indicated
how dissatisfaction with the West was channeled
into Russophilia, albeit not necessarily because
of anything positive Russia offered. Indeed, one
analyst noted traders held the “popular but false
belief” that economic and security conditions in
Sahelian countries under Russia-backed military
rule “were improving.”*® Another protester, for
example, stated Russia “isn’t a capitalist nation” like
Nigeria. Therefore, he sought for Putin to “come to
their aid,” while another contingent of around 20
Russian flag-holding protesters called for Putin to
“rescue” them from poor economic conditions.*
This is despite data showing neither security nor
economic conditions have improved under pro-
Russia Sahelian military juntas since 2021.:

Misinformation About Russia Seeping
From the Sahel Into Nigeria

Northern Nigerian #EndBadGovernance
protesters’ pro-Russia narratives reflected Russia’s
African Initiative news agency’s information

¢ Thegroup Boko Haram identifies itself as Jama *at Ahl al-Sunna li al-Da *wa wa al-Jihad, which is Arabic for “People Committed to the Propagation
of the Prophet’s Teachings and Jihad.” The term “Boko Haram” means “Western education is blasphemous” in the Hausa language and was a term
used by some Islamic preachers opposed to the group to mock that aspect of the group’s ideology.
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dissemination.” The Sahel-focused agency, whose
chief editor is a Russian Federal Security Service
operative, portrays Russia’s impact in Africa
positively and Western democracies’ negatively.?#
For example, the agency quotes Malian officials
who claim the UK and France “use” Ukraine
to “harm the Sahel” through Kyiv’s funding of
jihadist groups. This allegedly is intended to
keep the region dependent on Western powers,
which, according to the conspiracy theory, even
designate the targets for jihadist attacks by groups
affiliated with al-Qa’ida and the Islamic State.?>?3

Pro-Russia—and Russia-dependent—Sahelian leaders
also proliferated misinformation, which contributed
to pro-Russia sentiment spreading across borders
in northern Nigeria. Niger’s post-coup military
leader since 2023, Abdourahamane Tchiani, for
example, claimed Nigerian President Tinubu’s Paris
visitin April 2025, which resulted in Nigeria receiving
French investment for critical infrastructure, was
actually for establishing French military bases in Boko
Haram’s epicenter, Borno State, to undermine Niger.
Despite Tinubu’s firm and evidence-based denials,
Tchiani’s statement also implied Nigeria under
Tinubu abandoned its longstanding position since
the Cold War against allowing foreign military bases
onits soil and that Nigeria surrendered sovereignty
to Western powers.*

Social media users, including northern Nigerian
activist Mahdi Shehu, who was subsequently
arrested for online misinformation offenses,
have also echoed the same narrative as Tchiani.
In January 2025, for example, Shehu posted
photographs of Nigerian troops in French-flagged
buses during ECOWAS’ military intervention
against al-Qa’ida’s affiliate in Maliin 2013 to allege
Tinubu, therefore, was currently in 2025—more
than 10 years later—“mortgaging” Nigeria to
France.” On the regional level, narratives of
the United States or its Western allies actively
supporting jihadist groups while publicly claiming
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to fight them reflected the same narratives that
Russia propagated regarding the United States
backing the Islamic State in Iraq and Syria and
to launch attacks in Russian territory.?® %

These rumors boosted skepticism about Western
militaries and benefitted Russia and its Sahelian
junta allies and their sympathizers in Nigeria.
Unsurprisingly, therefore, some #EndBadGovernance
protesters claimed to seek to “replicate what
happened in neighboring Niger.”28 This referred
to the coup that put Tchianiin power and resulted
in the civilian leadership’s ouster, the closure of
the U.S. military base in Niger, and the entrance
into Niger of Africa Corps. Moreover, five civil
society organizations issued a warning about
Nigeria allegedly planning to sign “military
pacts” with the United States and France. Some
#EndBadGovernance protesters also demanded
that “Tinubu step down” and expressed support
for soldiers to conduct “regime change” in Nigeria,
resembling what pro-Russia juntas have done
in Mali, Burkina Faso, and Niger since 2021.29 30

For its part, the Russian Embassy in Nigeria
officially denied any role in #EndBadGovernance
protesters using Russian “official symbols” and
pledged “noninterference” in Nigerian domestic
affairs during the height of the protests in August
2024. However, African Initiative’s Telegram
page promoted videos of #EndBadGovernance
protesters wielding Russian flags but emphasized
their sentiments developing “organically”’—as
opposed to from Russian information operations
outside the country.3' Several dozen Nigerian social
media influencers, who frequently linked to other
pro-Russia social media channels abroad, also
received, in one’s own words, “a lot of money” from
Africa Initiative to promote slogans, such as “Putin
please come and save Nigeria,” and to post videos
calling for Russia’s intervention in Nigeria just as
the #EndBadGovernance protests started.32 Nigeria
has the highest Telegram penetration in Africa and
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third highest in the world behind only Russia and
Saudi Arabia, with nearly 60 percent of Nigerian
internet users on the platform. Accordingly, Nigeria
was uniquely susceptible to not only pro-Russia
narratives from contacts with the Sahel, and
especially Niger, but also from Telegram-based
Russian information operations on social media.33

Mercenaries Back in Borno

Pro-Russia sentiment and misinformation operations
may facilitate mercenaries or private military
contractors (PMCs) to reenter Nigeria to combat
Boko Haram. This Nigerian use of PMCs has a
precedent: in 2015, after Boko Haram captured
wide swathes of territory in Nigeria’s northeast,
then-President Goodluck Jonathan deployed 150
South African mercenaries to train Nigerian soldiers
and deploy helicopters to chase Boko Haram from
towns it held. These efforts had only temporary
success as the jihadists fled into the bush and
returned once pressure subsided. Ultimately, the
South African mercenaries departed Nigeria after
only months in combat due to grievances about
nonpayment of salaries, lack of healthcare and
health insurance to cover costs for injuries, and
deaths in friendly fire, as well as controversies
over some of the mercenaries’ history of serving
for the apartheid-era South African government.34

One decade later, Boko Haram—and specifically
its Islamic State-aligned faction, the Islamic State
in West Africa Province—has reemerged even
stronger than in 2015 and controls rural areas
throughout northeastern Nigeria’s Borno State,
conducting cross-border attacks into Niger, Chad,
and Cameroon. These continued attacks led two
Borno politicians, Ahmed Jaga and Muhammed
Ali Ndume, to demand in 2024 that mercenaries
return to combat Boko Haram. Jaha, who is the
town of Chibok’s® House of Representatives

member, for example, stated the government
should hire “foreign mercenaries to confront
insecurity ravaging the country.”3% According to
Jaha, Boko Haram was almost “finished” before
the mercenaries left Nigeria in April 2015, which
necessitated their return to Nigeria again to
complete the job.36

Months later, Borno South senator, Ali Ndume,
argued mercenaries could “curb insecurity in
all hotspots across the country” as a short-
term measure, which would be consistent with
counterinsurgency measures “across the world.”"-3
According to Ndume, the mercenaries’ “equipment
and military hardware” and coordinating with
Nigeria’s military and civilian Joint Task Force,
“who understand the terrain,” would “eliminate”
Boko Haram.* Thus, despite the scandal-ridden
prior experience of mercenaries in Nigeria and
their inability to contribute to lasting gains against
Boko Haram—let alone Africa Corps’ ongoing
failings in the Sahel—Borno politicians remain
interested in mercenaries returning to Nigeria.

Neither senator specified who the mercenaries
would be, but Africa Corps is the only company
active and expanding in West Africa, especially
around Nigeria, which would make it a highly
likely option. Growing pro-Russia sentiment in
northern Nigeria, moreover, would make Africa
Corps more palatable to counter Boko Haram than
other possibilities, such as Romanians, who have
foughtin Congo.*>* Beyond Jaha’s and Ndume’s
statements, which did not represent the Borno or
federal governments’ official positions, the Nigerian
government is losing ground to Boko Haram in
the northeast, and change is urgently needed.*

Moreover, Russia is laying the groundwork for
Africa Corps’ entrance into Nigeria like it has
in other West Africa countries. According to

d Chibok is where, in April 2014, Boko Haram abducted more than 250 mostly Christian schoolgirls, whom the group’s leader declared were

now his “slaves.”
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African Initiative, for example, Africa Corps
specializes in “military-technical cooperation
and counterterrorism,” in addition to building
infrastructure and addressing humanitarian
problems.*® Typically, meetings about military-
technical cooperation and counterterrorism
agreements coincide with Africa Corps deployment
to African countries and rising Russian military
influence, including in another Nigerian neighbor,
Togo, in July 2025.# After Russian Deputy Defence
Minister and Africa Corps head, Yunus-Bek Yevkurov,
held meetings in Mali, Niger, Burkina Faso, and then,
in November 2024, Togo about deploying “military
instructors”—referring to Africa Corps—to those
countries, Yevkurov also met in Abuja with Chief
of Defence Staff, Christopher Musa. According to
the Russian Embassy in Abuja, Yevkurov and Musa
“expressed satisfaction with the development
of bilateral military-technical cooperation” and
planned to expand their partnership.* Yevkurov was
also present at a subsequent a meeting between
Musa and Yevkurov’s boss, Defence Minister
Andrey Belousov, in Moscow in May 2025.%¢ At the
meeting, Belousov asserted Russia’s preparedness
to assist Nigeria’s army through “military-technical
cooperation agreements” and noted Nigeria could
benefit from Russian “technical and logistical
support.” It would be hard to draw any other
conclusion but that Russia has opened the door
to Nigeria’s government acting upon Jaha’s and
Ali Ndume’s recommendations and to insert Africa
Corps into Nigeria anytime.

CONCLUSION

A Russian military presence in Nigeria following
its Sahelian model could have a negative impact
on Nigeria similar to the way the Sahel has only
become further destabilized since 2023 when
Africa Corps entered the region, ostensibly
to fight terrorism.*® Africa Corps’ military-
technical cooperation would support Nigerian
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counterinsurgency operations, but with little
discrimination between civilians and combatants.
Like in the Sahel, this would counterproductively
drive recruitment to Boko Haram.

Moreover, Africa Corps’illicit resource extraction
could undermine the Nigerian state’s legitimacy,
especially when the economic situation is already
dire, and further enable Russia to continue to
evade sanctions and fund its war in Ukraine
and gray zone operations in countries it seeks
to undermine. If Africa Corps’ modus operandi
elsewhere in Africa is applied to Nigeria, it could
further undermine Nigerian security, strain
its relationship with the United States, lead to
increased threats to U.S. and Western citizens, and
jeopardize U.S. economic interests in the country.
In addition, Nigeria’s Christian population, which
has suffered not only from Boko Haram in its
northeastern Nigerian heartland, but also allied
groups of bandits throughout the country that
have targeted churches and their worshippers,
would come under increased threat.

Nigeria, however, is showing signs of adopting
measures to resist attempts by Russia to achieve
objectives in Nigeria like it has in the Sahel. For
one, the Nigerian government and civil society
groups in late 2025 and early 2026 have begun to
spread awareness of how Russian misinformation
has resulted in Nigerians, among other Africans,
joining the Russian war in Ukraine, where they
have received false promises of high salaries only
to die quickly on the battlefield without sufficient
training or compensation to their families back
home.*> %% In addition, rather than punishing
and alienating more than 100 youths who were
reportedly paid to hold Russian flags during
the #EndBadGovernance protests, the Nigerian
government has dropped charges against them
and has committed to “rehabilitate” them.*
These two cases demonstrate that the expansion
of Russian military and information influence
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throughout the Sahel and in Nigeria is preventable.
The Nigerian government, civil society, and media
can all play a role in maintaining a Nigeria that is
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