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Executive Summary
Over a decade of violent conflict in the Lake Chad Basin region has had profoundly gendered 
effects. People of all genders have been concurrently involved in the conflict, either voluntarily 
or forced, most notably as part of community militias or groups such as Jama’atu Ahl al-Sunna 
li-l-Da‘wa wa-l-Jihad ( JASDJ), Islamic State West Africa Province (ISWAP) and similar groups. 

The International Organization for Migration (IOM), which engages in interventions focused 
on disengagement, disassociation, reintegration and reconciliation (DDRR) recognizes that a 
gender-transformative approach, supported by a proper analysis, is essential. Taking a qualitative 
methods approach that draws on data collected in interviews with 50 people (17 women 
and 33 men) in communities across the Région du Lac and N’Ddjamena, this study examined 
gender dynamics around the DDRR process in Chad and formulated recommendations to 
enable gender transformation. This executive summary presents the study’s key findings.     

Approaches to disengagement, disassociation, 
reintegration and reconciliation
DDRR in policy. The study found that Chad lacks a published DDRR policy, but that some 
mechanisms, such as a steering committee of ministries involved in and relevant to the DDRR 
process were already in place. Moreover, some people associated with JASDJ, ISWAP and related 
groups had already decided to disengage and return to communities, with some standardization 
to the government response. However, few actions were taken to persuade them to leave these 
groups and to orient them about the DDRR process. Indeed, the suspicion that their friends, 
neighbours and relatives faced had led to a fraying of ties that made community outreach 
difficult. 

DDRR in practice. In the absence of sustained outreach, people either came across 
security agents in their process of leaving the group directly or were transferred into custody 
by their bulama1 upon returning to their communities. Efforts had been made to socialize 
judicial and DDRR approaches among security agencies and develop a standard process of 
screening. Women tended to be categorized as “low-risk”, with very few of them referred for 
prosecution. The system did not seem to consider the variety of factors that led to association 
with these groups, that the nature of women’s and men’s association with armed groups fell on 
a spectrum from forced to voluntary, with people moving along the spectrum over time, and 
that “voluntary” can have a variety of interpretations. Additionally, screening processes did not 
require women investigators and interpreters, involve human rights agencies or specialists in 
gender-based violence (GBV), or provide gender training to those involved. In addition, women 
with their children tended to be returned to their communities faster, in order to subject 
them to less suffering. Unaccompanied children were transferred to a Centre for Transit and 
Orientation (CTO) while family reunification efforts were being made.

In general, interventions supporting people formerly associated with JASDJ, ISWAP and related 
groups were largely patchy, insufficient and did not take holistic approaches. Community 
engagement activities tended to be driven by (male) government officials and community leaders.  

1 Bulamas and lawans are designated community leaders.
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Experiences and perspectives of people associated 
with armed groups
Experiences with armed groups. Association with armed groups fell on a spectrum between 
forced and voluntary. While there were many similarities in the nature and circumstances of 
women’s versus men’s association with JASDJ, ISWAP and related groups, there were also 
key differences. For example, a large number of women were abducted and forced to join or 
somewhat coerced due to decisions made by male relatives. 

Once associated with one of these groups, people’s lived realities depended on its changing 
fortunes. Gender power dynamics limited women’s agency to refuse association and make 
their own choices separate from their husbands. Those who had been abducted often lived in 
fear and were maltreated. Women and girls were forced to marry, with a subsequent marriage 
arranged for a woman or girl after her husband’s death. They were particularly bitter about strict 
restrictions on their freedom of movement and the isolation to which they were subjected. 
This controlling behaviour, which includes wives’ forced isolation and economic abuse, were 
standard practices that all married couples were required to observe. Women and girls were 
under their husbands’ control and, thus, had no autonomy. Moreover, women’s power, status 
and options depended on those of their husbands, with wives of higher-ranking leaders seen 
to have better experiences. Conversely, men and boys had greater freedom of movement and 
access to women and spent their time engaging in livelihood activities and/or fighting. These 
realities were in line with the gendered narratives that formed a significant part of religious 
preaching and indoctrination. There were also significant power dynamics between men and 
between women in armed groups, and respondents spoke about strict hierarchies, use and 
abuse of power, and strict punishments.

No respondent spoke of sustained attempts to persuade them to leave armed groups and 
return to their communities. Leaving was easier for men, who became associated to armed 
groups of their own volition, and those who had power. It was more difficult for women to 
leave because while men moved about freely, women were subjected to forced seclusion, 
and any woman seen outside her house in the camps fell under suspicion. Some respondents 
were forced to leave family members behind, either because they had become separated from 
one another or because they genuinely believed in their group’s mission and did not want to 
leave. Women strategized and worked with others to escape their armed group, as well as 
their fighter-husbands (with whom they were in forced marriages). People also made strategic 
decisions to leave one armed group for another, hoping conditions would be better in the 
new group or seeing this step as a stepping-stone to eventually depart from armed groups 
altogether. Upon leaving, they came into contact with government authorities directly or 
through community leaders.

Perceptions by others. Upon reintegration, returnee respondents shared how communities 
had generally supported and accepted them. Levels of acceptance varied depending on a 
particular returnee’s background and past experiences, as well as those of community members. 
Government officials largely viewed returnee women as victims, even though they had changed 
their perception to some extent due to the phenomenon of person-borne improvised explosive 
device (PBIED) attacks, which were often carried out by women and girls. Respondents working 
for NGOs and United Nations agencies understood the roles that women could play in armed 
groups but tended to see them predominantly as victims. Those who were from Chad were 
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aware of DDRR that had taken place in other parts of the country but were unsure about how 
it could take place in the Région du Lac in the absence of an organized group with whom the 
Government can work.

Current needs and realities. People formerly associated with armed groups (i.e. anciens 
associés) needed security, decent livelihoods and sustainable incomes. Experiences of economic 
hardship were gendered. Men found it difficult to meet breadwinner masculinity norms, while 
women were barred from certain income-generating activities. Further, facilitating divorce for 
women and girls married to men associated with armed groups who wanted it was critical but 
not systematically done. There was also a risk of unsafe abortion for women formerly associated 
with armed groups. As a result of their experiences, people had gendered psychological support 
needs shaped by their role within their armed group, but there was very little assistance in place 
to meet those needs. They also continued to live with the impacts of the gendered narratives 
they received, with women saying they continued to be under the power of their husbands, who 
decided how much autonomy they had. As many girls and women had been subjected to GBV, 
a closer relationship between DDRR and GBV actors was needed. Finally, social reintegration 
and improving social cohesion were areas that required more focused intervention.

Experiences and perspectives of victims and 
survivors of violence2

Needs and realities. The primary need expressed by most respondents was for security 
to enable certain stability of life. Their livelihoods had been gravely affected by insecurity and 
government measures that restricted the areas to which they could go to farm, fish, graze and 
trade.

Sensitization and outreach efforts. Community engagement had largely been one-off,  
top–down and male-led. It aimed to persuade community members to accept individuals 
formerly associated with armed groups, rather than hearing and responding to their 
perspectives. The patchy nature of outreach efforts meant that many respondents had little 
to no up-to-date knowledge about the DDRR process. At any rate, reconciliation and pardon 
ceremonies had taken place in some communities.

Perceptions of the DDRR process. Due to their desire for an end to violent conflict, there 
was widespread acceptance of the need for DDRR approaches, even among those negatively 
oriented towards people formerly associated with armed groups. However, understanding of 
the need for an exit pathway for individuals to leave armed groups – in order, ultimately, to 
ensure peace – did not necessarily mean consent to coexistence with them. Even if respondents 
were living side by side with people formerly associated with armed groups, there was 
frequently little interaction, particularly if they were from non-Buduma communities. There 
was a significant risk of DDRR making Buduma–Kanembu tensions worse. There was also a risk 
of the DDRR process exacerbating social exclusion dynamics around caste. Indeed, levels of 
acceptance and social cohesion varied between communities. Respondents also had different 
perceptions based on the particular person’s age, gender, means of association and role in the 
armed group. Their own past experiences and suffering played a role in shaping their responses. 
Living among people who had caused them harm could lead to substantial mental anguish. Yet 

2 This language is cognizant of the fact that some people refer to themselves as victims while others refer to themselves as survivors. It is used to 
make the research more inclusive of different people’s approaches to their own experiences. 
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relationships could change over time as a result of community-driven efforts. Preconditions 
needed to enable community acceptance included: (a) proper community engagement and 
communications about developments and plans; (b) people formerly associated with armed 
groups undergoing a government programme and the assurance that they had “mended their 
ways” and would no longer be a threat to the community; (c) change(s) in material conditions, 
improved security and livelihood assistance for both community members and people 
undergoing DDRR; and (d) admission of wrongdoing, apology and asking for pardon as part of 
the process of reconciliation and healing.   

Women’s participation in the DDRR process
Women’s participation in DDRR should be seen within the framework of the broader 
gender context. Gender power dynamics determined individuals’ status and power. Both 
community leadership and government institutions tended to be dominated by men, with 
women largely excluded from and marginalized in decision-making. These dynamics were 
changing to some extent due to the work of women’s rights activists and their allies engaging 
with communities to change these social norms. Women had also made some promising 
progress in terms of engaging in the DDRR process and on issues of gender equality. However, 
financial and other forms of support to women’s rights organizations and associations tended 
to be short-term and on a small scale. Moreover, women and women’s associations were largely 
excluded from government DDRR decision-making and practice. They were not meaningfully 
included in policy formulation and development, and there had been few attempts as yet to 
analyse what a truly gender transformational approach to DDRR would look like and put it in 
place. 

(Please see 8. Conclusion and recommendations at the end of this report.)

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
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1. Introduction
The Lake Chad Basin region has seen over a decade of violent conflict which, as of September 
2021, had led to 10.6 million people in need of assistance, 2.8 million people internally 
displaced, and 400,000 children severely malnourished.3 The conflict has profoundly gendered 
effects, with many men arbitrarily arrested, subjected to prolonged detention without trial and 
extrajudicially killed. Meanwhile, women are often left behind to negotiate with armed actors 
their own safety and well-being, as well as those of their children and elders. They have to 
strategize how to keep families secure, fed and sheltered, while also being more likely to be 
subjected to gender-based violence (GBV).

Moreover, people of all genders have been involved in the conflict, either voluntarily or forced 
and most notably in community militias or groups such as Jama’atu Ahl al-Sunna li-l-Da‘wa wa-
l-Jihad ( JASDJ), Islamic State West Africa Province (ISWAP) and similar groups. Yet policy and 
practice continue to be based on gender stereotypes, tending to view most men as active agents 
and perpetrators while viewing most women as passive victims of violence. Furthermore, the 
voices and perspectives of women, including those working for women’s rights organizations, 
and survivors of all genders are often not sufficiently integrated into decision-making processes, 
which makes it even harder for these stereotypes to change and for actions to be responsive 
to their needs. 

IOM, which engages in interventions focused on disengagement, disassociation, reintegration 
and Reconciliation (DDRR), recognizes that a gender-transformative approach, supported by a 
proper analysis, is essential. Building on previous desk research and data collection in Cameroon 
and Chad in December 2019 and February 2020, respectively, this study deepened analysis 
gleaned to date and formulated recommendations to enable gender transformation. 

The specific research questions were as follows:

(1) What are the approaches DDRR policy and programming currently undertaken 
towards gender? How have these approaches evolved?

(2) How does gender affect the perceptions by others and experiences of people 
previously associated with Jama’atu Ahl al-Sunna li-l-Da‘wa wa-l-Jihad ( JASDJ), Islamic 
State West Africa Province (ISWAP) and similar groups during the DDRR process?

(3) To what extent do DDRR policy and programming address and integrate the needs, 
realities and perspectives of victims and survivors, including through the recognition 
that many people associated with Jama’atu Ahl al-Sunna li-l-Da‘wa wa-l-Jihad ( JASDJ), 
Islamic State West Africa Province (ISWAP) and similar groups do not easily fit the 
perpetrator–victim binary?

(4) To what extent do women and women’s organizations meaningfully participate in the 
design, implementation and evaluation of all aspects of DDRR policy and programming 
and how can such participation be improved?

(5) What entry points exist to enable DDRR policy and programming to be more gender-
transformative?

3 United Nations Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA), “Lake Chad Basin: Humanitarian Snapshot” (as of 22 September), 
infosheet (Geneva, 2021). Available at www.humanitarianresponse.info/en/operations/west-and-central-africa/infographic/lake-chad-basin-
humanitarian-snapshot-22-september.

https://www.humanitarianresponse.info/en/operations/west-and-central-africa/infographic/lake-chad-basin-humanitarian-snapshot-22-september
https://www.humanitarianresponse.info/en/operations/west-and-central-africa/infographic/lake-chad-basin-humanitarian-snapshot-22-september
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After briefly providing context and explaining the methodology, this report addresses these 
research questions in turn. It starts by outlining the approaches that DDRR policy and practice 
take before studying the experiences and perspectives of people associated with armed groups 
and victims and survivors of violence. It continues by examining women’s participation in the 
DDRR process, before ending with conclusions and recommendations for action. (Note that 
this report presents findings and recommendations pertaining specifically to Chad. Please refer 
to the Niger report4 for insights related to the Niger.) 

4 IOM, Gendered Dimensions of Disengagement, Disassociation, Reintegration and Reconciliation: The Niger (Geneva, 2022).

INTRODUCTION
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2. Context
Even before the conflict, the Lake Chad Basin region had some of the worst social development 
indicators globally, especially for women and girls. The region experienced inadequate public 
service provision, underdevelopment and weak governance, particularly in rural areas and in 
the islands of Lake Chad. The years of violence further impacted access to education, health 
care and other services in rural areas while having devastating impacts on jobs and livelihoods, 
mental health and well-being and family structures, and have led to high levels of death, disability, 
displacement, injury, sexual violence and other human rights violations. 

The conflict started in north-eastern Nigeria and spread across borders to neighbouring 
countries. Root causes include a fall in economic prospects, living standards and wage growth 
from the 1970s onwards, heightened by economic reforms introduced in the 1980s following 
the International Monetary Fund (IMF) and World Bank’s prescribed structural adjustment 
programme, as well as higher levels of inequality, corruption, religious intolerance and 
fundamentalism5 against a backdrop of major political shifts in Nigeria with the re-establishment 
of a democratic system of governance in 1999, the adoption of sharia codes shortly afterwards, 
and the often violent and unethical nature of political contestation, particularly around election 
season.6 Harnessing widespread public critique, Mohammed Yusuf, an Islamic scholar who 
preached against social immorality and the corruption and inequality of “Western” democracy 
and linked institutions, including schools and the civil service,7 garnered widespread popularity 
in Maiduguri, the capital of Borno State in north-eastern Nigeria. Due to links and relationships 
across the region, there was a history of boys and young men coming to Maiduguri and other 
areas of Nigeria for Islamic study from Cameroon, Chad and the Niger, such that people across 
the region were exposed to such narratives during this time. 

Increasing tensions with the Borno State Government led to attacks against Christians and 
Christian churches and police stations by Yusuf’s group in July 2009, followed by the injuring and 
killing of hundreds of his followers, as well as Yusuf himself, by security agents.8 His remaining 
followers went underground, strategized and returned to public notice, calling themselves 
“Jama’atu Ahl al-Sunna li-l-Da‘wa wa-l-Jihad” (JASDJ), which translates to “People Committed 
to the Propagation of the Prophet’s Teachings and Jihad”, but often referred to by the media 
as Boko Haram. JASDJ became increasingly violent while Nigerian security agencies engaged 
in collective “punishment” against communities blamed for not identifying its members. Over 
2013 and 2014, JASDJ captured much of Borno’s territory, portions of the neighbouring states 
of Adamawa and Yobe, and spread into neighbouring Cameroon, Chad and the Niger. The 
conflict was brought to national and international prominence by these events, in addition to 
the April 2014 abduction of almost 300 schoolgirls from Chibok, which was the most well 
known of such incidents. 

5 The term religious fundamentalism is used here as distinct from religious conservatism and to signify the project, whereby those engaged in it 
construct tradition in a way that is highly selective, at the same time dogmatically insisting that their reconstructions of sacred text are sacred 
and therefore cannot be questioned (Stephen Cowden and Gita Sahgal, “Why fundamentalism?”, Feminist Dissent, 2:7–39 (2017)). They deny 
“the possibility of interpretation and reinterpretation even while its adherents engage in both and note the importance of control over women’s 
bodies, sexuality and rigid gender norms” (Karima Bennoune, Your Fatwa Does Not Apply Here: Untold Stories from the Fight against Muslim 
Fundamentalism, (New York, Norton Books, 2016), p. 16).

6 For more details, see: Abdul Raufu Mustapha and Kate Meagher (eds.), Overcoming Boko Haram: Faith, Society and Islamic Radicalization in Northern 
Nigeria, (Melton, United Kingdom, James Currey, 2020); Alex Thurston, Boko Haram: History of an African Jihadist Movement (Princeton, New 
Jersey, Princeton University Press, 2017).

7 Abdulbasit Kassim and Michael Nwankpa, The Boko Haram Reader: From Nigerian Preachers to the Islamic State, (London, Hurst and Co., 2018).
8 Alex Thurston, Boko Haram (see footnote 5).
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In response, the countries of the region formed the Multi-National Joint Task Force, which, 
working with community militias, recovered some of the captured territory. However, while 
JASDJ had used Cameroon, Chad and the Niger as bases to refuel and rest after previous 
operations in Nigeria, the involvement of the security agencies of these countries heightened 
insecurity with JASDJ, which is now engaging in attacks against civilians and security forces alike 
across Lake Chad Basin, including in the Niger’s Diffa Region from early 2015 onwards.

In 2016, JASDJ allied with the Islamic State of Iraq and the Levant (ISIL) and split into two 
distinctive groups, largely as a result of disagreements over whether the targeting of Muslim 
civilians was permitted under opposing interpretations of Islam and the harshness of punishment 
levied against members for infractions of rules. A new group, Wilayat al Islamiyya Gharb Afriqiyyah 
(which translates to “Islamic State West African Province” (ISWAP)), was formed. Its objective 
was to focus on security agents and those who support them, rather than the indiscriminate 
targeting of civilians and it sought to distinguish itself from JASDJ by justifying its actions with 
doctrinal explanations.9

In June 2021, ISWAP confirmed the killing of Abubakar Shekau, the leader of JASDJ, on the 
orders of the interim leader of ISIL.10 At the time of this report’s writing, the implications of 
this event are still developing, with many people associated with JASDJ surrendering,11 while 
others, particularly those in the Niger, launch attacks on ISWAP.12 Concurrently, rising water 
levels in Lake Chad were said by respondents to be leading to displacement of those living in 
the islands, particularly as they were also causing displacement of the armed groups. Moreover, 
Chad has seen political turbulence in recent months following the death of President Idriss 
Déby from wounds sustained in combat in April 2021, the dissolution of Parliament and the 
establishment of a transitional military council led by Mahamat Idriss Déby Itno, his son, and 
protests demanding for a return to civilian rule. 

The countries of the region have put in place a range of efforts, including encouraging people 
associated with JASDJ, ISWAP and related groups to leave them. The Lake Chad conflict is 
just one of the many conflicts in Chadian territory, with the country having experienced the 
spillover effects of wars in neighbouring Central African Republic, Libya, the Niger, Nigeria 
and the Sudan, as well as the results of internal turmoil for decades. As will be explored in 
Chapter 4, while there is a process in place, the Government has yet to publish a policy or 
strategy pertaining to DDRR, there is little outreach conducted to encourage those associated 
with armed groups to leave those groups, and modest efforts at community engagement. At 
any rate, Chad has a history of reaching out to armed groups in its territory to persuade them 
to disarm and reintegrate into society, even though such efforts have not always been framed 
as DDRR, and it is important to distinguish the different types of DDRR that may take place 
simultaneously in Chadian territory.

9 Daily Trust, “ISWAP’s execution of aid workers”, editorial, 28 July 2020. Available at https://allafrica.com/stories/202007280071.html (republished).
10 Jason Burke, “Boko Haram leader killed on direct orders of Islamic State”, The Guardian, 7 June 2021. Available at www.theguardian.com/

world/2021/jun/07/boko-haram-leader-abubakar-shekau-killed-on-direct-orders-of-islamic-state.
11 Ruth Maclean and Ismail Alfa, “Thousands of Boko Haram members surrendered. They moved in next door”, The New York Times, 23 September 

2021. Available at www.nytimes.com/2021/09/23/world/africa/boko-haram-surrender.html.
12 Ahmad Salkida, “ISWAP confirms Shekau’s death, says its fighters were following ISIS orders”, HumAngle, 5 June 2021. Available at https://

humanglemedia.com/iswap-confirms-shekaus-death-says-its-fighters-were-following-isis-orders.

CONTEXT

https://allafrica.com/stories/202007280071.html
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2021/jun/07/boko-haram-leader-abubakar-shekau-killed-on-direct-orders-of-islamic-state
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2021/jun/07/boko-haram-leader-abubakar-shekau-killed-on-direct-orders-of-islamic-state
https://www.nytimes.com/2021/09/23/world/africa/boko-haram-surrender.html
https://humanglemedia.com/iswap-confirms-shekaus-death-says-its-fighters-were-following-isis-orders/
https://humanglemedia.com/iswap-confirms-shekaus-death-says-its-fighters-were-following-isis-orders/
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3. Methodology
The principles of conflict sensitivity, gender transformation and social inclusion, which are seen as 
mutually reinforcing, guided the research. Initial discussions reflected on the dynamics between 
conflict and gender in the research locations and how to better ensure conflict sensitivity 
in ways relevant to different local contexts. Tools were designed and delivered in a conflict- 
and gender-sensitive manner to not only “do no harm” but also “do more good”, aiming to 
ensure the research process had positive impacts on conflict and gender dynamics, including 
by integrating appreciative inquiry. Moreover, given that the research aimed to contribute to 
the transformation of unequal gender power relations and tackle the root causes of gender 
inequality, awareness of and sensitivity to gender dynamics was particularly integral. The study 
took intersectional feminist approaches – as such, it integrated analysis of other axes of social 
exclusion and examined how gender interrelates with other identities – to inform its research 
methodology, tool selection and design, coding, and analysis.

This study used a qualitative methods approach, drawing on a desk study conducted from July 
to November 2019 and further literature produced in the last two years, and data collected 
through one-on-one interviews in communities across the Région du Lac and N’Djamena held 
over a two-week period in October and November 2021.13 Given the sensitive nature of 
the subject matter and the risks of causing harm, focus group discussions (FGDs) were not 
held. As Table 1 shows, researchers interviewed 11 people (5 women and 6 men) formerly 
associated with armed groups, 12 (7 women and 5 men) community members, 4 (all male) 
designated community or religious leaders, 6 (1 woman and 5 men) government officials and 
16 representatives (4 women and 12 men) of relevant national, international NGOs and United 
Nations agencies. Further, a (male) imam who worked in the Goudoumaria Centre and a man 
who worked with the military on outreach were also interviewed. While gender parity among 
respondents was achievable for community members and people formerly associated with armed 
groups, it was impossible to achieve in other categories, as the nature of gender power dynamics 
in the Niger means that positions in community leadership, government ministries, NGOs and 
United Nations agencies are dominated by men, even in posts related to women’s rights.

Table 1. Study respondent composition

Respondent category Women Men Total
People formerly associated with armed groups 6 8 14
Community members 8 8 16
Designated community and religious leaders 0 4 4
Government officials 1 2 3
Security agents 0 2 2
Staff of national and international NGOs and United 
Nations agencies 

2 9 11

Total 17 33 50

Purposive sampling aimed to find respondents across a range of ages, with the youngest respondent 
aged 25 years and the oldest aged 70 years, and representing a number of different pathways 
to association and disassociation (among the respondent category of people associated with 
armed groups). The research methodology encouraged research participants, especially young 
people and others who often experience social exclusion, to feel comfortable with the research 
process and be empowered to discuss sensitive issues. Researchers explained the purpose of 

13 A semi-structured interview guide (qualitative research) was used.
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the interview, allowed participants the opportunity to ask questions, and put them at ease. The 
interview started with researchers asking respondents to tell their stories, allowing them to begin 
on their own terms, and deciding the content and extent to which they wished to share. 

Interviews were conducted in Arabic, Buduma, English, French, Kanuri and Kanembu. Excerpts 
from respondents’ statements, originally made in other languages and translated into English, are 
featured in this report serve as stylistic devices (the original language is indicated in footnotes). 
Notes were taken contemporaneously, with interviews with audio recordings serving as a 
reference point when needed. These notes were analysed and coded using a grounded theory 
approach.14 Following the development of a draft report, findings were presented to key actors 
for validation at a workshop held in February 2022. Feedback at this workshop, as well as 
written comments from IOM colleagues were subsequently addressed.

The study followed a robust ethical approach and put systems in place to ensure the highest 
standards were adhered to at all times by making sure that:

(a) The research study was ethical from a local perspective, as well as being in line with 
externally produced international ethical codes and guidelines.

(b) Respondents were clear about research aims and what involvement meant for them in 
terms of risks and benefits and were asked their informed consent.

(c) Respondents received adequate support during the research process to participate fully.
(d) Personal information was treated sensitively and confidentially, and anonymity was 

preserved (subject to defined limits, e.g. as regards child protection concerns). 
(e) How respondents’ participation in research impacts on their position within their 

families and communities was considered, with actions taken to mitigate the risk of 
negative consequences, including stigmatization. 

(f) Existing referral pathways were known to researchers so they could be used to support 
respondents who became distressed or traumatized during interviews or who disclosed 
experiences of violence and needed services. (No referrals were ultimately made.)

Research limitations include issues of security and access that restricted the locations the 
research team15 was able to reach. For example, it was not possible to conduct interviews on 
the islands of Lake Chad or in border areas. Moreover, the COVID-19 pandemic and related 
requirements to quarantine and undergo testing prior to and after travel added to existing 
limitations as regards time and budget, which constrained the time in Diffa Region to only six 
full days, affecting the number of people the research team could interview and therefore the 
quantity of data. During data collection, it was also not possible to interview members of the 
steering committee on DDRR, as they were in Nigeria on work-related travel. 

Furthermore, finding respondents who were formerly associated with armed groups proved 
difficult. Significant time was spent gaining their trust and confidence – as well as those of the 
authorities and communities. As a result, this category of respondents was limited to those 
known to authorities and willing to meet with the research team at short notice. If the team 
had more time in the region, it may have been possible for the researchers to use snowball 
sampling and other techniques to gain the trust and confidence of others who may have had 
very different perspectives from those interviewed. Additional time would have also made 
possible the participation of more women active in civil society, as the period allotted for 
data collection included a weekend, during which many women contacted were unavailable. 
Moreover, in Baga Sola and other communities, it was not possible to find a woman interpreter 
who spoke Buduma. As a result, interviews with Buduma-speaking women were conducted 
with a male interpreter, thereby restricting the types of questions it was possible to ask, as well 
as the content and depth (and, thus, the quality) of answers received, as respondents could not 
disclose certain information in the presence of men owing to cultural norms. 

14 Grounded theory is a process whereby data gathered is used as basis for the formulation of new theoretical concepts.
15 The research team consisted of one researcher and several translators.
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4. DDRR approaches
This chapter first presents the research findings, looking at the approaches to DDRR currently 
taken, then subsequently examines the experiences and perspectives of respondents. The 
discussion starts with policy before examining what takes place in practice. 

Chad lacked a published DDRR policy, which made it difficult to get a thorough understanding 
of the approach taken. United Nations staff respondents reported that the Government had a 
draft policy but that it had not been shared. and the process to date had not been consultative 
with civil society, including actors from the Région du Lac. However, some relevant legislation 
and decrees have been passed in recent years. Law 003/PR/2020 examined terrorism and 
revised previous legislation to take the needs of so-called “children associated with armed 
forces and armed groups” (CAAFAGs) into account. Law 003/PR/2021 of March 2021 provided 
the Police Judiciaire with legal status. 

Although Chad is still in the early stages of DDRR policy formulation, there ware already some 
mechanisms in place. A steering committee, headed by the Ministry of Justice and comprising 
representatives of eight ministries and the prosecutor, has the objective of demobilizing and 
reintegrating people into society. Each plays a defined role in this process – for example, the 
Office of the Prosecutor determines, after screening by the Police Judiciare, if people are to 
be prosecuted by the justice system. Government respondents said that the experience of 
Cameroon, the Niger and Nigeria has been useful in thinking through how to develop DDRR 
policy and practice in Chad.

In the absence of a published policy, people associated with JASDJ, ISWAP and related groups 
decided to disengage and return to communities, and there was some standardization to 
the government response. Given the difficulties of gaining an overview of policy due to the 
absence of a published document, the account in this report is based on interviews conducted 
with government officials, representatives of NGOs and United Nations agencies, community 
members and people formerly associated with JASDJ, ISWAP and related groups.16 

Few actions were taken to reach out to people associated with JASDJ, ISWAP and related 
groups to persuade them to leave these groups and orient them about the DDRR process. 
A military respondent spoke of how soldiers asked civilians they encountered on the islands 
of Lake Chad during operations to speak with their relatives and friends in JASDJ, ISWAP and 
related groups and encourage them to leave: “We tell communities to pass on information 
to their family members that “the State is for you” and you should come back.”17 However, 
apart from such actions, there were no concerted government strategic communications or 
community efforts in place. 

Indeed, the suspicion that friends, neighbours and relatives of people assumed to have joined 
JASDJ, ISWAP and related groups faced had led to a fraying of ties that made community 
outreach difficult. As a (male) community leader said, “Even if we call them, the State does 
not like it and considers us their accomplices. If they call us, we have to inform the State or 
we would be considered as Boko Haram. So there is no communication and we are not able 
to sensitize them. People would [like to] come back [to their communities] but are worried 

16 This account is line with other research on this issue such as that presented in: Fonteh Akum, Remadji Hoinathy and Malik Samuel, “Managing 
the journey out of violent extremism in the Lake Chad Basin”, report (Pretoria, Institute for Security Studies, 2021).

17 Interview (in Arabic) with a male military commander (respondent no. 46), conducted in Baga Sola in November 2021.
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about being killed, imprisoned and being prosecuted.”18 A (male) security agent confirmed this 
assessment, stating that “people are scared to call people in Boko Haram as they themselves 
will be suspected”19 and that government sanctions and encouragement were needed before 
civilians could feel comfortable to conduct outreach. Moreover, women and men formerly 
associated with these groups claimed it would be easy to reach their erstwhile colleagues if they 
were given telephones and permission to do so. One of these women said, “If possible, I would 
like to talk with the women there to say that we were told it was a paradise there and they 
have [taught] bad ideas to us, so it is better to come back and live with your parents than to live 
in the bush. I recommend reaching them via telephone. If the Government grants [the request 
to interview returnees], as it is forbidden to speak with them, we could reach out to them.”20 

Respondents formerly associated with JASDJ, ISWAP and related groups shared how they either 
came across security agents in the process of leaving the group directly or were transferred 
to the custody of their bulama21 upon returning to their communities. They often contacted 
someone they knew in the community to ask them to convey to the bulama that they wanted 
to leave the armed group, with this information passed on to security agencies. When they 
arrived in their communities, they were picked up by security agents for interrogation. While 
both women and men were questioned, interviews with men of fighting age were generally 
longer and more extensive, with focus on their actions and experiences while with armed 
groups. 

Efforts had been made to socialize judicial and DDRR approaches among security agencies and 
develop a standardized process of screening people formerly associated with JASDJ, ISWAP 
and other groups. Government officials, security agents and United Nations staff respondents 
described the work done to sensitize security agencies on human rights and the need for 
an array of methods beyond kinetic warfare. Inter-service training on counter-terrorism 
for representatives from the military, the Counter-Terrorism Unit and the Police Judiciaire, 
provided information on Chadian legislation on terrorism, human rights standards and relevant 
procedures in place. Furthermore, IOM had supported the Government of Chad in developing 
a questionnaire, to be administered by security agents, and training on how to administer it 
so that there was a uniform approach to deal with people formerly associated with armed 
groups and judge if they were to be prosecuted or reintegrated into society. As of the time of 
data collection, this questionnaire was yet to be rolled out, and there was significant scope for 
integrating gender into the analysis of the responses.

Women tended to be categorized as “low-risk”, with very few women referred for prosecution. 
The threshold for prosecution was relatively low compared to other countries. For example, 
in the Niger, only those suspected of committing crimes against humanity, genocide and 
war crimes were exempt from amnesty. According to a government official involved in the 
process, in Chad “all those who went voluntarily are high-risk”, with only those considered to 
be victims such as those who had been attacked and abducted exempt from prosecution.22 
While some women have been classified as high-risk, it was generally assumed that women 
were either abducted or became associated with JASDJ, ISWAP and similar groups due to 
their husbands’ actions. Women tended to be endorsed to the Directorate of Social Action 
for reintegration. This assumption was in contrast to the suspicion that many men fall under, 
and deeper investigations were carried out to ascertain their histories. It was unclear whether 
this approach was still being planned or already underway, as some male respondents who had 

18 Interview (in Kanembu) with a male community leader (respondent no. 4), conducted in Bol in October 2021.
19 Interview (in French) with a male security agent (respondent no. 27), conducted in Bol in October 2021.
20 Interview (in Buduma) with a woman formerly associated with an armed group (respondent no. 34), conducted in Baga Sola in October 2021.
21 Designated community leader.
22 Interview (in French) with a male government official (respondent no. 50), conducted in N’Djamena in November 2021.
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reintegrated into society decided to become associated with armed groups and yet were not 
prosecuted, as discussed in the next section. Furthermore, it may be that women were less 
likely to come across announcements from government authorities, with respondents narrating 
how they knew women from their communities who had been with armed groups who had 
been able bypass government processes to return straight to their families.  

“The screening has a form to see if the person had contact with Boko Haram or they 
themselves were a victim. If they have helped and financed Boko Haram, it is possible to 
take [the case] to the procès verbal in Bol and if they are judged to be high-risk, they are 
taken to N’Djamena. The rest are victims. For example, those attacked by Boko Haram 
are seen as low-risk and can go through the DDRR programme and benefit from this. All 
those who went voluntarily are considered high-risk. The women and children, we see 
why they went and if it is their husband who went. Women and children are considered 
vulnerable and victims, so we do not systematically engage with them unless there is 
proof or something serious against them. There are women considered high-risk but 
they are very rare. … Women who are considered high-risk: if the women, of their own 
will, joined Boko Haram. We see if it is true that she went herself. If it is due to ideology, 
we cannot leave them be but engage in [judicial] pursuit against them.” 

– Male government official (interviewed in French)

The system did not seem to consider: (a) the variety of factors that lead people to associate 
with armed groups; (b) that the nature of both women’s and men’s association falls on a 
spectrum between forced to voluntary, with people moving along this spectrum over time, 
and (c) that “voluntary” can have a variety of interpretations. For example, when the case of 
a woman interviewed for this study who had chosen to associate with an armed group (as 
she had been told that doing so was the only way to save her brothers from being killed) was 
presented to a government official, he was unclear as to how she should be categorized. He 
said that she would be seen as both high- and low-risk and reasoned that, in most such cases, 
women were likely to present as victims of abduction and forced recruitment. This woman was 
not an isolated case: Women in the Lake Chad Basin conflict have put themselves at risk to save 
family members in a variety of ways, including by associating with armed groups. In the course 
of previous work, the author spoke with at least four women in Chad and Nigeria who had 
made strategic decisions to join armed groups so their husbands would not be killed, or to be 
reunited with their children who had been abducted, with a plan to save and escape with them. 

The screening process did not employ women investigators and interpreters, involve human 
rights agencies or GBV specialists, or provide gender training to those involved. No respondent 
mentioned the presence of human rights agencies or GBV specialists – which would have 
been critical given the experiences of many women during their association with armed 
groups – during the process. Moreover, while the Police Judiciaire included women agents 
who engaged in interrogations, there was no regulation requiring women to be questioned 
by other women and via women interpreters, although husbands could be present during this 
process. A government official said, “If a man is interrogating a woman and notices she is shy 
and there is a difficulty [with questioning her], he can ask a woman to interrogate. This can be 
arranged internally, but this is not [normally] done as a rule.” Given social norms, there may be 
aspects of their experiences that women are not able to discuss with male investigators or via 
a male interpreter. Moreover, having husbands present may limit the information women feel 
able to share, particularly given the roles husbands may have played in their association and 
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the controlling behaviour in which they may had engaged in. Furthermore, those involved in 
the screening process had yet to benefit from gender training, including on how to question 
women, which is important especially given the high possibility that women were subjected to 
GBV.

Women with children also tended to be returned to their communities faster in order to 
subject them to less suffering. For many women, as will be discussed later, this period of time 
was the first they were not with either their birth families or their husbands and had the sole 
responsibility of looking after themselves and their children. Although they received support 
from community leaders, they found this experience distressing and worrying, especially given 
their lack of preparation and/or knowledge of what to expect. 

Unaccompanied children were transferred to a Centre for Transit and Orientation (CTO) 
while family reunification efforts were made. Their care fell under the remit of the Directorate 
of Social Action, part of the Ministry of Women, the Family and Protection. Any security 
agent who came across unaccompanied children was requested to inform a representative 
of the directorate, who would pick up the child or children concerned to bring them to the 
CTO, established around five years ago, where girls and boys were housed separately. They 
were provided with health care, psychosocial support, literacy and leisure activities, as well as 
food, water and shelter, with support from UNICEF, while their families were traced. While 
this process seemed to be well known, there was no policy or protocol document in place 
pertaining to it. Moreover, a visit to the CTO found no children currently housed there, many 
gaps in available resources or supplies (e.g. the toilets had no access to water) and that more 
support was needed to enable proper assistance and child protection. Moreover, majority of 
staff who worked at the centre were men, with women engaged mostly in cooking, according 
to the CTO manager. There seemed to be little understanding among government officials 
involved in overseeing the CTO of children’s gender-specific needs and realities, with one (male) 
government official saying that girls and boys were treated the same, except in the clothes they 
were given.23 

Interventions supporting people formerly associated with JASDJ, ISWAP and related groups 
were largely patchy, insufficient and did not adopt holistic approaches. The Directorate of 
Social Action provided livelihood support, in funding and in kind, to some women. International 
NGOs such as Care International also aided in establishing and developing income-generating 
activities, while International Rescue Committee helped with psychosocial support. However, 
a comprehensive series of interventions supporting all people formerly associated with armed 
groups is lacking. Moreover, interventions in the islands of Lake Chad that were of benefit 
to the entire community (including people formerly associated with armed groups), such as 
health centres, had been either suspended or destroyed due to the insecurity. Many NGOs and 
United Nations respondents said there was no programme for reintegration and characterized 
this as a pressing need. 

Community engagement activities tended to be driven by (male) government officials and 
community leaders and were focused on ensuring the community’s acceptance of people 
formerly associated with armed groups. The Government had engaged with bulamas and lawans, 
calling on them to meetings to explain that people formerly associated with armed groups would 
be returning to their communities and getting their agreement to this development. Although 
these leaders had done some work spreading these messages in their communities, there was 
no broad-based communication campaign or community engagement. Some locations had seen 
ceremonies of pardon and reconciliation, as will be discussed in the next chapter.

23 Interview (in French) with a male government official (respondent no. 26), conducted in Bol in October 2021.
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5. Experiences and 
perspectives of people 
associated with armed 
groups

Having detailed the DDRR process in the previous chapter, the report now moves on to 
presenting the experiences and perspectives of people associated with armed groups. This is 
done with a chronological approach, starting with their experiences of armed groups, then 
describing the ways they are perceived by others, before ending with their current realities and 
needs. The discussion presents largely the viewpoints of people who themselves have undergone 
the DDRR process. It is outside the scope of this study to provide a detailed examination of 
how gender factors in or shapes one’s association with JASDJ, ISWAP and related groups. 
Rather, the aim of this chapter is to highlight aspects that are relevant for and need to be 
addressed in the DDRR process. Please note that due to research limitations on who it was 
possible to interview for this study, as well as the composition of people undergoing the DDRR 
process, many of the women respondents were those who had been abducted and/or had low 
status and power. Moreover, gender stereotypes infused government approaches, with women 
tending to be thought of as “victims” and treated as such. Given that they experienced different 
treatment from those believed to have chosen to join JASDJ, ISWAP and related groups of 
their own volition, there was a strong incentive for women to present themselves as victims. 
The perspectives in section 5.1 are therefore not necessarily reflective of the experiences of all 
women and girls of these groups. Indeed, there is significant research and evidence that shows 
that women can find meaning, purpose, status and benefits to their association.24

5.1. Experiences with armed groups
Association with armed groups fell on a spectrum between forced and voluntary. People of all 
genders were abducted, forcibly recruited and otherwise coerced to join and chose to do so for 
ideological and financial reasons. For those who lived in the islands of Lake Chad, in particular, 
there were little to no services provided by the State, and communication services were poor. 
The increased financial hardship caused by conflict, climate change and other factors, as well as 
grievances linked with the actions of the armed forces in the region could make recruitment 
narratives attractive, particularly as they saw the practical benefits that joining JASDJ, ISWAP and 
related groups proffered in the form of money, motorbikes and other resources. Furthermore, 
the marginalization and social exclusion experienced by those considered to be of a lower caste 
among a number of ethnic groups – and so were not allowed to interrelate with others and 

24 See, for example: Akum et al., “Managing the journey out of violent extremism in the Lake Chad Basin” (see footnote 15); Jeannine Ella Abatan 
and Boubacar Sangaré, “Katiba Macina and Boko Haram: Including women to what end?”, report (Pretoria, Institute for Security Studies, 2021); 
Chitra Nagarajan, “‘We were changing the world’: Radicalisation and empowerment among young people associated with armed opposition 
groups in northeast Nigeria”, report (Washington, D.C., Equal Access International, 2018); International Crisis Group, “Returning from the land 
of jihad: The fate of women associated with Boko Haram”, Africa Report No. 275 (Brussels, 2019).
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were confined to certain occupations (e.g. hairdressing, automotive mechanics, blacksmithery 
and pottery) – intersected with other dynamics. People belonging to these groups could be 
incentivized to become part of armed groups due to the discrimination they experienced in 
daily life and the prospects for increased respect linked to power, status and wealth gained by 
joining these groups.  

“I was a herder since I was a child and came back [to my village] at 11 years. Then, my 
father sent me to Baga in Nigeria for Qur’anic studies. I spent nine years there. Once they 
finished, most people continued their studies in Maiduguri. Our imam left for Maiduguri 
and got involved with Mohammed Yusuf, then returned to Baga to pass [teachings] to 
us. We were very proud. I have never seen Mohammed Yusuf with my [own] eyes, but 
imam told us what God and Prophet Mohammed said and we memorized. I finished [my 
studies] then returned to Chad. … After I came back, the war started and Boko Haram 
was in the bush. I thought I should return to be part of the group and part of the fight 
for our vision of [a better] society.” 

– Man formerly associated with an armed group (interviewed in Kanembu)

While there were many similarities in women’s and men’s associations with JASDJ, ISWAP and 
related groups, there were also key differences. While the forced nature of men’s association 
was often under examined and that of women over emphasized in discourse about the conflict, 
there were a large number of women abducted and forced or somewhat coerced to join 
following the decisions of male relatives. Women respondents recounted how their village were 
attacked and encircled and how they were then captured. However, some women respondents 
had chosen to become associated with JASDJ, ISWAP and related groups themselves, in order 
to save other family members, or did so jointly with their husbands. Indeed, the dynamic of 
women becoming associated with armed groups to save their husbands, parents and children 
was not unusual but remains underexplored in research and policy discourse. Meanwhile, 
some NGO and United Nations staff respondents believed that men joined mainly for financial 
reasons. It was difficult enough to untangle the motivations of a single individual for joining these 
groups, let alone analyse trends, especially in the absence of large-scale data. However, some 
male respondents described how they had joined due to religious motivations. Nevertheless, 
male respondents also spoke about financial incentives or described how they were forcibly 
recruited.    

“I was with my husband here and was pregnant with my daughter and had a seven-
month-old daughter. My mother was sick, so I was staying with them. I had six older 
brothers and they took them by force. I went to ask [the men of the armed group] to 
release [my brothers]. They refused and said that if I wanted to save my brothers, I had 
to come with them. I was obliged to save my brothers, so went voluntarily with them. 
I left my sick mother so I could save my brothers. I spent a year imprisoned by them, 
then my husband died here and they brought a message to inform me that he had died.” 

– Woman formerly associated with an armed group (interviewed in Kanembu)

Once they were associated with a group, people’s lived realities depended on its changing 
fortunes. While some respondents were more able to engage in productive livelihoods, 
including farming, fishing, pastoralism and trade, during their time with the group than they 
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found possible prior or afterwards, many felt misled by the promises made to them. They spoke 
of how, when the group was gaining territory, they were well-fed and had a range of other 
goods, but that the situation changed during times the group was under attack. Moreover, 
respondents were conscious that much of what they enjoyed was the result of looting others’ 
property. This realization was particularly hard for women respondents, who were unable to 
earn incomes themselves but had to rely on what was provided to them by men. As one of 
them said, “They would do combat to bring us things to eat. It was very bad…as they would 
go on an attack and go to harvest the maize sowed by others to look after us. They did not 
work, they only killed.”25

Gender power dynamics limited women’s agency to refuse association and make their own 
choices separate from their husbands. There was a gradation of force at play. In some cases, 
women respondents had little choice but to accompany husbands when they decided to join. 
One described how “It was always the case in my family that the husband takes all decisions” 
and, as a result, her husband was the one who decided their association and disassociation 
and she felt she had no other option.26 Other times, women did not want to leave their 
communities but were coerced to do so against their wishes. They felt they had to stay with 
their husband in a society where women’s status and access to resources depended on men or 
as their husbands compelled them. Even if they wished to remain in their community when their 
husbands joined, their decision was to little avail as this respondent described: “My husband was 
polygamous and including me had two wives. First, he left me in the village and was there with 
the other wife then he came to take me by force. He said that life there is good and the life is 
better than here. I did not want to go as I saw them decapitating people and burning villages, 
but I was obliged to go as he took me by force.”27 Sometimes, other group members were 
involved in men abducting their wives: “My husband decided himself to leave and join them 
voluntarily and I stayed and joined my parents. The group of my husband did not accept this 
and came to take me by force.”28  

Those who had been abducted often lived in fear and were maltreated. A male respondent who 
had been abducted when farming spoke about being too scared to eat fruit or meat offered and 
restricting himself to fish, as he did not know where what was provided came from and worried 
it would cause illness. A woman respondent recounted how fighters had attacked her village 
and took all those unable to flee. She said they were treated as prisoners and that, together 
with others who had been abducted from other villages, were mistreated, tortured and killed.

“They took all those from the village who were not able to flee. … We are not people  
who left voluntarily. We were treated as prisoners. … They would maltreat and  
kill people, amputate their arms and feet. Every night, there was torture and  
they would take a small number to kill.” 

– Woman formerly associated with an armed group (interviewed in Kanembu) 

 

Women and girls were forced to marry, with subsequent marriages arranged after husbands’ 
deaths. Women described how girls aged 12 years up were forced into marriage. Even if girls 
and women were already married, the group did not consider this marriage to be valid if it was 
to a man not associated with them and put pressure on women to marry a group member. 

25 Interview (in Buduma) with a woman formerly associated with an armed group (respondent no. 34), conducted in Baga Sola in October 2021.
26 Interview (in Buduma) with a woman formerly associated with an armed group (respondent no. 23), conducted in Kaya in October 2021.
27 Interview (in Buduma) with a woman formerly associated with an armed group (respondent no. 33), conducted in Baga Sola in October 2021.
28 Interview (in Kanembu) with a woman formerly associated with an armed group (respondent no. 21), conducted in Kaya in October 2021.
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While some women could resist this pressure successfully (which was particularly true among 
those associated with ISWAP), others were married off without their consent. Moreover, after 
their husbands died, women were sometimes able to respect the idat period (a widely accepted 
Islamic requirement to wait for four months and ten days before women marry again after 
the death of their husband, to allow them time to properly mourn and ascertain if they are 
pregnant) but were forced into marriage shortly afterwards. In all these cases, members of the 
armed group married whomever they wished, with the girl or woman concerned having no 
option to refuse. Indeed, other studies in the Niger have found that women are used as “bait” 
to lure and reward men in search of wives.29

Women were particularly bitter about strict restrictions on their freedom of movement and 
the isolation to which they were subjected. While women without their husbands with them 
were kept together and those who did stayed with their husbands, all women respondents 
shared how they were confined to and unable to leave their houses, under threat of punishment 
for defying orders for them to stay at home. One male respondent said men were made to 
police the movements of their wives, and “even if they found one woman outside, they would 
assemble all the men to ask, “Why did you allow your wife to go outside? They need to 
stay at home, not go out.” They would always say how women needed to stay inside.”30 As 
a result, many women led lonely lives with only their husbands and children for company, as 
interactions with other men were not allowed. While they found ways to communicate, there 
were also significant barriers to friendship between women. Even attending religious classes did 
not provide opportunities for exchange among women. As a woman respondent said, “There 
is only Qur’anic school and apart from that, there is was activity. [There was] no access to 
exchange, even in the school. The school was in the centre of the village, not outside the village, 
so we were always watched. I had no friends there. I did not have the right to have friends 
there.”31

Women and girls were under their husbands’ control and were without autonomy. Many women 
respondents said their former lives were like being in prison, shared how they were completely 
dependent on their husbands for all their material needs, and described how the behaviour of 
their husbands changed once they had complete power over them. During times of financial 
hardship, they had to hand over any jewellery they had to their husbands in return for money 
that he kept, meaning they had even less access to financial surety. This dynamic meant that 
even if they were the ones who cooked, they often had less to eat than their husbands and had 
to do whatever their husbands wished. They contrasted their lives with the situation before in 
their communities or after they left the group, noting that they were able to engage in income-
generating activities, had the support of their relatives and friends if their husband mistreated 
them, and could ask for assistance from the bulama if needed. Some male respondents were 
sympathetic to the women’s plight and were unhappy that they had been unable to intervene 
to assist women in need due to the ban on interactions between unmarried men and women.

Controlling behaviour, forced isolation and economic abuse were standard practices that all 
married couples were required to observe. Such actions and behaviour constituted domestic 
violence and abuse in and of themselves and were often accompanied by intimidation, including 
through the use of coercion, threats and physical violence. Moreover, as many of these marriages 
were forced, women and girls were unable to meaningfully consent to sex within them, creating 
a normalization of marital rape and other forms of sexual violence. Women spoke about their 
experiences of extreme physical violence and husbands killing wives, saying, “Just a small gesture 

29 Abatan and Sangaré, “Katiba Macina and Boko Haram” (see footnote 23).
30 Interview (in Kanembu) with a man formerly associated with an armed group (respondent no. 6), conducted in Melea in October 2021.
31 Interview (in Buduma) with a woman formerly associated with an armed (respondent no. 23), conducted in Kaya in October 2021.
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[or deed] that your husband does not like, they beat you and if you repeat [the “mistake”], they 
would kill you”,32 and that “there were cases where husbands beat and killed their wives if they 
violated their rules. There were public executions before everyone, where they killed women 
who tried to escape the camp – those who “mistreated” their husbands, for example, those 
who stayed back when their husbands called on them or refused their husbands sex, or [those 
who] declared that they would flee.”33 Some male respondents were unhappy with this level of 
violence against women and girls and confused, especially as they had grown up being told that 
men needed to protect and look after women and were now exposed to repeated narratives 
that men should dominate their wives and the normalization of domestic violence. The men felt 
unable to protest what was happening and, on the contrary, were required to police, regulate 
and control women’s behaviour for fear of adverse negative repercussions from leaders if they 
did not do so.

Women’s power, status and options depended on those of their husbands, with wives of higher-
ranking leaders seen to have better experiences. Although women who had chosen to join 
armed groups were seen to be more likely to have their material needs met by their husbands, 
they also lived under similar restrictions, did not have freedom of movement and were at risk 
of domestic violence and abuse. Unfortunately, as it was not possible to interview a significant 
enough number of women who said they had willingly associated with armed groups, it was not 
possible to get a full picture of these differences.

Men and boys had greater freedom of movement and access to women and spent their time 
engaging in livelihood activities and/or fighting. There appeared to be some differences in men’s 
roles between the different armed groups. One respondent, who had been with the group led 
by Bakura, said men were divided into two groups that took turns to fight in combat operations 
and engage in farming and fishing, and that all men were required to fight, except those who 
were older or had particular skills that needed to be safeguarded, such as doctors, traders and 
tailors.34 Another man confirmed this statement, saying that, “They will not accept it if you say 
you do not want to fight and [if you] only want to farm and fish. Once you are trained to fight, 
to go back to fishing [is something] they would not accept.”35 Other men who had been part 
of groups that had Abubakar Shekau, Mamman Nur or Abu Musab al-Barnawi as their leader 
said they were not forced to fight but were allowed to choose to instead focus on livelihood 
activities. However, caution is needed before interpreting these statements as definitive of 
the differences between groups, as much can vary between the rules imposed by individual 
commanders. More data from interviews with a greater number of people formerly associated 
with armed groups is needed.

The realities are in line with the gendered narratives that formed a significant part of religious 
preaching and indoctrination. Respondents said that there was widespread discourse around the 
different roles of men, who fight in combat and engage in livelihood activities, and women, who 
stay at home and engage in Qur’anic education. The sole exception was when discussing the 
women who “went on operations” to detonate improvised explosive devices (IEDs) strapped 
to their bodies (person-borne IED (PBIED) attacks), said to be performed largely by group led 
by Bakura.36 People were told that anyone who abided by these defined roles would make it 
to “paradise” after death, while those who stepped outside their homes in the camps were 

32 Interview (in Kanembu) with a woman formerly associated with an armed group (respondent no. 5), conducted in Melea in October 2021.
33 Interview (in Kanembu) with a woman formerly associated with an armed group (respondent no. 21), conducted in Kaya in October 2021.
34 Interview (in Kanembu) with a man formerly associated with an armed group (respondent no. 19), conducted in Kaya in October 2021.
35 Interview (in Kanembu) with a man formerly associated with an armed group (respondent no. 31), conducted in Baga Sola in October 2021.
36 Other research has found that women and children are used to carry out these attacks because of their supposedly unthreatening nature and 

their perceived ability to evade security checks, and as communication and propaganda tools to gain media attention and notoriety. The use of 
women in these missions is also a way to encourage men to get involved by playing on their feelings of honour and pride. (Abatan and Sangaré, 
“Katiba Macina and Boko Haram” (see footnote 23).)
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threatened with punishment in “hell”. While people of all genders received these teachings, 
Qur’anic school was the one time of the day when women were able to leave their homes and 
was the only activity, apart from housework and childcare, in which they were able to engage. 
As such, to some extent, women were more exposed to these religious interpretations. Those 
who had some prior religious knowledge were able to resist this indoctrination compared 
to those who did not: “They gave us lots of commentary during Qur’anic schooling. They 
explained the limits of women and men. Women do not have rights and choices. They are [to 
stay] inside and are given things to drink and eat. I thought that what they were saying was not 
good. The religion is what is in your heart. You cannot give such conditions [in the name of] 
religion.” 37 Meanwhile, men were told that it was not only permissible for them, but that they 
were required to kill: “During the tafsir, we were told how to use arms. … We were told that 
our spirits were to enter combat and kill. The aim of the tafsir was to motivate us to kill the 
innocents by saying we would enter paradise [for doing so].”38

There were significant power dynamics even between men and between women in armed 
groups. Respondents spoke about strict hierarchies, the use and abuse of power, and strict 
punishments, for example, by leaders against those who took drugs, lied or were interested 
in others’ wives. They also spoke of their experiences of rising tensions between Shekau and 
Mamman Nur over the treatment of group members and the killing and abductions of civilians, 
which led to conflict and a split in the group. During this period, people were killed in the 
fighting and many left to join Mamman Nur’s new group, which became known as ISWAP. 
There were widespread suspicions and accusations against those planning to do so, which could 
lead to executions. Respondents said that, as most of those who had disassociated themselves 
from armed groups were not leaders, there were no existing major tensions among them. 
However, if this composition changes and more people who had perpetrated abuses against 
others reintegrate into communities, efforts at conflict resolution and peacebuilding may be 
needed.  

No respondent spoke of any sustained attempts to persuade them to leave the armed groups 
and return to their communities. They spoke of the importance of reaching out to their erstwhile 
colleagues via radio, dropping of leaflets and perhaps also telephone calls, although the banning 
of mobile telephones by some groups and lack of telephone networks made contact through 
phone difficult. The Government, at least at one time, asked people who had left these armed 
groups to make calls to those still with the armed groups. One male respondent spoke of being 
given a telephone after he returned to Baga Sola and asked to call people he knew in the group 
to encourage them to leave and assure them that they would not be killed if they surrendered. 
Another male respondent who had been abducted said he was persuaded to escape the group 
by someone who had previously left, calling and encouraging him to do so. However, there 
does not seem to be a widespread strategic communications campaign, let alone one that 
integrates ways to reach women. In the absence of such outreach efforts, people nevertheless 
disassociated from the groups for a variety of reasons, including always having wanted to leave 
(as in the case of abductees), fear of being killed or harmed by either the group or as collateral 
damage in military operations, living in difficult circumstances without proper shelter or food, 
and disillusionment with groups they had believed to be “fighting for religion” and realizing this 
was not so. Barriers to leaving included the fear of being caught and punished, uncertainty as 
to how they would be treated if they returned, and the difficulty of escaping with the entire 
family. In some cases, departure was triggered by particular incidents, for example, the increase 
in the killing and torture of abductees, making them worry that they would be next, and the 
harming even of civilians. 

37 Interview (in Kanembu) with a woman formerly associated with an armed group (respondent no. 7), conducted in Melea in October 2021.
38 Interview (in Buduma) with a man formerly associated with an armed group (respondent no. 32), conducted in Baga Sola in October 2021.
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Leaving was easier for men who had become associated to armed groups of their own volition 
and those who had power. They were more trusted and their allegiance to the group was not 
questioned, so they were not under surveillance and were able to move freely. In some cases, 
they were able to openly express their desire to leave and persuade others to go with them. 
One man who was the leader of his group described how he told those under his command 
that he would no longer be part of the group and would return to Chad, with almost 300 
people saying they would follow his lead. He came across other fighters along the way home 
who also wished to leave their groups. Together, they surrendered to the Chadian military, 
handing over their guns.  

It was more difficult for women to leave, as while men move freely, women were subjected to 
forced seclusion, such that any woman found outside her home fell under suspicion. Women 
were under stricter surveillance. As a woman respondent said, “The women cannot decide 
[to leave] because if they find you, they will kill you in public, so it is not easy. Even the men, if 
they were found wanting to leave, they are killed. … [But] as women have to stay at home, if 
they see any woman outside, they immediately suspect them.”39 Moreover, women faced other 
barriers, with the lack of access to contraception meaning that they were often pregnant and 
with young children, which made it more difficult to escape and hide while en route home to 
their communities. In addition, they were forced to watch the execution of women who were 
caught trying to leave. 

Some respondents were forced to leave family members behind, either because they had 
become separated from one another or because those family members genuinely believed in 
the group’s mission and did not want to leave. Children could be kept in a Qur’anic school, 
only visiting their parents during breaks, so “it is not easy to find your children and leave. So 
you have to leave at night, not during the morning, as they will [follow and] kill you if they find 
a child missing.”40 Moreover, children above a certain age could be in a completely different 
village altogether. Parents were worried that, due to the indoctrination they had received, they 
may denounce them to the group's leaders for wanting to escape, and so they had to leave 
them behind. Men spoke of having similar fears about their wives, given the hours they spent in 
religious instruction, and making the decision, based on their perception of their wives’ adopted 
mentality, to leave them behind.

Women strategized and worked with others to escape from their husbands and the armed 
groups. Due to the number of small children who were unable to walk the whole way, and as 
they did not want to leave them behind, women often needed to work and collaborate with 
one another. One respondent recounted how she and her neighbour planned to leave during a 
night her husband was with his other wife, arranging the bed to make it appear someone was 
lying there, and fled together, each of them carrying one child. 

People made strategic decisions to leave one armed group for another, hoping that conditions 
would be better there or seeing it as a stepping-stone to depart altogether. Several respondents 
spoke of being unhappy with groups led by Shekau and/or Bakura due to their conduct towards 
civilians, including the theft of fish, crops, herds, and money, abductions and killings, as well as 
how their own members were treated. Those who chose to join ISWAP, led by Mamman Nur 
and Abu Musab al-Barnawi, hoped that things would be better there. Others made the move, 
as it would be easier to leave ISWAP for reasons of geography, as it was closer to Chad. One 
woman also said how people associated with ISWAP tried to convince her to stay with them 

39 Interview (in Kanembu) with a woman formerly associated with an armed group (respondent no. 21), conducted in Kaya, in October 2021.
40 Interview (in Budum) with a man formerly associated with an armed group (respondent no. 32), conducted in Baga Sola in October 2021.
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but said that the decision was hers and eventually helped her to leave, telling her, “Religion is in 
the heart and not forced. If you want to, you will come back. If you have hunger and thirst, we 
cannot force [you to stay with us]. If you stay or if you go, it is your choice.”41

They came into contact with government authorities directly or via their community leader. Some 
respondents made their presence and identity known to the military, often via intermediaries 
from the locality, as they came across them. In at least one instance, a respondent described 
being mistreated by soldiers until the chef de canton intervened on their behalf. While men 
were questioned at length, women said that they were only asked for their village of origin. 
Soldiers then transported people to Baga Sola, where women were released to return to their 
communities, so they would not be as exposed to difficult living conditions, with the men to 
follow them after some time. According to one male respondent, “When we arrived in Baga 
Sola, one week after, the women and children were taken to their respective villages. The men 
were kept there for almost four months in Baga Sola. We suffered too much there, so [it was 
thought that it was] better to take [the women and children] to their respective villages and 
keep men in Baga Sola.”42 Women described the difficulty of this period. For some, it was the 
first time they had been without either a parent or their husband and were forced to look after 
themselves and their children completely alone. 

5.2.  Perceptions by the community
Upon reintegration, respondents shared how communities had supported and accepted them. 
They had been provided with food, shelter, clothing and other necessities. Respondents shared 
how it had been difficult at first, as people feared them and how these dynamics changed slowly 
over time, as they were reassured that their departure from the armed groups was sincere. In 
some cases, the interventions of leaders, such as the chefs de cantons and bulamas, who sensitized 
communities that these people formerly associated with armed groups had genuinely repented 
and that there was a need for peaceful coexistence and acceptance, helped with this shift.

Levels of acceptance varied depending on the background and past experiences of both the 
person formerly associated with an armed group and community members. Respondents said 
that if community members knew they were abducted (i.e. they did not willingly join the 
armed group), they were welcomed home. Conversely, those seen to have joined armed groups 
voluntarily faced more resistance, particularly where armed groups had committed great civilian 
harm. Meanwhile, communities from which there had been high levels of recruitment (and 
therefore less harm) were more welcoming of people who were relatives and friends than those 
who had experienced attacks, displacement and other forms of harm. Social reintegration also 
intersected with existing ethnic dynamics. The Buduma were often stigmatized as forming the 
majority of those who joined armed groups, so people formerly associated with armed groups 
who were Buduma faced greater rejection by members of other ethnic groups. Moreover, 
there were different levels of community acceptance. Just because no verbal abuse or threats of 
violence were made and support was received from relatives and friends does not mean there 
is widespread acceptance from the whole community or that such “acceptance” translated 
into anything deeper or beyond tolerance. These dynamics were best seen when considering 
marriage, a key indicator of social cohesion. In some communities where people formerly 
associated with armed groups were now living, it was not possible for them to marry a 
community member. These dynamics will be discussed later from the viewpoint of community 
members.    

41 Interview (in Kanembu) with a woman formerly associated with an armed group (respondent no. 7), conducted in Melea in October 2021.
42 Interview (in Kanembu) with a man formerly associated with an armed group (respondent no. 22), conducted in Kaya in October 2021.
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“I was in contact with [name withheld], a member of the comité de vigilance. I called him 
when we arrived at the border, and he contacted the military chief who was informed 
[about me]. I found a village of Buduma herders who asked us not to stay with them, as 
they thought we had come for war. I told them I was a repenti. I was not there for war, 
that we were fleeing. Some of them accepted us, but there were some who did not. We 
asked them the location of the military. Then the military arrived and took us to another 
location. … We were in two groups. We were all Buduma, the Buduma of the islands 
and [those from] outside. The ones in the north had done worse things [to civilians] than 
[those on] the islands. When we arrived, as [name of location withheld] is in the north, 
people there said, “You are very bad. You took away all our things, destroyed us. Do you 
not have shame? And now you want to come back to the village. No, we will kill you.” 
Then, the military [intervened and] said not to do bad [unto us].” 

– Man formerly associated with an armed group (interviewed in Kanembu)

Government officials largely viewed women [formerly] associated with armed groups as victims, 
even though they had changed their perception to some extent due to the phenomenon of 
PBIED attacks, often carried out by women and girls. They shared their difficulties in distinguishing 
people who joined armed groups voluntarily and those forced to do so, particularly as people 
tended to present themselves as victims of abductions due to fears of denunciation and other 
negative reactions. It is difficult to gather other evidence aside from these testimonies. Men 
were more able to leave armed groups than women, and so it is easier for them to be come 
under notice by government authorities. As described previously, more thorough investigations 
were done of men than of women, who were not presumed to be active agents in their 
association with armed groups. A male security agent talked about the clear difference between 
those who returned and the “real Boko Haram”, seen as those engaged in attacks – those who 
“could not be caught” because “either you kill him or he kills you.”43 He went on to say that 
those encountered during the operations of security forces were questioned and were either 
set free or endorsed to the judicial process. On the other hand, to his knowledge, women had 
always been released. However, incidents of women carrying out PBIED attacks had somewhat 
changed how girls and women associated with armed groups were viewed. The idea that 
women were vulnerable and needed protection had evolved in which they are themselves seen 
as a potential danger. 

Respondents working for NGOs and United Nations agencies understood the roles that 
women could play in armed groups but tended to see them as predominantly victims. These 
respondents said that, although there was diversity among both women and men, in reality, the 
community tended to take a gender-stereotyped view, with women seen as victims and men 
as being perpetrators of violence. They spoke of the high numbers of abductions and other 
forms of coercive association with armed groups to which girls and women had been subjected, 
but said that lower levels of suspicion could, in fact, make them more dangerous, as evidenced 
by the number of PBIED attacks carried out by them. In response to these shifts, some NGO 
respondents chose to emphasize that such women were forced into committing this violence 
by men and were victims themselves, in order to promote community acceptance of women 
formerly associated with armed groups.

43 Interview (in Arabic) with a male military commander (respondent no. 46), conducted in Baga Sola in November 2021.
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NGO and United Nations staff respondents from Chad were aware of DDRR programming that 
had taken place in other parts of the country but were unsure about how it could take place in 
the Région du Lac in the absence of an organized group with which the Government can work. 
They noted, in particular, the absence of a peace agreement or any process of negotiations 
and doubted whether repenti was a proper term, as it connoted a sense of responsibility and 
regret that they saw as missing in the current DDRR process. As one female respondent said, 
“Repenti is not a good term. This describes someone who realizes they have made a fault and 
asks for pardon themselves. They know the bad they have done to you, the family, the society, 
the country. … It is a confession and they demand pardon. This is an attribute that NGOs and 
the Government has given to these people, but are they really ready to ask for pardon? Have 
they really repented? It is a terminology [improperly] given and appropriated.”44

5.3.  Current realities and needs
Respondents’ primary need was for decent livelihoods and sustainable incomes. While they 
were happy to have greater security and peace of mind than during their association with 
armed groups, they noted difficulties in their lived realities. Humanitarian agencies supported 
some respondents with shelter and provided non-food items, such as cooking items and mats 
on which to sleep, but they lacked food assistance. Due to security concerns, respondents were 
restricted in the locations in which they could live and travel, which limited their access to land, 
water and other natural resources and livelihood prospects, particularly as harvests were often 
poor. Unlike in other countries in the Lake Chad Basin that focused on DDRR programmes that 
offered skills training and other forms of economic support, people formerly associated with 
armed groups in Chad received no livelihood assistance as part of an integrated programme 
of interventions. While some of them were part of economic empowerment programmes 
put in place by government agencies and NGOs, this support was not comprehensive and not 
provided to all. 

Experiences of economic hardship were gendered. Respondents of all genders spoke about 
their difficult circumstances. Men talked of the difficulties in meeting gendered norms and 
expectations that required them to provide for the family. Some said they could not get married 
due to their financial circumstances. Meanwhile, social norms and family injunctions barred 
women from certain income-generating activities. As a result, they were likely to be dependent 
on other family members, particularly their husbands, who may be unable or unwilling to take 
care of the family. 

Another key need was that of security. As previously mentioned, insecurity restricted the 
locations where people formerly associated with armed groups lived and worked. Many were 
displaced after returning to their communities. Seen as traitors for having left armed groups, 
they felt at risk of reprisal action from fighters. They spoke of fears that people would come 
at night to kill them if they started to succeed in their economic and social reintegration. One 
male respondent explained why people formerly associated with armed groups lived separately 
from other community members, saying, “It is not that the people of the village are scared of 
us, but that we are scared that [armed groups] will come and attack us because they see us as 
traitors.”45 

44 Interview (in French) with a female women’s rights activist (respondent no. 49), conducted in N’Djamena in November 2021.
45 Interview (in Kanembu) with a man formerly associated with an armed group (respondent no. 6), conducted in Melea in October 2021.
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Facilitating divorce for women and girls married to men associated with armed groups who 
wanted it was critical but was not being done. As previously mentioned, many girls and 
women were forced to marry men associated with armed groups against their wishes. Some 
women whose husbands who joined these groups wished to no longer be married to them. 
However, despite years of separation, these women could still be considered – by others and by 
themselves – to be married. Divorce has been facilitated by particular community leaders and 
government officials, often with the support of women’s rights activists. One United Nations 
staff respondent spoke of working on cases of double marriage,46 mitigating stigma from the 
community, and addressing victim-blaming (including by women and girls themselves) for having 
been kidnapped. This work also raised consciousness that Islam requires consent for a marriage 
to be valid and engaged with husbands to accept wives who had been abducted, forcibly married 
to another man, and who returned pregnant and/or with young children. However, the funding 
for this work was insufficient to cover all communities, leaving significant gaps. As a result, the 
option of divorce was not offered to all women and girls, partly due to fears that doing so may 
lead to them, their new husband or the community at large being attacked. As a result, without 
support from parents or others, women could remain in “limbo” for years. Women’s rights 
activists said women in such situations were at heightened risk of sexual exploitation, given 
patriarchal gender power dynamics whereby women are often economically dependent on men 
and that any resulting pregnancy outside marriage heightens stigma.

“The marriage has not been broken and it [is valid] still. Even if I want to separate from 
him, it is the parents of my husband and my parents who would do this, not me. … In 
my heart, I would like a divorce. … My husband has an older brother here, so he could 
arrange for it. It is not good to stay for a long time without a husband.” 

– Woman formerly associated with an armed group (interviewed in Buduma)

There was a risk of unsafe abortion for women formerly associated with armed groups. In 
Chad, abortion was prohibited and criminalized except in cases of sexual assault, rape or 
incest, or when the pregnancy endangers the mental or physical health of life of the mother or 
the foetus.47 However, these exemptions, which covered most cases of unwanted pregnancy 
of women formerly associated with armed groups, were not widely socialized. Many girls and 
women who return to communities pregnant did not have access to safe abortion. A woman’s 
rights activist said that when a girl or woman had complications from having had an unsafe 
abortion, she could be neglected by medical staff if taken to a hospital and may fear coming 
forward for treatment for fear of being denounced to the authorities and prosecuted. 

As a result of their experiences, people had gendered psychological support needs that 
were shaped by their role within the armed group. While girls and women were subjected 
to domestic violence, early and forced marriage, restrictions on movement, and other forms 
of GBV, boys and men were forced to fight and commit violence. These past histories had 
gendered psychological impacts, not all of which were recognized. Respondents spoke of 
experiences that return to haunt them, particularly in times when they were alone. There was 
very little psychosocial support provided to those formerly associated with armed groups, let 
alone focused support for girls and women who had survived GBV and were adjusting to life 
after a period of confinement. There was also very little psychosocial support provided for boys 
and men, who had to live with the fact that they had been perpetrators of violence, to facilitate 
communication with others and form new relationships.

46 Whereby women were abducted and forced to marry a man associated with an armed group despite being already married.
47 Government of Chad, Amended Penal Code of Chad, art. 358 (N’Djamena, 2017).
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People formerly associated with armed groups continued to live with the impacts of the 
gendered narratives they had received. Women respondents spoke about still being under the 
power of their husbands, who decided how much autonomy they had. These dynamics were 
slowly changing as a result of living among people who acted "differently” (i.e. treated them 
well). Yet the influence of the time they had spent associated with armed groups, subjected 
to their indoctrination, remained. Women contrasted their current realities, even as they had 
left the group, with their memories of life before the conflict. A women’s rights activist who 
used to work with island communities, where people formerly associated with armed groups 
had returned, spoke of her organization’s work to shift away from these ingrained attitudes. 
After the women told them of the restrictions placed on them, she and her colleagues spoke 
with the men about the benefits of giving women the freedom to leave the home and engage 
in income-generating activities and how this shift would ease their own economic burdens and 
help them meet their household needs. A year after this intervention, she shared how women 
were drying, smoking, and transporting fish for sale to Bol, using the money they made to buy 
goods unavailable on their islands and selling these items at a profit, while their husbands were 
playing a greater role in childcare. She said, “The ideology of armed groups has transformed the 
mentality of women. [They think] that they cannot go out [of their homes], are dependent, are 
submissive – so you need to break this fear. In time, you can see them going out to ceremonies, 
working, etc. You should not work only with women, but with both [women and men] to shift 
the power that the men hold over the women and deconstruct the ideas in the heads of the 
women, as well as the men.”48 Unfortunately, such interventions were no longer taking place, 
as insecurity had led to the suspension of activities and the displacement of people from the 
islands and because the programme cycle had ended. There was clearly a major gap both when 
it comes to challenging gendered narratives about women and girls and as regards ideas of 
masculinity.  

“It is not easy to forget what they told us. There is a big difference between us and the 
women here and since I arrived, I started to change bit by bit to follow the [ways of 
the] women here. The men also are not as before. They see their friends here and their 
behaviour and as the husbands here allow their wives to go out. [So, now,] they do, too. 
There has started to be a small change and it has gotten better, but not completely. We 
have some liberty but not total [freedom]. Sometimes they give us liberty and sometimes 
they refuse [it to us]. Sometimes, they authorize us to go out and sometimes, they do 
not. We are not autonomous. We cannot touch money. It is the men who decide. They 
fish, they buy in the market and I prepare [food]. I do not have the choice [to decide 
what I can do]. It is the husband who has the choice. It is the husband who decides. It 
was not like that before. In [name of village withheld], I worked, I went to the market and 
I decided for myself how to spend money, but in the group, it was not like that and [that 
situation] continues now. I have no power and can’t make any decisions.” 

– Woman formerly associated with an armed group (interviewed in Kanembu)

As many girls and women have been subjected to GBV, a closer relationship between DDRR 
and GBV actors was needed. At present, a holistic programme of interventions was not offered 
to people who had disassociated from armed groups. Despite widespread recognition by 
governments, NGOs and United Nations actors alike of the high GBV incidence among this 
group, no proper health care, psychosocial support or prevention interventions had been put 
in place. This lack of focus was despite the reality that many girls and women continued to live 
with husbands who had engaged in domestic violence against them in the past and may persist 

48 Interview (in French) with a female women’s rights activist (respondent no. 49), conducted in N’Djamena in November 2021.
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in doing so. Moreover, a male NGO respondent talked about how GBV continued, with girls in 
these families often prevented from going to school and married off to older men with money. 
He also shared that widows of men associated with armed groups were seen as “cursed”, 
unable to participate in ceremonies or speak at community events and lived in isolation with 
their children, without access to land and other (natural) resources they needed for survival. 
He went on to say that when community leaders made selections of people to participate in 
training and other opportunities provided by NGOs, such women were not selected. These 
dynamics putt them at risk of sexual exploitation and abuse.  

“The widows among the repenti women have a lot of risk [of sexual exploitation and 
abuse]. When they go out, they do not have the freedom to move about freely and ask 
for services or the possibility to be [included] in a group identified for aid, who benefit 
from training and get per diem. They are not selected. We ask the community to choose 
the women and men to participate in training and it is the bulama who gives the names. 
We do not know who has greater needs than others and cannot ask them to change 
the names selected, so these women are left behind and considered as women without 
value. They are not chosen for activities or to participate in training, so their risk of falling 
victim to violence is higher. They need to put out their hands to ask for help – and the 
man who helps would also want to receive [comething].” 

– Man working for a NGO on GBV prevention and response (interviewed in French)

Social reintegration and improving social cohesion were areas that required more focused 
intervention. As will be discussed in section 6.2, there have been sensitization and outreach 
to communities as regards people formerly associated with armed groups. These efforts 
tended to be one-off, top–down and male-driven and, in the absence of a holistic suite of 
interventions, had limited impact. High levels of resistance against the idea of coexistence 
remained. One NGO staff respondent working with community members and repentis spoke 
about community fears and rejection. According to this respondent, these perceptions made it 
impossible to conduct joint distribution of goods and materials, training, workshops and other 
events. Separate activities had to be organized for different groups (e.g. repentis and internally 
displaced persons (IDPs)). He said, “[Name of community withheld] is a site for repentis and 
[name of community withheld] is a site for IDPs and they do not collaborate. … If you conduct 
an activity or training [where they would come to come] together, they don’t come. There is a 
clear problem of social cohesion, as people think that, at any moment, [repentis] may go back 
[to the armed group].”49 An ongoing process of engagement led by a diversity of members 
of the community, including women of all ages and ethnicities, was clearly required. There 
may also be the need for messages of acceptance and possibility of change to be socialized 
among people formerly associated with armed groups with regard to CAAFAGs, as at least one 
respondent spoke about the impossibility of them changing their mentality: “The children who 
are there are very young and they share in that life. They can never change their [accustomed 
way of] life. With the killing et cetera that they are exposed to, they will never agree to share 
life in peace. If you leave [to join the armed group] when you are grown, it’s one thing. But as 
for children, they are indoctrinated, and it affects their brain and how it develops.”50

49 Interview (in French) with a man working for an international NGO (respondent no. 47), conducted in Baga Sola in November 2021.
50 Interview (in Kanembu) with a man formerly associated with an armed group (respondent no. 8,) conducted in Melea in October 2021.
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6.  Experiences and 
perspectives of victims 
and survivors of violence

Having already presented the experiences and perspectives of people associated with armed 
groups, the report now examines those of victims and survivors. It proceeds with the 
understanding that, given the widespread displacement and impact on economic activities and 
social services, all civilians have been victims to some extent. Although this chapter includes 
analysis from government representatives, NGOs and United Nations agencies, it largely reflects 
on the viewpoints of civilian members of the communities. It starts by discussing their needs 
and realities before considering community sensitization and outreach efforts, then ends with 
their perceptions of the DDRR process.

6.1. Current needs and realities
It is beyond the scope of this study to do a thorough needs assessment of all communities from 
which data was gathered. Key points made by respondents are presented below. 

The primary need expressed by most respondents was for security to enable a certain degree 
of stability of life. Insecurity and (the threat of) attacks had affected lives and livelihoods, caused 
displacement and had lingering psychological impacts. Given the geographical dynamics of the 
conflict, there had been significant displacement from the islands of Lake Chad in particular, and 
people struggled to adjust to life on the mainland. In addition to these IDPs, the Région du Lac 
also saw a significant number of refugees, mainly from Nigeria.

Livelihoods had been gravely affected by insecurity and government measures. High levels 
of insecurity restricted the areas to which people could go to farm, fish, graze and trade. 
Climate change had also affected livelihoods. Moreover, host communities supported often high 
numbers of IDPs and refugees and, sometimes, people formerly associated with armed groups 
and struggled to cope. They were unhappy with what they saw as priority being given to these 
groups while their own needs were being ignored. Meanwhile, IDPs and refugees had left their 
land, animals, tools and other possessions behind and found it difficult to restart livelihoods. 
Respondents were thankful for the development and humanitarian interventions provided to 
them, but said that these were insufficient to meet the scale of their needs.

“It is difficult. We have to look after our school, look after the anciens associés and pray to 
Allah to facilitate life. … We are here and in need of humanitarian assistance, but every 
time, [the support] goes to IDPs and anciens associés and not to us. The anciens associés 
and IDPs are all vulnerable but we are vulnerable too as we all eat together. There is a 
lot lacking in the village. When the women go into childbirth, there is no clinic, and it is 
difficult to have the means to pay to take [them] to Bol [for health care there]. There 
only one borehole, but lots of IDPs and anciens associés, and the village has become so 
big and you need to consider all [the things] that we need.” 

– Male community leader (interviewed in Kanembu) 
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6.2. Sensitization and outreach efforts
Community engagement had largely been one-off, top-down and male-led, aiming to persuade 
people to simply accept those formerly associated with armed groups, rather than hearing and 
responding to community perspectives. Community leaders described how key government 
officials, such as the chef de canton, came to talk with their communities about the need for 
coexistence and acceptance and how they had tried to continue this work afterwards. However, 
as they tended to do this during community meetings and at the mosque, which women were 
unable to attend or participate, outreach to women was particularly lacking. Further, NGOs 
engaged in sensitization on peacebuilding approaches, including organizing radio programmes, 
community fora, participatory theatre and caravans on the integration of people formerly 
associated with armed groups and the need for peaceful cohabitation. These interventions 
contributed to changing perceptions to some extent. However, these tended to run for a short 
period rather than be long-standing and working up the different levels of reconciliation, from 
agreement to coexistence and full acceptance over a number of years. 

The patchy nature of outreach efforts meant that many respondents had little to no up-to-date 
knowledge about the DDRR process. These respondents had not been part of meetings in their 
communities on this issue nor heard it being discussed on the radio. For some respondents, this 
study was the first time they had been engaged with on DDRR issues, and they were unsure 
if there were any people formerly associated with armed groups living in their communities. 
Women respondents said that perhaps the bulama and the imam had spoken with men at the 
mosque, but that no reliable piece of information about this had reached them – not even 
through the women leaders of their communities. Those who had been part of sensitization 
previously shared that this effort had happened some time before, that they were not informed 
of more recent developments, and that the primary means by which they received information 
was radio programming. Respondents generally wished for a clear process of communication 
by the State rather than relying on what they happened to hear from acquaintances, friends, 
neighbours and relatives.

In some communities, ceremonies of reconciliation and pardon had taken place. A community 
leader described how, after repentis arrived his community, such a ceremony was held at the 
mosque and people were sensitized on the need to be accepting of them. He said that this idea 
came from the administrative and traditional authorities and that he had decided to put it into 
action after having participated in DDRR training sessions and workshops. However, only men 
and some older women attend the mosque where this ceremony took place. IDPs living nearby 
did not take part in these initiative. 

6.3. Perceptions of the DDRR process
Due to their desire for an end to violent conflict, there was widespread acceptance of the 
need for DDRR approaches, even among those negatively oriented towards people formerly 
associated with armed groups. They were often unsure as to whether people would want to 
leave armed groups. One woman said, “They are “impossible” people who cannot be convinced 
to change. Due to insecurity, we have not been able to return [to our island] until now. … If 
they come [back], it would be good and there would be no problem if they stayed peacefully 
in the society, but they are impossible people with behaviour that would not allow them 
to return.”51 Despite this perception, respondents wanted efforts made to encourage them 

51 Interview (in Kanembu) with a displaced woman trader (respondent no. 9), conducted in Melea in October 2021.
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to return to society, such as privileged dialogue, and stressed the importance of taking this 
approach first before engaging in kinetic warfare, noting the failure of such strategies to bring 
the conflict to an end.

An understanding of the need for an exit pathway to leave armed groups in order to ensure 
peace did not necessarily mean consent to coexistence. Some respondents, while believing in 
the need for DDRR, did not want to live alongside or interact with those who had harmed 
them and their families. They said they would not buy from or sell products to them and would 
leave the area if they arrived to settle there. These sentiments were motivated by both anger 
and sorrow from what they had experienced at the hands of armed groups and the fear that 
they may have to go through similar incidents in the future. As a woman respondent said, “It 
is because of them who came to attack our village that I fled to be based here. … I would 
not agree to live with them, as someone who experienced so many things [at the hands of 
people like them]. If they come here, I would leave Dar Na Haim and go to N’Djamena. They 
decapitated lots of people and if they come here, I would not accept them. I would be scared, 
as I was subjected to problems, which is why I came here. Maybe, day by day they would [go 
back to doing] the work they were doing before.”52  

“If the Government decides to help them leave their activities and come back to the 
community, it would not be a problem, as long as we are not in the same site. I have 
already lost my children because of them and left our village so that we would not have 
to stay together. If they are in another village, they can stay there. … With those women, 
even just their ideas, I fear having to stay in the same community as them. If, for example 
there are men in Baga Sola [who were formerly associated with armed groups], I cannot 
be at peace there, with them around, but can stay peaceful here in Dar-es-Salaam [in a 
refugee camp some distance away].” 

– Refugee woman (interviewed in Kanuri)

Even if respondents lived side by side with people formerly associated with armed groups, 
there was frequently little interaction, particularly if they were from non-Buduma communities. 
This distance was partly due to language barriers, with the Buduma spoken on some distant 
islands difficult to understand even for those who spoke Buduma who lived on the mainland. 
However, the language barrier did not explain everything, as some respondents said they could 
communicate with one another. Moreover, NGO staff respondents shared that they observed 
significant levels of discrimination and stigmatization against women, for whom they were unable 
to organize joint activities in some locations – a clear sign of problems with social cohesion. 

There was a significant risk of DDRR, making Buduma–Kanembu tensions worse. As armed 
groups originated in Nigeria and came to Chad via the islands in Lake Chad, where predominantly 
Buduma people live, many Buduma joined them. This dynamic created a perception among 
some (Kanembu) people that most of those associated with armed groups were Buduma 
and that most of their victims were Kanembu. Given a lack of extensive ethnic profiling of 
armed group members and lack of knowledge of attacks and violence on the islands, it was 
impossible to say how much this idea is based on fact. However, these perceptions were rooted 
in and played further into tensions between these two groups. There is a notion among the 
Buduma that they are indigenous to the region and that the Kanembu people arrived from 

52 Interview (in Kanembu) with a displaced woman artisan (respondent no. 29), conducted in Dar El Nahim 2 in October 2021.
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somewhere else and came to dominate them due to their greater wealth and connections 
with those in power. Conversely, many Kanembu people were unhappy about the fee that 
Kanembu pastoralists had to pay to access island zones. They also expressed displeasure that 
Buduma people, displaced from the islands due to insecurity, farmed on land that Kanembu 
farmers once cultivated, as the Buduma claimed all land in the region as theirs due to ideas 
of indigeneity. They discussed how this development had brought about increased food and 
livelihood insecurity and intercommunal conflict. Due to this history of tensions, as well as 
perceptions of the Buduma as being linked to armed groups, some Kanembu respondents said 
they would not accept Buduma people who were formerly associated with armed groups living 
nearby, regardless of gender, as they had no confidence in them. Given that Buduma people 
who had disassociated from armed groups returned to and had been supported by Buduma 
communities, there was an urgent need for conflict sensitivity of DDRR interventions, as well 
as transitional justice processes to ensure positive rather than negative impacts from these 
intercommunal conflict dynamics. Moreover, similar dynamics could also bring about tensions 
between other ethnic groups and the Buduma. A refugee man recounted how the capture 
of a Buduma woman carrying IEDs led to tensions between Buduma and Hausa people living 
together in a camp. Some Buduma people, until they had proof of the veracity of the incident, 
believed that the Hausa people who caught and handed her over to the Chadian military were 
making up stories to besmirch the reputation of the Buduma community. 

There was also a risk of the DDRR process exacerbating social exclusion dynamics around 
caste. As with the Buduma in general, those from what were seen as lower castes among 
different ethnicities were seen to be more likely to join armed groups. It was not possible in the 
short period of data collection available to investigate the relationship between these dynamics 
and the DDRR process in detail but this is an area on which relevant actors should reflect. 

Levels of acceptance and social cohesion varied between communities. As mentioned, 
marriage, a key indicator of social cohesion, was possible between repentis and members of the 
communities they were now living – but only in some communities. Some respondent parents 
said that they would refuse to accept marriage between one of their children, particularly a 
daughter, and someone formerly associated with an armed group. There seemed to be more 
openness to the idea of a son marrying a repenti girl or woman, as they were seen as posing 
less of a danger, and investigations could be done to ascertain her comportment before the 
wedding could take place. In contrast, women respondents were particularly adamant that they 
would refuse to allow their daughters to marry men formerly associated with armed groups. 
They did not have trust or confidence in such men and were worried that they may decide to 
rejoin their former group in the future and take their daughters with them – and that these girls 
would carry out PBIED attacks on their own communities. 

Respondent community members had different perceptions of returnees based on their age, 
gender, how they became associated with the armed group and what their role was in it. 
Respondents saw non-combatants and abductees forced to join armed groups, regardless of 
gender, more empathetically than combatants and people joined voluntarily. They largely felt 
that women and children should be protected, convinced and supported to disengage. They 
noted that many women had been forced to join and that those who left voluntarily could be 
reoriented away from radical thinking. They believed women’s ideas could be de-radicalized in 
a short time and that, as women did not have posts of influence in the armed groups, they had 
not played key roles. However, perceptions of women are multifaceted. On the one hand, some 
respondents saw them as posing lesser risk, both of recidivism and of being a danger to the 
community, than their male counterparts. On the other hand, they saw them as having been 
exposed to sexually transmitted and other diseases. They were also concerned that women 
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repentis would attract attacks to the community if they were tracked down by their former 
groups. They worried that the husbands and parents of these women would find them and be 
a security risk to the community. Moreover, some respondents saw women in a more negative 
light than men due to incidents wherein girls and women were involved in PBIED attacks. 

“The women are worse than the men, as they are the ones who [carry out PBIED attacks]. 
All the “kamikazis” [suicide bombers] are women and they are the daughters of the family, 
with parents and relatives in the location. They come with explosives, know the place, and 
have a strategy for harm. It is the women who harm their own communities, their parents, 
their neighbours and their friends in this way. Even those who were forced or abducted, 
once they are there [in the community], after two months, they come [attacking the 
community] with explosives. There is no difference [between those who were abducted 
and those who freely joined]. Once they are with [the group], it is the same. Once you are 
there, you have become one of their people. It is the same with the men.” 

– Refugee woman (interviewed in Kanuri) 

Community members’ own past experiences and suffering shaped their perceptions and 
responses. Living among people who had previously caused them harm could cause substantial 
mental anguish. Those who had suffered direct violence or had loved ones that did – such 
as refugees, displaced people and parents of children killed or abducted – could be more 
resistant to coexistence with repentis than others. For example, in one particular location, the 
community leader explained that imams were more reluctant than others in his community 
to the idea of reintegration, as many imams had been targeted and killed by fighters. However, 
some respondents shared how they had engaged in substantial “inner work” to overcome 
their initial reluctance, as they knew the importance of the full social reintegration of people 
formerly associated with armed groups to bring the conflict to an end. Yet in the absence of 
psychosocial interventions focused on victims and survivors in many communities, this was 
work they often had to do alone.

“Before, when we saw them, our hearts were not content. … My children, they killed 
with a gun. I don’t know who killed [my children], so when I see them, I do not know 
if one of them did it. When I see them, I think about my children that they killed. They 
burned all my goods and I also think of this. Then I changed my [mindset] and realized 
they are our brothers who left and [then came back], but there was no time when any 
of them came to [me to] ask for pardon.”

 – Displaced male trader (interviewed in French)

Relationships could change over time as a result of community-driven efforts. Respondents 
shared how they had supported and started to accept people formerly associated with armed 
groups. As many of them had arrived in communities with nothing but the clothes on their 
backs, communities provided them spaces to stay and gave them food and goats so they had 
milk to drink. A male community leader spoke about how women, in particular, had helped them 
a great deal, providing food, clothes and household items from their own stores, sometimes 
without the knowledge of other family members. Some respondents were sympathetic about 
the situation of poverty in which the repentis lived and advocated on their behalf for suitable 
interventions to enable them to re-establish their livelihoods and prevent them harbouring 
feelings of frustration that could push them to reassociate with their former armed groups or 
engage in criminality and put the entire community at risk (once more). 
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“When we were in Nigeria, people came to attack. When they left, they took all the 
youth and would not allow them to return [home]. They were taken by force, so it is not 
good and they [the youth] want to return. We will not have problems [if they came back] 
and would accept them like any other person. They were there to [engage in] “combat 
for Allah”, but found it was something else [i.e. different from what they had expected] 
and came back home. It is difficult, but on their return, we accepted them all, even if they 
have committed destruction. We have accepted them but what would help acceptance 
is assistance – motor pumps, food for commerce and helping them to learn [some skills 
to make a living].”

– Displaced male farmer and imam (interviewed in Kanembu)

Respondents named a number of preconditions that needed to be put into place by the 
Government and other relevant actors to enable community acceptance. First, they needed 
proper community engagement and communications about developments and plans rather than 
being forced into acceptance. According to a refugee man, “They [government and other actors] 
have to come and listen to us. We are people who lost our [loved ones], lost our belongings. 
Even our character has changed…so they have to come and listen to us before [anyone else]. … 
Sometimes people are thinking that Boko Haram is more important to the Government than 
us. These are people who are guilty [of crimes] and [are given] more importance than peaceful 
ones. Like the Government sends people with vehicles to transport them, whereas they won’t 
even come and listen to us refugees – and doing this is simpler than bringing vehicles for people 
who have blood on their hands. This is why people think it is by force that we are told we must 
accept them.”53 In addition, they desired for people formerly associated with armed groups to 
undergo a government programme and the assurance that repentis had indeed changed their 
ways and would no longer be a threat to them and their loved ones. According to a male 
farmer, “When people come back, you should not bring them immediately [here] but take them 
to a secure location for at least for three months and “cleanse their minds”, counsel them, train 
them, do psychosocial accompaniment, then release them.”54 Further, they wanted a change in 
their material conditions, security and livelihood assistance – for themselves and people going 
through DDRR. Respondents noted the rather common notion that displaced people and 
refugees were being provided more assistance than host communities and stressed the need to 
take a different approach. They said that the perception that these people are now “benefitting” 
from their history of violence, as opposed to the victims, would likely cause one to reject calls 
for “acceptance” of repentis. Finally, they wanted recognition of wrongdoing, apology and asking 
for pardon as part of a process of reconciliation and healing. 

53 Interview (in English) with a refugee fisherman (respondent no. 37), conducted in Dar Es Salaam in October 2021.
54 Interview (in Kanembu) with a host community male farmer (respondent no. 14), conducted in Bol in October 2021.
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“It was midnight on a Monday when the conflict started. When Boko Haram first came, 
they directly attacked the army base. They were shooting and we were afraid and could 
no longer stay at home. We left the city for the bush behind the herds. Towards the 
morning, we came back to Doron Baga, then elements of Boko Haram attacked and 
encircled the town. They took youth by the arm and killed the elderly. We were eight, 
including my mother, wife and my twin. We all dispersed. My mother advised us that if 
we walked together in one group, one attack could kill us so we should be separated. … 
Since then, I have heard no news of my family – not my wife nor my mother. … Every 
prayer I make to Allah is to save my mother. And even if my wife is dead, I want to be 
with her. 

Without this ceremony of reconciliation and pardon, the community has suffered a lot 
and are victims, so it will not be possible to live together. … But they are members of 
our family, so we need to accept them. It will never be easy. I take my heart and I am 
the only one living among my family, and if they come tomorrow and the State does not 
ask us to accept them, I will not accept them. All the bad they have done to me means I 
cannot accept them to live among us.

The majority of people who left [to join the group] is due to poverty and to have a better 
life. On their disengagement and return, we have to encourage them to live with the 
community people. [They should be given] humanitarian aid and shelter and the means 
for subsistence and funds to start activities of commerce. If they have a small amount of 
means to meet their needs, they would not think of going back to the group.

The real combatants who are [still out] there – for their disengagement, to prove their 
genuineness, they need to come [and surrender] with their arms. This is essential for 
their disengagement. … There will be tensions but it depends on the degree of their 
need. 

The associés who have been disengaged are the most vulnerable among us. The refugees 
and IDPs give some aid and the most vulnerable are the anciens associés, as they have 
nothing. In our culture, you have to help a stranger. The associés are not strangers and 
you need to give them many things to encourage them to disengage. If you mistreat 
them, they may go back [to the armed group]. If they come and there is no difference [in 
the economic and living conditions] between here and there, they will prefer to go back 
so you need to motivate them to stay.

The people there, I saw them as terrible enemies [in the past]. They had done a lot of bad 
to me. But after their return, some of them recounted their life there and I took pity on 
them. They went for days without eating, were living in a situation of extreme poverty 
and suffering. I was in a city and ate twice a day ,but they did not eat. I saw them as 
enemies but then started to see them more as being like us and wanting to live together. 
… I know many people who are repentis and came back. We share our plans with each 
other. Even if your heart does not accept, you have to force your heart to live with these 
people and try to accept them. You must always look forward to the future. You must 
always think of the future.” 

– Refugee male trader/ docker (interviewed in Kanuri) 
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7.  Women’s participation  
in the DDRR process

Having examined the DDRR process and the experiences and perspectives of those going 
through it, as well as victims and survivors of conflict, the report now assesses the role of 
women and women’s associations in this chapter. It provides context to gender relations in 
the region before looking at the roles women play (or do not play) in DDRR programming and 
practice.

Women’s participation in DDRR should be seen within the framework of the broader gender 
context. Gender power dynamics determined individuals’ status and power. As one (male) 
United Nations staff respondent said, “The older men are higher [in the hierarchy], then the 
men less aged in the second, and women in third place regardless of age. … This [hierarchy] 
translates into social roles, and women cannot speak in public, have household activities, engage 
in production but do not own property. Even if they work the fields, the fields could never 
belong to them. Women cannot go to fish but take the fish, put salt, smoke and sell the 
fish in the market.”55 Although one bulama, one chef de quartier titulaire and three chefs de 
quartier adjoints are women, both community leadership and government institutions tended 
to be dominated by men. Respondents shared how women were largely excluded from and 
marginalized in decision-making by both communities and the Government, despite government 
policy mandating a minimum of 30 per cent women’s participation. They also said it could be 
difficult to persuade men to involve women in these spaces, let alone support women to be 
able to meaningfully participate and take up leadership positions. However, these dynamics had 
been observed to be changing to some extent due to the work of women’s rights activists and 
their allies engaging with communities to shift from these social norms. 

“The idea that women should be “under” men and dominated by men is very common. 
Some husbands do not even allow their women to go to the ceremonies. We had issues 
when we were just starting our work, when women came to the chef de canton who 
helped us and said it was within their rights [to join]. With sensitization, [the situation] 
has started to improve, but in some areas, things still have not changed and women are 
not autonomous. … Women are not free and remain uninvolved in decision making and 
programmes. … It has started to improve a bit from the beginning. … Boys got to go to 
school and girls stayed at home to cook and do household work [in the past], but this 
has started to change. … The women in the village reclaim rights for their girls and do 
not accept early marriage, as they know the causes and consequences. … Women are 
now more aware.” 

– Woman’s rights activist (interviewed in French)

55 Interview (in French) with a man working for a United Nations agency (respondent no. 16), conducted in Bol in October 2021.
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Women had made some promising progress when it comes to engaging in the DDRR process 
and on issues of gender equality, but financial and other support to women’s rights organizations 
and associations tended to be short-term and on a small scale. As described previously, women’s 
rights organizations worked to challenge the gender ideology and narratives with which people 
formerly associated with armed groups had been indoctrinated. They supported survivors of 
GBV and conducted community level sensitization against stigmatization, the need to access 
services, women’s rights in general, and the need for peaceful coexistence between community 
members and people formerly associated with armed groups. However, while United Nations 
agencies and international NGOs provided women’s rights organizations and associations with 
funding and capacity-strengthening, such support could be dependent on project cycles and 
unsustained. 

Women and women’s associations were largely excluded from government DDRR decision-
making and practice. There were few attempts to involve women in community engagement 
efforts or to ensure outreach included them. They were not meaningfully included in policy 
formulation and development and, as yet, there had been few attempts to analyse what a truly 
gender-transformative approach to DDRR would look like and put one in place. 

WOMEN’S PARTICIPATION IN THE DDRR PROCESS
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8. Conclusions and 
recommendations

1. Mainstream gender considerations in policy development and implementation 

1.1 Ensure that the PNPCR is gender-transformative by:
(a) Including an analysis of gender dynamics and differentiated needs in the DDRR 

process;
(b) Outlining steps on how the process will integrate recognition of these gender 

dynamics; 
(c) Training government officials in the gender-transformative implementation of policy, 

including through the identification and training of specialists; 
(d) Sustaining community engagement, ensuring that it is an open process through which 

community members can share their concerns and desires, and including women-
only spaces to better enable women’s participation;

(e) Guaranteeing sustained funding for implementation.

1.2  Adapt existing DDRR strategic communications plans to improve outreach to women 
and girls and be responsive to the greater obstacles they face after leaving armed groups/
violent extremist organizations (VEOs).

2. Ensure the meaningful participation of women in all aspects of the DDRR process 

2.1  Ensure the meaningful participation of women and women’s associations at the community 
level, in regional and national steering committees, coordination units and other decision-
making processes, including in policy development and revision.

2.2  Strengthen the capacities and skills of women, including by creating spaces for activists, 
associations and peacebuilders across the Lake Chad Basin working in DDRR and other 
related areas to engage in peer learning and experience-sharing, and by supporting risk 
assessments and developing security and safety strategies. 

2.3  Provide sustained, long-term and flexible funding to women’s organizations to engage in 
all aspects of the DDRR process.

3. Ensure that registration and screening tools and processes are gender-sensitive 
and -responsive 

3.1  Establish gender-sensitive screening processes that are implemented by women with all 
staff trained in gender, GBV and DDRR.

3.2  Conduct a gender analysis of responses gathered during registration and screening 
processes to better understand the gender dynamics and contribute to feedback loops to 
better address gendered needs.

3.3  Involve human rights and GBV actors in screening and ensure referrals to medical care and 
mental health and psychosocial support.
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4. Improve rehabilitation and reintegration outcomes 

4.1  Develop gender-transformative livelihood interventions in line with the results of (gender-
integrated) market assessments and information on known livelihoods; provide ongoing 
support after reintegration into communities.

4.2  Support women ulema to talk about women’s rights and freedoms and address certain 
norms of masculinities in lieu of the gender ideology perpetuated by VEOs.

4.3  Support individuals, couples and families previously associated with VEOs to engage in 
new forms of communications and relationship-building.

4.4  Expand mental health and psychosocial support to be more responsive to the differentiated 
gendered needs of those formerly associated with VEOs (supporting girls and women to 
adjust to life after forced confinement and limited social contact; helping boys and men to 
cope with the guilt and experience of having been perpetrators of violence). 

4.5  As part of establishing a person’s legal status and delivering official documentation, provide 
support to women and girls to resolve the marital situation imposed upon them by VEOs. 

5. Strengthen social cohesion and reconciliation 

5.1  Communicate with communities on the dual-track support approach (which benefits 
both communities and former VEO associates) of DDRR efforts, including on livelihoods, 
so as to counter existing perceptions of favouritism towards former associates.

5.2  Ensure trauma-informed processes by making mental health and psychosocial support 
available in communities where reintegration takes place, with emphasis on reaching 
victims, survivors and their families.

5.3  Develop a gender-transformative process for transitional justice, reconciliation and healing 
with the full involvement of women and responsiveness to the gendered nature of the 
harms committed. 

5.4  Explore the possibilities of economic and livelihood activities, serving as the locus for 
peacebuilding that brings together people formerly associated with armed groups and 
other community members – but do so when people are ready for these interactions, 
rather than as a precondition to livelihood support.

6. Improve coordination and peer learning 

6.1  Create better synergies between DDRR and GBV actors by: 
(a) Encouraging GBV actors and the subsector to integrate DDRR interventions into 

their strategies and plans;
(b) Receiving the support of GBV actors to integrate a GBV approach into DDRR.  

6.2  Integrate the gendered needs and realities of people previously associated with VEOs into 
development, humanitarian and peacebuilding to leverage interventions across sectors as 
part of a triple-nexus approach. 

 

CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS
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