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Abstract 

Cattle rustling, historically rooted as a cultural practice among pastoralist communities, has 

evolved into a deadly organized crime in Taraba State, Nigeria. This transformation poses 

significant challenges to the socio-economic stability and security of the region. This paper 

investigates the historical evolution, contemporary dynamics, and socio-economic implications of 

cattle rustling in Taraba State. It further examines the transition of cattle rustling from a 

traditional practice to an organized crime, drawing on empirical data to highlight the prevalence 

and impact of this issue. Employing Routine Activity Theory as the theoretical framework, the 

study identifies the situational factors that facilitate cattle rustling and suggests comprehensive 

strategies for mitigation. Key findings indicate a significant increase in cattle rustling incidents, 

particularly in areas like Sardauna, Bali, and Ardo Kola LGAs. The economic losses resulting 

from cattle rustling are profound, leading to financial instability and poverty among rural families. 

Social impacts include increased tensions, mistrust, and potential conflicts within and between 

communities. Security challenges are exacerbated by the involvement of organized crime 

syndicates, inadequate law enforcement, and porous borders. The study recommends a multi-

faceted approach to combat cattle rustling, including strengthening law enforcement, promoting 

community policing, enhancing economic opportunities, and fostering international collaboration. 

Through sustained efforts and collaboration among stakeholders, it is possible to mitigate the 

effects of cattle rustling, promote sustainable livelihoods, and enhance security in Taraba State. 

This paper contributes to the broader discourse on rural crime and provides a foundation for 

policy interventions aimed at addressing cattle rustling and its associated challenges. 
 

Keywords: Cattle rustling, Cultural practice, Law enforcement, Organized crime, Routine Activity 

Theory, and Taraba State 
 

Introduction 

Cattle rustling, a practice deeply rooted in the cultural traditions of pastoralist communities, has 

evolved into a significant and deadly form of organized crime in various parts of Africa. In 

Nigeria's Taraba State, this transformation is particularly notable, marking a shift from a culturally 

embedded practice to a highly organized criminal activity with severe socio-economic and security 



Cattle Rustling: Interrogating its Evolution from Cultural Practice to Deadly Organized Crime in Taraba State: GARBA, M. 

J.; TIFKWAH, T. J. IBRAHIM, A. & WANAPIA, N. I. 

Taraba International Journal of Social Science Research (TIJOSSR) Vol. 1, No 1. June. 2024 88 
 

implications. This evolution from cultural practice to organized crime in Taraba State offers a 

microcosm of broader trends observed in similar pastoral regions across Africa, where traditional 

forms of livestock raiding have been subsumed by modern criminal enterprises (Okoli & Agada, 

2014). 

Historically, cattle rustling was an accepted part of life among many African pastoralist societies, 

including those in Taraba State. It was often considered a rite of passage for young men, a 

demonstration of bravery and skill, and a legitimate means of acquiring wealth and social status 

(Blench, 2004). This traditional form of rustling was governed by social norms and cultural 

practices that limited violence and facilitated resolution through restitution and compensation. 

Cattle rustling, in its traditional form, was therefore more of a communal competition rather than 

an act of outright theft or violence. 

However, the dynamics of cattle rustling in Taraba State and elsewhere have changed dramatically 

over the past few decades. Today, cattle rustling involves sophisticated criminal networks, armed 

with modern weaponry, operating across vast and often poorly governed areas. The increase in 

violence associated with these activities has led to significant loss of life, displacement of 

communities, and economic hardship. These modern rustling operations are no longer bound by 

the cultural codes that once mitigated the violence and ensured some level of community stability 

(Nchi, 2013). 

Several factors have contributed to this transformation. One of the most significant is the 

proliferation of small arms and light weapons, which has made cattle rustling far more lethal. The 

breakdown of traditional leadership and conflict resolution structures has also played a critical role. 

In many areas, traditional authorities who once managed disputes and mediated conflicts have lost 

their influence, often due to the erosion of traditional governance systems by formal state 

structures or through the imposition of external political influences (Okoli & Agada, 2014). 

Economic factors have further fueled the transition from cultural practice to organized crime. 

Widespread poverty, unemployment, and lack of opportunities, especially among the youth, have 

made cattle rustling an attractive option for those looking for a means of survival. In regions where 

economic hardship is severe, the allure of quick profits from cattle rustling can outweigh the risks 

involved. The illegal cattle trade has also become a lucrative business, with stolen cattle often 

being sold in distant markets, making it difficult for local authorities to track and recover them 

(Adewale, 2015). 

In addition to these socio-economic factors, the role of political instability and corruption cannot 

be overlooked. In areas where state presence is weak or compromised, criminal elements find it 

easier to operate with impunity. Corruption among local officials can also facilitate cattle rustling 

activities, as law enforcement agencies might be bribed to turn a blind eye, or even actively 

participate in the illegal trade (Kwaja, 2014). This interplay of socio-economic, political, and 
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cultural factors has thus created a complex and highly resilient criminal network that is difficult to 

dismantle. 

The contemporary landscape of cattle rustling in Taraba State is markedly different from its 

historical antecedents. Modern rustling is characterized by its scale, organization, and the level of 

violence involved. Today, cattle rustling operations are often carried out by well-armed and 

organized groups that operate across state and national borders. These groups use advanced tactics 

and weaponry, including automatic firearms, making their raids far more deadly and destructive 

than traditional rustling (Kwaja, 2014). 

One of the most significant changes in modern cattle rustling is the level of organization. Unlike 

the relatively small-scale, opportunistic raids of the past, contemporary rustling operations involve 

extensive planning and coordination. Criminal networks involved in cattle rustling often have 

connections with other illicit activities, such as drug trafficking and arms smuggling, creating a 

complex web of criminal enterprises. This level of organization makes it difficult for law 

enforcement agencies to combat cattle rustling effectively (Adewale, 2015). 

The economic motivations behind cattle rustling have also evolved. While traditional rustling was 

driven by cultural and social factors, modern rustling is primarily motivated by economic gain. 

The high value of cattle in both local and international markets makes rustling a lucrative business. 

Stolen cattle are often transported to distant markets, where they are sold, laundered, and 

integrated into legal supply chains. This illegal trade is facilitated by corrupt officials and weak 

enforcement mechanisms, allowing rustlers to operate with relative impunity (Okoli & Agada, 

2014). 

The impact of modern cattle rustling on local communities is profound. In addition to the 

immediate loss of livestock, which constitutes a significant economic asset for pastoralist families, 

rustling has broader social and economic repercussions. The violence associated with rustling raids 

often leads to loss of life and displacement of communities, creating humanitarian crises. The fear 

of attacks forces many herders to abandon their traditional grazing routes and settle in less 

productive areas, further exacerbating poverty and food insecurity (Nchi, 2013). 

The evolution of cattle rustling into a form of organized crime has significant implications for 

security and development in Taraba State. The increase in violence associated with rustling raids 

poses a major security threat, not only to the pastoralist communities directly affected but also to 

the broader region. The proliferation of arms and the involvement of organized criminal networks 

create a volatile environment that is difficult to control. This insecurity hinders economic 

development by deterring investment, disrupting agricultural production, and forcing communities 

to abandon productive activities in favor of survival (Okoli & Agada, 2014). 

Moreover, the economic impact of cattle rustling extends beyond the immediate loss of livestock. 

The disruption of pastoralist activities affects the entire agricultural value chain, leading to higher 

prices for meat and other livestock products. This, in turn, exacerbates food insecurity and poverty 
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in both rural and urban areas. The displacement of communities and the destruction of livelihoods 

also create long-term developmental challenges, including the need for humanitarian assistance, 

reconstruction, and rehabilitation (Nchi, 2013). 

Addressing the problem of cattle rustling requires a multi-faceted approach that takes into account 

the complex interplay of cultural, economic, and political factors. Strengthening law enforcement 

and border control is essential to curb the proliferation of arms and the movement of stolen cattle. 

Enhancing the capacity of traditional and formal conflict resolution mechanisms can help mitigate 

disputes and prevent escalation. Economic development initiatives that create employment and 

improve livelihoods in rural areas are also crucial to reducing the economic incentives for rustling 

(Adewale, 2015). 

This article seeks to interrogate the evolution of cattle rustling in Taraba State, exploring the socio-

economic, political, and cultural dimensions of this phenomenon. By examining the historical 

context and contemporary dynamics of cattle rustling, the study aims to provide a comprehensive 

understanding of how a cultural practice has morphed into a deadly organized crime, with 

profound implications for security and development in the region.  
 

Statement of the Problem 

Cattle rustling in Taraba State has evolved from a traditional cultural practice into a form of 

organized crime, posing significant challenges to the region's socio-economic stability and security. 

The contemporary nature of cattle rustling in Taraba State is characterized by its scale, 

organization, and violence. Modern rustling operations involve sophisticated criminal networks 

equipped with modern weaponry, resulting in deadly raids that devastate communities. This 

transformation has had severe implications for local populations, including loss of life, 

displacement, and economic hardship. The traditional mechanisms that once mitigated conflicts 

and facilitated restitution have largely broken down, leaving communities vulnerable and 

exacerbating tensions between herders and farmers. 

The implications of cattle rustling extend beyond immediate violence and economic loss. The fear 

and insecurity generated by rustling raids disrupt agricultural activities, hinder investment, and 

exacerbate food insecurity. Displaced populations face long-term challenges in rebuilding their 

lives, requiring substantial humanitarian assistance and development efforts. The persistence of 

cattle rustling also undermines state authority, perpetuates cycles of violence, and hampers efforts 

to establish lasting peace and stability in the region. 

Addressing the problem of cattle rustling in Taraba State requires a multi-faceted approach that 

considers the complex interplay of cultural, economic, and political factors. Strengthening law 

enforcement, enhancing traditional and formal conflict resolution mechanisms, and promoting 

economic development are critical to reducing the incidence of rustling and mitigating its impact 

on local communities. By understanding the root causes and dynamics of cattle rustling, 
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policymakers and stakeholders can develop effective strategies to combat this pervasive issue and 

promote sustainable development and security in Taraba State 
 

Objectives  

The principal objective of this paper is to contribute to academic understanding and practical 

interventions aimed at addressing the complex challenges posed by cattle rustling in Taraba State. 

While specific objectives are: 

1. To Examine the Historical Evolution of Cattle Rustling in Taraba State 

2. To Analyze the Contemporary Dynamics and Socio-Economic Implications of Cattle 

Rustling 

3. To Propose Strategies for Mitigating Cattle Rustling and Promoting Sustainable Livelihoods 
4.  

Conceptual Clarification 

Cattle Rustling 

Cattle rustling, historically rooted in pastoralist societies, refers to the unauthorized and often 

violent theft of livestock, particularly cattle, from one group or individual by another. This practice 

has evolved over time and varies in its cultural, social, economic, and legal dimensions across 

different regions of the world. In the context of Taraba State, Nigeria, cattle rustling has undergone 

significant transformations from a traditional cultural practice to a complex form of organized 

crime. 
 

Historical and Cultural Context 

Historically, cattle rustling was prevalent among pastoralist communities as a means of acquiring 

wealth, enhancing social status, and demonstrating bravery. In many traditional African societies, 

including those in Taraba State, cattle were not just a form of economic wealth but also held 

cultural and symbolic value. Rustling was often intertwined with cultural rites of passage and 

communal identity, with rules and norms governing its practice to mitigate violence and maintain 

social order (Blench, 2004). 

From a legal perspective, cattle rustling constitutes theft under Nigerian law, punishable by 

imprisonment and fines. However, enforcing these laws in remote and under-resourced areas like 

Taraba State presents significant challenges. Weak law enforcement capacity, corruption, and the 

vastness of rural landscapes contribute to the impunity with which rustling activities are often 

carried out. Moreover, the involvement of organized criminal networks in cattle rustling further 

complicates law enforcement efforts and threatens security in affected regions (Kwaja, 2014). 

Conceptually, cattle rustling can be understood through a framework that integrates cultural, 

economic, social, and legal dimensions. This framework helps to elucidate the factors driving the 

practice, its impact on communities, and the strategies needed to combat it effectively.  
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Key elements of this concept include: 

a. Cultural Significance: Understanding the historical and cultural roots of cattle rustling as a 

traditional practice embedded in pastoralist societies. 

b. Economic Drivers: Analyzing the economic incentives behind cattle rustling, including 

poverty, unemployment, and the potential for substantial financial gain. 

c. Social Dynamics: Exploring the social consequences of rustling on community cohesion, 

livelihoods, and interpersonal relationships. 

d. Legal and Security Considerations: Examining the legal frameworks governing cattle 

ownership and theft, as well as the security implications of organized rustling activities. 

Cattle rustling in Taraba State represents a complex phenomenon with deep historical roots and 

significant contemporary implications. Conceptually, it spans cultural traditions, economic 

motivations, legal challenges, and security concerns. Addressing cattle rustling requires a 

comprehensive approach that acknowledges these multifaceted dimensions, integrating 

community-based solutions, strengthened law enforcement, economic development initiatives, and 

cross-border cooperation to mitigate its impact and promote sustainable livelihoods in affected 

regions. 
 

Organized Crime 

Organized crime refers to a structured, hierarchical, and coordinated enterprise engaged in illegal 

activities for profit and power. Unlike spontaneous or individual criminal acts, organized crime 

involves groups that operate systematically over extended periods, often across multiple 

jurisdictions. The concept encompasses a wide range of illicit activities, from drug trafficking and 

human smuggling to extortion, money laundering, and arms trafficking. Understanding organized 

crime requires a nuanced exploration of its organizational structures, economic motivations, social 

impacts, and the challenges it poses to law enforcement and governance. 

Organized crime groups are characterized by their hierarchical structures and division of labor. 

They often operate with clear roles and responsibilities, ranging from leadership and finance to 

logistics and enforcement. These groups may evolve from familial or ethnic networks to 

sophisticated transnational syndicates, leveraging technology and global networks to facilitate their 

operations (Paoli, 2003). 

At the core of organized crime is the pursuit of profit through illegal means. Economic motivations 

drive these groups to exploit market opportunities in illicit industries, where demand often 

outstrips legal supply. The profitability of activities such as drug trafficking or contraband 

smuggling fuels the expansion and diversification of organized crime enterprises, making them 

resilient and adaptive to law enforcement efforts (Finckenauer & Waring, 2017). 

Organized crime intersects with social and cultural contexts, influencing community dynamics, 

norms, and perceptions. In some cases, criminal organizations may provide employment, social 
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services, or protection to marginalized communities, cultivating loyalty and support. However, 

their presence often undermines social cohesion, erodes trust in institutions, and perpetuates cycles 

of violence and corruption (Reuter, 1983). 

Combatting organized crime presents significant legal and governance challenges. These groups 

operate across jurisdictions, exploiting legal loopholes and jurisdictional boundaries to evade 

detection and prosecution. Law enforcement agencies face obstacles such as corruption, 

inadequate resources, and the complexity of gathering evidence and securing convictions against 

well-organized criminal networks (von Lampe, 2016). 

A conceptual framework for organized crime integrates these dimensions to provide a 

comprehensive understanding: 

a. Structural Analysis: Examining the hierarchical organization, operational methods, and 

leadership dynamics of criminal groups. 

b. Economic Analysis: Analyzing the financial incentives and market conditions that drive 

organized crime activities, including the illicit drug trade, human trafficking, and 

cybercrime. 

c. Social Analysis: Understanding the social impact of organized crime on communities, 

including violence, intimidation, and the erosion of social norms. 

d. Legal and Governance Analysis: Assessing the effectiveness of legal frameworks, law 

enforcement strategies, and international cooperation in combating organized crime. 

Organized crime represents a persistent and adaptive challenge to global security and governance. 

Its impact extends beyond the realm of law enforcement to encompass social, economic, and 

political dimensions. Addressing organized crime requires coordinated efforts at national and 

international levels, integrating law enforcement strategies with social and economic development 

initiatives to disrupt criminal networks and mitigate their harmful effects on societies. 
 

Cultural Practice 

Cultural practice refers to a pattern of behavior, belief, or activity that is socially learned and 

transmitted within a particular cultural group or society. These practices often carry symbolic 

meaning and contribute to the identity, cohesion, and continuity of communities over time. 

Understanding cultural practices requires consideration of their historical roots, social functions, 

symbolic significance, and the ways in which they shape individuals' behaviors and societal norms. 

Cultural practices are rooted in the historical and social contexts of specific communities or 

societies. They evolve over time through interactions, adaptations, and exchanges within and 

between cultural groups. Historical events, migrations, colonization, and globalization influence 

the development and transformation of cultural practices, shaping their meanings and 

interpretations (Geertz, 1973). 
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Many cultural practices carry symbolic meaning and serve important social functions within 

communities. They often reflect values, beliefs, and norms that guide individuals' behaviors and 

interactions. Rituals, ceremonies, and traditions associated with cultural practices reinforce social 

cohesion, identity formation, and collective memory. They may also express spiritual beliefs, 

worldview, and cultural heritage, providing a sense of continuity and belonging (Bourdieu, 1977). 

Cultural practices are transmitted from one generation to the next through socialization processes, 

including education, observation, and participation in community activities. Transmission may 

occur informally within families and communities or formally through educational institutions, 

religious institutions, and media. Cultural practices are dynamic and adaptive, evolving in response 

to social, economic, environmental, and political changes (Appadurai, 1996). 

Cultural practices exhibit diversity and variation across different regions, ethnic groups, and social 

classes. They reflect the plurality of human experiences, perspectives, and ways of life. Variations 

in cultural practices may result from geographical factors, historical experiences, economic 

conditions, and interactions with other cultures. This diversity enriches cultural identities and 

contributes to the richness of global cultural heritage (Hannerz, 1992). 

Cultural practices are integral to the diversity, resilience, and continuity of human societies. They 

shape individuals' identities, social interactions, and worldview, contributing to cultural heritage 

and collective memory. Understanding and respecting cultural practices foster mutual 

understanding, tolerance, and appreciation for cultural diversity globally. 
 

Literature review 

Transition of cattle rustling from cultural practice to deadly organized crime 

The transition from a cultural practice to deadly organized crime is a complex phenomenon that 

occurs when traditional norms and behaviors evolve under the influence of social, economic, and 

political changes. This evolution often results in the transformation of activities once considered 

acceptable within a community into illicit and harmful behaviors that threaten social stability and 

security. This paper will explore several key factors and examples to illustrate how and why this 

transition occurs, with a focus on real-world examples and theoretical frameworks. 

1. Historical and Cultural Roots: Many cultural practices originate within specific historical 

and cultural contexts, often serving functional roles within communities. These practices 

may include rituals, ceremonies, or activities that hold symbolic meaning and contribute to 

social cohesion. For instance, in pastoralist societies such as those found in parts of Africa 

and Asia, cattle rustling historically served as a means of acquiring wealth, demonstrating 

bravery, or resolving disputes among tribes or clans. It was embedded in social structures 

and regulated by customary laws and traditions to minimize conflict and maintain order 

(Blench, 2004). 
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2. Economic and Social Changes: The transition from cultural practice to organized crime 

often begins with economic and social changes that disrupt traditional livelihoods and 

community structures. Economic pressures such as poverty, unemployment, and lack of 

opportunities can compel individuals or groups to seek alternative means of income 

generation. In the case of cattle rustling, shifts in land use patterns, environmental 

degradation, and competition over scarce resources can diminish traditional economic 

opportunities for pastoralists, prompting some to turn to illicit activities for survival (Okoli 

& Agada, 2014). 

Moreover, social changes such as urbanization, migration, and the erosion of traditional 

governance structures can weaken community cohesion and the efficacy of informal conflict 

resolution mechanisms. This breakdown creates openings for criminal elements to exploit 

existing grievances and conflicts within communities, transforming localized disputes over 

resources into larger-scale criminal enterprises (Nchi, 2013). 

Cattle Rustling in Nigeria: Nigeria provides a compelling example of the transition from 

cultural practice to organized crime with its pervasive issue of cattle rustling, particularly in 

states like Taraba, Plateau, and Benue. Historically, cattle rustling among pastoralist 

communities was managed through customary laws and mediated by traditional leaders to 

prevent violence and ensure restitution (Okoli & Agada, 2014). 

However, factors such as political instability, proliferation of small arms, and economic 

marginalization have contributed to the evolution of cattle rustling into a deadly organized 

crime. Criminal networks equipped with sophisticated weaponry now engage in large-scale 

raids, often crossing state and international borders. These activities not only result in the 

loss of livestock but also lead to violence, displacement of communities, and economic 

hardship (Kwaja, 2014). 

3. The Role of Criminal Networks and Globalization: Organized crime thrives on networks 

that transcend local, regional, and even national boundaries. Globalization has facilitated the 

expansion of criminal enterprises by providing avenues for communication, transportation, 

and financial transactions across borders. Criminal networks involved in activities such as 

drug trafficking, human smuggling, and arms trafficking often diversify into other lucrative 

illicit markets, including wildlife poaching, extortion, and theft of natural resources (Paoli, 

2003). 

These networks exploit weak governance structures, corruption, and gaps in law 

enforcement to operate with impunity, undermining state authority and perpetuating cycles 

of violence and instability. The profits generated from organized crime activities can further 

exacerbate social inequalities and contribute to the erosion of ethical and moral norms within 

affected communities (Reuter, 1983). 
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The transition from cultural practice to deadly organized crime underscores the dynamic nature of 

social change and its impact on community norms and behaviors. Economic pressures, social 

disruptions, and the influence of global forces contribute to the transformation of once-legitimate 

activities into illicit enterprises that threaten security and stability. Understanding this transition 

requires a multidisciplinary approach that considers historical contexts, socio-economic factors, 

and theoretical frameworks to develop effective strategies for prevention and intervention. 

By addressing root causes such as poverty, inequality, and weak governance, policymakers can 

mitigate the conditions that fuel organized crime and promote sustainable development and 

security in affected regions. Community-based initiatives, enhanced law enforcement efforts, and 

international cooperation are essential components of comprehensive strategies aimed at 

combating organized crime and restoring social order in societies grappling with these complex 

challenges. 
 

Contemporary Dynamics and Socio-Economic Implications of Cattle Rustling 

The literature on contemporary dynamics and socio-economic implications of cattle rustling 

provides a comprehensive understanding of how this phenomenon affects communities, economies, 

and security in various regions. Here's a review of key studies and insights into this topic: 

1. Scale and Organization of Cattle Rustling: Contemporary studies emphasize the scale 

and organization of cattle rustling activities. Okoli & Agada (2014) discuss how modern 

cattle rustling in Nigeria involves sophisticated criminal networks equipped with advanced 

weaponry. These networks operate across borders, conducting coordinated raids and thefts 

that devastate rural communities and undermine agricultural productivity. 

2. Violence and Security Challenges: Cattle rustling has become increasingly violent, 

posing significant security challenges in affected regions. Kwaja (2014) highlights the use 

of firearms and other weapons in cattle rustling incidents, which escalate conflicts between 

pastoralist communities and exacerbate insecurity. The proliferation of small arms and the 

involvement of organized criminal syndicates further complicate law enforcement efforts 

and threaten stability. 

3. Socio-Economic Impact on Communities: The socio-economic impact of cattle rustling 

is profound and multifaceted. Studies such as those by Nchi (2013) and Adewale (2015) 

explore how raids and thefts disrupt agricultural activities, leading to loss of livelihoods, 

displacement of populations, and increased poverty and food insecurity. These impacts are 

particularly severe in rural areas where livestock represents not only economic assets but 

also cultural and social capital. 

4. Legal and Governance Issues: Addressing cattle rustling is fraught with legal and 

governance challenges. Nchi (2013) discusses the complexities of jurisdictional issues and 

the inadequacies of law enforcement in tackling trans-border cattle rustling. Weak 
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governance structures, corruption, and insufficient resources hinder effective responses to 

organized crime activities associated with cattle theft. 

5. Community Responses and Coping Mechanisms: Communities affected by cattle 

rustling often develop their own responses and coping mechanisms. Traditional conflict 

resolution mechanisms, although weakened, still play a role in mitigating conflicts arising 

from cattle theft (Blench, 2004). However, these mechanisms are increasingly strained 

under the pressures of modern criminal activities and socio-economic changes. 

6. Policy and Interventions: Policy responses to cattle rustling vary, ranging from enhanced 

law enforcement strategies to community-based interventions. Okoli & Agada (2014) 

suggest the need for integrated approaches that combine strengthened security measures 

with economic development initiatives aimed at addressing root causes of cattle rustling. 

Engaging with local communities and promoting dialogue between stakeholders is crucial 

for sustainable solutions. 
7.  

Strategies for Mitigating Cattle Rustling and Promoting Sustainable Livelihoods 

Community Engagement and Empowerment 

Community-based approaches are fundamental to mitigating cattle rustling. Studies emphasize the 

importance of engaging with local communities, understanding their needs, and involving them in 

decision-making processes (Adewale, 2015). Empowering communities through education, skills 

training, and economic opportunities can reduce vulnerability to criminal activities and enhance 

resilience against cattle rustling incidents (Okoli & Agada, 2014). 
 

Improving Livelihoods and Economic Diversification 

Promoting sustainable livelihoods and economic diversification is crucial for reducing dependency 

on livestock and mitigating the economic incentives for cattle rustling. Strategies include 

supporting alternative income-generating activities such as agriculture, small-scale enterprises, and 

vocational training (Nchi, 2013). These interventions not only enhance economic resilience but 

also contribute to poverty reduction and food security in rural communities. 
 

Enhancing Security and Law Enforcement 

Effective law enforcement and security measures are essential for combating cattle rustling. This 

includes enhancing border security, improving surveillance and intelligence gathering, and 

strengthening legal frameworks to prosecute cattle rustlers and dismantle criminal networks 

(Kwaja, 2014). Collaborative efforts between law enforcement agencies, community policing 

initiatives, and regional cooperation are critical for addressing cross-border cattle rustling activities. 
 

Promoting Conflict Resolution and Mediation 

Traditional conflict resolution mechanisms play a significant role in managing disputes related to 

cattle ownership and grazing rights. Revitalizing and formalizing these mechanisms can help 



Cattle Rustling: Interrogating its Evolution from Cultural Practice to Deadly Organized Crime in Taraba State: GARBA, M. 

J.; TIFKWAH, T. J. IBRAHIM, A. & WANAPIA, N. I. 

Taraba International Journal of Social Science Research (TIJOSSR) Vol. 1, No 1. June. 2024 98 
 

prevent conflicts from escalating into violence and reduce the incidence of cattle rustling (Blench, 

2004). Mediation processes facilitated by community leaders, religious institutions, and civil 

society organizations promote dialogue, reconciliation, and mutual understanding among 

conflicting parties. 
 

Policy and Governance Reforms 

Policy interventions and governance reforms are essential for creating an enabling environment to 

address cattle rustling effectively. This includes strengthening regulatory frameworks, improving 

resource management practices, and promoting transparency and accountability in natural resource 

governance (Okoli & Agada, 2014). Addressing underlying issues such as land tenure disputes, 

environmental degradation, and socio-economic inequalities requires holistic approaches that 

integrate policy reforms with community-driven initiatives. 
 

Education and Awareness Campaigns 

Educational programs and awareness campaigns are critical for changing attitudes towards cattle 

rustling and promoting responsible livestock management practices. These initiatives raise 

awareness about the negative impacts of cattle theft on communities, economies, and security, 

encouraging compliance with legal norms and ethical standards (Nchi, 2013). Engaging youth and 

future generations in conservation efforts and sustainable agriculture practices fosters a culture of 

respect for livestock ownership and environmental stewardship. 
 

Theoretical framework: Routine Activity Theory (RAT) 

Routine Activity Theory (RAT) provides a robust theoretical framework for understanding the 

dynamics of cattle rustling and designing effective strategies to mitigate this phenomenon while 

promoting sustainable livelihoods. Developed by Marcus Felson and Lawrence E. Cohen in 1979, 

RAT posits that crime occurs when three elements converge in time and space: a motivated 

offender, a suitable target, and the absence of a capable guardian (Felson, 1994). Applying RAT to 

the context of cattle rustling offers insights into how these elements interact and influence the 

incidence and persistence of this crime. 

1. Motivated Offenders: In the context of cattle rustling, motivated offenders are 

individuals or groups driven by economic incentives, socio-cultural norms, or grievances 

that justify theft of livestock. Economic factors, such as poverty and lack of alternative 

livelihoods, often motivate individuals to engage in cattle rustling as a means of acquiring 

valuable assets for sale or subsistence (Okoli & Agada, 2014). Social norms that glorify 

bravery or prowess in raids may also motivate young men to participate in cattle theft as a 

rite of passage or to enhance their status within their communities (Blench, 2004). 

2. Suitable Targets: Livestock represent suitable targets for theft due to their economic 

value, mobility limitations, and the remote and vulnerable locations where they are often 

kept. Pastoralist communities, dependent on livestock for their livelihoods, are particularly 
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susceptible to cattle rustling due to inadequate security measures, vast grazing lands, and 

traditional grazing patterns that make it difficult to monitor and protect herds effectively 

(Kwaja, 2014). These factors create opportunities for offenders to exploit vulnerabilities 

and steal livestock without immediate detection. 

3. Absence of Capable Guardians: The absence or inadequacy of capable guardians, such 

as effective law enforcement, community policing, and formal security measures, 

contributes significantly to the persistence of cattle rustling. Weak governance structures, 

corruption, and lack of resources limit the ability of authorities to prevent and respond to 

cattle theft effectively (Nchi, 2013). Additionally, breakdowns in traditional conflict 

resolution mechanisms and community cohesion further undermine efforts to protect 

livestock and deter offenders from engaging in criminal activities. 
4.  

Application of Routine Activity Theory to Mitigating Cattle Rustling 

To mitigate cattle rustling and promote sustainable livelihoods, interventions informed by Routine 

Activity Theory should focus on altering the convergence of the three elements motivated 

offenders, suitable targets, and absence of capable guardians through targeted strategies: 

a. Enhancing Capable Guardianship: Strengthening law enforcement capacities, improving 

border security, and promoting community policing initiatives are essential for enhancing 

capable guardianship. Effective patrolling, surveillance technologies, and collaboration 

between security agencies and local communities can deter potential offenders and increase 

the likelihood of detecting and apprehending cattle rustlers (Felson & Clarke, 1998). 

b. Reducing Suitability of Targets: Implementing livestock management practices that reduce 

the vulnerability of herds to theft is crucial. This includes improving animal husbandry 

techniques, adopting GPS tracking and identification systems, and promoting communal 

grazing practices that facilitate herd monitoring and protection (Felson, 1994). Economic 

diversification initiatives that reduce dependence on livestock alone can also diminish the 

economic incentives for cattle rustling. 

c. Addressing Motivated Offenders: Addressing the socio-economic root causes of cattle 

rustling requires comprehensive strategies. These may include promoting alternative 

livelihoods through agricultural development, vocational training, and micro-enterprise 

support aimed at reducing poverty and offering viable economic opportunities beyond cattle 

rustling (Eck & Weisburd, 1995). Education and awareness campaigns can also challenge 

cultural norms that glorify cattle theft and promote peaceful conflict resolution mechanisms 

within communities. 
d.  

Prevalence of Cattle Rustling in Taraba State: Analysis of Data 

The provided table offers a comprehensive view of the prevalence of cattle rustling across various 

communities and Local Government Areas (LGAs) in Taraba State. This data spans several years 
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and highlights the intensity and distribution of cattle rustling incidents. Below is a detailed analysis 

and discussion based on the data presented. 
 

Table 1: Cattle rustling prevalence in Taraba state 

S/N Name of Communities/LGAs Cows Rustled  Year  

1.  Abbare/Kunini - Lau LGA 256  

2.  Donga 265  

3.  Zangon Kombi Ardo Kola 86  

4.  Pantinapu Yorro LGA 320  

5.  Takalafiya Bali LGA 251  

6.  Kungana Bali LGA 67  

7.  Tella Gassol LGA 217  

8.  Karim Lamido 250 2023 

9.  Taraba  17,500 2013 - 2015 

10.  Iware/Ardo Kola 214 2019 

11.  Runde/Ardo Kola 25 2019 

12.  Kankwana Pamanga/ Bali 122 2019 

13.  Kankwana/Bali 3 2019 

14.  Gandanbana/Bali 26 2019 

15.  Hauwan Mata /Bali 171 2019 

16.  Dankolo/Gashaka 16 2019 

17.  West of Bali town/ Bali 28 2019 

18.  Ngada, Gazabu Barkeji/Bali 48 2019 

19.  South of Osuwa/Bali LGA 16 2018 

20.  Gembu 300 2018 

21.  Mayo Ndaga 30 2018 

22.  Gazabu - Osuwa/Bali LGA 180 2018 

23.  Taraba State University 53 2018 

24.  Gadan Bature 178 2017 

25.  Kararawa (Takalafiya ward)/Bali 216  2017 

26.  Sardauna LGA 2,000,000 2016 

27.  Gassol  55 2016 

28.  Bakin Dutse/Ardo Kola 100 2014 

29.  Bakin Dutse/Ardo Kola 95 2013 

30.  Bakin Dutse/Ardo Kola 100 2010 

31.  Gadan Kura/Ardo Kola 55 2013 

32.  Gidan waya/Ibi 70 2012 

33.  Garbabi/Gashaka 30 2012 

34.  Gazabu/Bali 11 2012 

Total 2,021,354  

Source: Author’s compilation 
 

The data on cattle rustling in Taraba State reveals a significant and ongoing challenge with wide-

ranging impacts. Areas like Sardauna, Bali, and Ardo Kola LGAs are particularly affected, 
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experiencing frequent and severe incidents of cattle theft. Addressing this issue requires a multi-

faceted approach, including strengthening law enforcement, enhancing community security 

measures, and promoting socio-economic development to mitigate the drivers of cattle rustling. 

Further research and policy interventions are necessary to understand the underlying causes and 

develop effective strategies to combat cattle rustling in Taraba State. 
 

Factors Contributing to the Evolution of Cattle Rustling 

The transformation of cattle rustling from a cultural practice to organized crime in Taraba State 

can be attributed to a confluence of factors. One of the most significant is the proliferation of small 

arms and light weapons. The widespread availability of firearms has increased the lethality of 

rustling raids and emboldened criminal groups. This arms proliferation is partly due to the porous 

borders and weak regulatory frameworks that characterize many African states, including Nigeria 

(Kwaja, 2014). 

The breakdown of traditional conflict resolution mechanisms has also played a critical role. In the 

past, traditional leaders and community elders were instrumental in mediating disputes and 

ensuring that rustling activities did not escalate into broader conflicts. However, the erosion of 

traditional authority structures, often due to the imposition of formal state governance and the 

marginalization of local leaders, has left a vacuum in conflict resolution. This has allowed criminal 

groups to exploit unresolved grievances and operate with less oversight (Okoli & Agada, 2014). 

Economic factors, including poverty, unemployment, and lack of opportunities, have further fueled 

the rise of organized cattle rustling. In many rural areas of Taraba State, economic hardship is 

severe, and young people, in particular, face limited prospects for employment and economic 

advancement. The allure of quick profits from cattle rustling can be compelling, especially when 

legitimate means of earning a livelihood are scarce. This economic desperation is often 

compounded by environmental factors, such as drought and desertification, which reduce the 

availability of grazing land and further strain the livelihoods of pastoralist communities (Adewale, 

2015). 

Political instability and corruption also contribute to the problem. In regions where the state's 

presence is weak or compromised, criminal groups find it easier to operate with impunity. 

Corruption among local officials can facilitate cattle rustling activities, as law enforcement 

agencies might be bribed to ignore or even participate in the illegal trade. This creates a vicious 

cycle where rustling profits are used to further entrench criminal enterprises and corrupt practices, 

undermining efforts to establish law and order (Kwaja, 2014). 
 

Summary of Findings 

Cattle rustling in Taraba State has deep historical roots, traditionally linked to cultural practices 

among pastoralist communities. Over time, economic pressures, socio-political instability, and the 

proliferation of small arms have transformed this practice into a more violent and organized crime. 
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The study highlighted significant incidences of cattle rustling, with substantial losses reported in 

various communities and LGAs. Notably, areas such as Sardauna LGA and multiple communities 

in Bali LGA have been severely impacted. The data indicate periodic spikes in cattle rustling 

incidents, correlating with broader socio-economic and political crises. 

The economic impact of cattle rustling is profound, leading to financial instability and poverty in 

affected communities. The loss of livestock, a primary asset for many rural families, disrupts 

livelihoods and food security. Social impacts include increased tensions, mistrust, and potential 

conflicts within and between communities. Security challenges are exacerbated by the involvement 

of organized crime syndicates, inadequate law enforcement, and porous borders. 
 

Conclusion 

Cattle rustling in Taraba State remains a pervasive and complex issue that requires a multi-faceted 

and sustained effort to address effectively. By understanding the historical context, empirical 

prevalence, and socio-economic impacts, stakeholders can develop informed and targeted 

strategies to combat this crime. Through the combined efforts of communities, governments, and 

international partners, it is possible to mitigate the effects of cattle rustling, promote sustainable 

livelihoods, and enhance security in Taraba State. Continued research and policy innovation will 

be essential to adapt to the evolving dynamics of cattle rustling and ensure the long-term resilience 

of affected communities. 
 

Recommendations 

The paper proffers the following recommendations 

1. Strengthen the capacity of law enforcement agencies through training, resources, and 

logistical support. Also implement policies for mandatory livestock registration and the use 

of advanced tracking technologies to deter theft and facilitate recovery. 

2. Promote community policing initiatives to build trust and improve the responsiveness of law 

enforcement to cattle rustling incidents. As we as support the establishment and operation of 

vigilante groups in collaboration with local authorities to enhance community security. 

3. Address the underlying economic drivers of cattle rustling by promoting sustainable 

livelihoods and economic opportunities in rural areas. Enhancement of social cohesion and 

conflict resolution mechanisms to mitigate tensions and prevent retaliatory violence. 

4. Foster collaboration with neighboring states and countries to develop joint strategies for 

combating cross-border cattle rustling. Also facilitate intelligence sharing, joint patrols, and 

coordinated enforcement actions to address the transnational dimensions of cattle rustling. 
5.  
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