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Why Trump Should Label Nigeria

a “Country of Particular Concern”

by Arielle Del Turco, M.A., and Mikaela McLean

More Christians are killed for
their faith in Nigeria than any
other country in the world.

In June 2025, up to 200
internally displaced Christians
under the protection of a
Catholic mission were
massacred in an attack in
Yelewata in Benue State. These
attacks are all too common and

must be resolutely condemned.

The Country of Particular
Concern (CPC) designationis a
foreign policy tool the United
States can use to pressure
foreign governments into
religious freedom reform.

The Nigerian government has
not taken substantial action to
stop the persecution of
Christians, effectively
“tolerating” particularly severe
levels of persecution and
thereby meeting the criteria for
a CPC designation.

he U.S. State Department is soon to release its annual

International Religious Freedom Report, overviewing

the religious freedom conditions in every country
around the world (except the United States). Following the
release of this report, the administration will designate certain
countries as Countries of Particular Concern (CPC). One

country that ought to be on the CPC list this year is Nigeria.

The religious freedom conditions in Nigeria have long been
troubling, but the increase in violence in recent years is cause
for heightened concern. One recent report claims that more
than 20,000 Christians have been massacred in Southeast
Nigeria alone since 2015.! The first quarter of 2025 also saw a
sharp escalation in the kidnapping of clergy in Nigeria, with 12

Catholic priests abducted so far this year.?

This report can be read online at frc.org/NigeriaCPC
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In the past, some observers have tried to argue that the violence against Christians and Muslim
minority groups is not religiously motivated but caused by scarcity of resources, climate change, or lack
of employment. However, such excuses are starting to fade in the face of mounting evidence that
religious hostility is a core factor. Open Doors, a Christian persecution watchdog group, reports the
“biggest threat [to Nigerian Christians] is from Islamic militants who seek to destroy Christianity and
Christians in the region.”

Here are five reasons why the Trump administration should designate Nigeria a Country of Particular

Concern.

1. President Trump should build on the legacy of his first
term.

On December 7, 2020, then-Secretary of State Mike Pompeo designated Nigeria as a Country of
Particular Concern for the first time. Nigeria was designated alongside Burma (also called Myanmar),
China, Eritrea, Iran, North Korea, Pakistan, Saudi Arabia, Tajikistan, and Turkmenistan.* This was a

historic decision after years of advocacy urging the U.S. government to recognize Nigeria as a CPC.

The designation was a major victory for the Trump administration, which faced resistance from long-
standing State Department staff who opposed designating Nigeria as a CPC. It inspired religious
freedom advocates and encouraged Nigerian Christians who had been asking the U.S. government to

speak up on their behalf.

Unfortunately, President Biden removed Nigeria’s CPC designation during his first year in office. State
Department officials did not provide a reason for this decision, deeply frustrating advocates. Concerns
grew when then-Secretary of State Antony Blinken visited Nigerian state leaders, including then-

President Muhammadu Buhari, the day after the CPC list was announced.
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The U.S. Commission on International Religious Freedom (USCIRF), an independent bipartisan
tederal agency, issued a press release saying it was “appalled” by the Biden administration’s decision to

remove Nigeria from the CPC list.

President Trump should be building on his legacy of defending international religious freedom, not

allowing President Biden to reverse it. Nigeria should be designated as a CPC once again.

2. Nigeria meets the criteria for CPC designation.

According to the International Religious Freedom Act (IRFA) of 1998, the Country of Particular
Concern designation can be applied to foreign governments that “engaged in or tolerated particularly

severe violations of religious freedom.”® “Particularly severe violations” are defined as:

systematic, ongoing, egregious violations of religious freedom, including violations such as—

(A) torture or cruel, inhuman, or degrading treatment or punishment;

(B) prolonged detention without charges;

(C) causing the disappearance of persons by the abduction or clandestine detention of
those persons; or

(D) other flagrant denial of the right to life, liberty, or the security of persons.”

This begs the question: does Nigeria meet the criteria for a CPC as defined by law? Sadly, yes.

The Nigerian government’s actions (and inaction) qualify the country for CPC status.

Although the Nigerian government may not be the primary actor killing Christians and razing their
villages, it has certainly “tolerated” these actions from militants, terrorists, and bandits. According to

USCIREF, “Federal and state governments [in Nigeria] continued to tolerate attacks or fail to respond
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to violent actions by nonstate actors who justify their violence on religious grounds.”® These violent

actions have included widespread incidents in all four of the aforementioned categories.

In March, Bishop Wilfred Anagbe of Makurdi Diocese in Nigeria testified before a U.S. House of

Representatives subcommittee.” He told members of Congress:

[A] long term Islamic agenda to homogenize the population has been implemented over several
presidencies, through a strategic strategy to reduce and eventually eliminate the Christian
identity, or of half of the population. This strategy includes both violent and non-violent
actions, such as the exclusion of Christians from positions of power and adoption of such
church members, the raping of women, the killing and expulsion of Christians, the destruction
of churches and farmlands of Christian farmers, followed by the occupation of such lands by the

Fulani herders, and also changing the names of these villages.'

Bishop Anagbe said that the law enforcement in his diocese does nothing to help his community:

When we call for help to the police and the army, they do not come. At the end of 2024, several
villages were burned by the attackers ... and the leaders called the police for defense ahead of
time. But they did not come, and the Christian massacres, almost customary, took place, killing
hundreds in Plateau [State] and Benue [State], with the worst massacre claiming 47 people.
The militants also burned down the eight Catholic churches of Saint Mary’s parish in the
Diocese of Gboko and in Benue State, as well as the parish house, clinic, schools and other

houses.

In response to Bishop Anagbe’s testimony, Nigeria’s Ministry of Foreign Affairs claimed that his

remarks were exaggerated and misinformation.’? Bishop Anagbe faced personal threats simply for
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testifying before Congress.”> When he returned from Washington, D.C., the Bishop reported that four

deadly attacks perpetrated by “terrorist Jihadists” took place within 10 days in his diocese.*

3. The situation in Nigeria has gotten worse, not better, and
we heed to get the Nigerian government’s attention.

Nigerian Christians have faced ongoing violence for years, and the situation has not improved since the
country was removed from the CPC watchlist. On June 13, 2025, Fulani militants rampaged the town
of Yelewata in Benue State, shouting “Allahu Akbar” (which means “god is great” in Arabic) and
brutally killing between 150 and 200 people in the middle of the night.” International aid
organizations claimed it was the “worst” of such incidents they have seen. Corpses were strewn across
the ground, people were shot in their sleep, and houses were set ablaze with people still inside.'®

Father Ukuma Jonathan Angbianbee witnessed the massacre and escaped with his life. He said, “When
we heard the shots and saw the militants, we committed our lives to God. This morning, I thank God 1
am alive.”"’

Pope Leo XIV released a statement about the incident, noting that the victims were mainly internally
displaced persons “sheltered by the local Catholic mission.” The pope said he was remembering the
“rural Christian communities of the Benue State who have been relentless victims of violence.”*® These
types of mass tragedies should not be taken for granted as “normal” for Nigeria. These attacks are
unacceptable, and free countries that care about basic human rights, including the United States, should

be condemning these attacks and urging the Nigerian government to protect its citizens.

There has also been an emerging pattern of attacks targeting Christians on or around Christian
holidays. For example, during what is now known as “Black Christmas,” at least 200 Christians were
murdered and thousands were displaced from December 23 to December 28, 2023.% These mass raids

were coordinated events, with multiple villages being attacked at the same time.?” On Palm Sunday in



Why Trump Should Label Nigeria a “Country of Particular Concern” June 2025 | No. IF25F01

2025, Fulani militants killed 56 Christian villagers in Nigeria’s Middle Belt region. This attack
tollowed several other incidents that began on March 24. Over this short period, more than 120

Christians were killed in Plateau State.!

These mass killing events are only a portion of the atrocities Christians face in Nigeria. Every day, they
are at risk of being killed or kidnapped. According to Open Doors, more Christians are killed for their
faith in Nigeria than any other country in the world, and although the government sometimes publicly
condemns these events, there has been no real action to stop the persecution of Christians.? Since the
Biden administration removed Nigeria from the CPC list, violence against Nigerian Christians has
only increased, and the Nigerian government has made no progress in improving the situation for its

people.”

In addition to the violence perpetrated by non-state actors, Nigeria’s federal government has continued
to enforce strict blasphemy laws that limit religious freedom. These laws are found in the 12 northern
states and the Federal Capital Territory, where Sharia penal codes have been adopted.?* These penal
codes directly undermine the Nigerian Constitution, which clearly protects an individual’s right to
practice their own religion and prohibits the establishment of an official state religion. These
blasphemy laws limit the religious freedom of not only Christians but also Muslims and followers of

other indigenous religions.

4. The CPC designation offers certain tools the U.S.
government can use to pressure the Nigerian government to
protect Christians.

Under the International Religious Freedom Act, the U.S. executive branch can take specific actions

against countries designated as Countries of Particular Concern.
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These include:

e The withdrawal, limitation, or suspension of United States development assistance

e Denials of credit loans under OPIC [the Overseas Private Investment Corporation] or the
Export-Import Bank

e The withdrawal, limitation, or suspension of United States security assistance

e Directing the U.S. executive directors of international financial institutions to oppose and vote
against loans primarily benefiting the specific foreign government, agency, instrumentality, or
official found or determined by the President to be responsible for violations

e Denials of exports under certain instruments, such as the Arms Export Control Act

e Prohibiting U.S. financial institutions from making loans or credit to the government, entities,
or officials responsible for violations under IRFA

e Prohibiting the U.S. government from procuring goods or services from the government,

entities, or officials responsible for violations®

Ultimately, the president determines U.S. foreign policy. Although IRFA makes the aforementioned
measures available to the president, the president is not obligated to use any of them simply because a

country has been designated as a CPC.

The administration’s response to a CPC-designated country can and should be tailored to the country’s
specific circumstances and its relationship with the U.S. government. As a first step to protect

persecuted Christians in Nigeria, the U.S. government must reinstate Nigeria as a CPC.

5. Persecuted Nigerian Christians are looking to U.S. leaders
for help.

In light of the Nigerian government’s inaction, Nigerian Christians have called upon the United States

to act. Bishop Wilfred Anagbe has urged the U.S. government:
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to use every means within your mandate to start developing a strong and good relationship with
Nigeria ... I ask you to re-designate Nigeria as a Country of Particular Concern. This has both
a practical and diplomatic meaning, to signal that you are paying attention to what happens to
us. ... Second, I urge the United States to condition any cooperation on the return of the IDPs

[internally displaced persons] to their ancestral homes and help for them to rebuild their lives.?’

Other Christian leaders have also spoken in support of redesignating Nigeria as a CPC. Bishop Oliver
Dashe Doeme of the Catholic Diocese of Maiduguri has stated:

Let it be so that the world can know this is what we are going through. The naked truth is that
Nigeria is on the brink of collapse. ... We have a government that is not functioning very well,
and that is why these criminals move about terrorizing innocent citizens, including priests who

are supposed to be highly respected. Let the world know. The Western world has been quiet

about our experience here.””®

Conclusion

The U.S. government has an opportunity to help persecuted Christians in Nigeria by acknowledging
the dire situation and offering public support. One way to do this is by redesignating Nigeria as a

Country of Particular Concern. The Trump administration should do so without delay.

Arielle Del Turco, M.A., is Director of the Center for Religious Liberty at Family Research Council.

Mikaela McLean is Research Assistant at Family Research Council.
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