. n e
"’ : “ 7
A " ‘.
. D
"‘vv | "
L _ ‘ “.& ': \\
3 o
"7 : : z)’kw" S oY '
%‘ T ﬁl {1.’:.‘& : -
- . i *
- ’ " . ‘
= V. #
> 41
- K4 F :
- B - .f‘*‘;
| -~ - N : L
..

»

Shackled to the past:

An exploration of the best prospects
for combatting forced child begging
in Nigeria |

November 2020

This research has been funded by the US Department of State Bureau of Democracy, Human Rights, and Labor (DRL),
as part of an AS|-led project, “Combatting forced-child begging in Nigeria and Senegal and descent-based slavery in Niger and Mauritania.”

| <
. :
| .
| .
1 7
e ————— R ———— —
B ——————— - — 2.8 —— -
-~ - e g el — S N e L e—




First published in 2020 by:
Resource Centre for Human Rights & Civic Education (CHRICED)

Suite C38/39, Emmanuel Plaza
P.0.W Mafemi Cresecent, Jabi
F.C.T, Abuja, Nigeria

Tel: +234 703 386 5138

No. 46 Lawan Dambazau Road

Behind Ado Bayero Mall, Gadun Albasa New Layout
Kano State, Nigeria

Tel: +234 703 398 2527

Tel: +234 812 423 4743

e-mail: info@chriced.org.ng

www.chriced.org.ng

ISBN:978-978-986-818-6

© Resource Centre for Human Rights & Civic Education (CHRICED) 2020

All rights reserved. This publtation is copyright, but may be reproduced by any method without fee for
advocacy, campaigning and teaching purposes, but not for resale. The copyright ho
such use be registered with them for impact assessment purposes. For copying in any other
circumstances, or for reuse in other publications, or for translation or adaptation, prior written permission
must be obtained from the publishers, and a fee may be payable. To request permission, or for any other
inquiries, please contact the Resource Centre for Human Rights and Civic Education (CHRICED) at the

address on this page.

Iders request that all



TABLE OF CONTENTS

FaeM e oo ee s esD oD DS s e ®-sEm TSR W e e e

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 4
Notable terms 6
Introduction 8
Methodology 12
Table 1: Categories of population, sample selection and data collection methods 13
SECTION 1. Appreciating the challenges 15
Wider challenges 15
Basic needs as short-term challenges 17
Educational needs as long-term challenges 21
Long-term emotional and psychological wellbeing 22
Personal safety 24
Abuse while working 25
Conclusion 26
SECTION 2. Notable interventions 27
Universal education interventions : 2
School feeding 31
Community-led interventions 33
Emerging approaches 35
Integrated curricula, 35
Advocating for child protection 37
Lessons learned 38
SECTION 3. Thematic and actor-specific recommendations 40
Thematic recommendations 40
Addressing legislative limitations 40
Strengthening local participation 41
Broadening educational empowerment 43
Supporting basic needs 44
Advocating empathy and inclusion 44
Actor-specific recommendations 45
Nigerian federal government 45
Nigerian state governments 46
Nigerian civil society 46
International support 46
Next steps 47

Works cited 48



EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Nigeria has more children growing up without a formal education than any other country. Public services,
including education, are under heavy pressure due to demographic growth, economic scarcity, and
chronic mismanagement. This is troubling: formal schooling is the primary engagement public institutions
have with children to ensure their wellbeing, and as children reach adulthood, they can face reduced life
chances if they have not received a formal education. In parallel, formal support for marginalised families
and their children are limited. This can drive families to seek solutions that lie outside formal, state-
sponsored public services.

Of the estimated 15 million out-of-school Nigerian children,* approximately 10 million are Almajirai - young
students learning to recite the Qur’an under the control of their teachers, or Mallamai, under extremely
austere living conditions. The Almajiri system, an enduring feature throughout northern Nigeria, has been
under increasingly untenable pressure to meet wider demands ensuing from a demographic peak and
limited public educational alternatives throughout marginalised communities. Largely unregulated and
poorly positioned to serve as a safety net, the system has, since the 1980s, moved away from its roots
as a traditional form of structured religious guidance to one based on exploitation, in which students are
expected to sustain the schools and their own subsistence through begging and child | labour.
The Resource Centre for Human Rights and Civic Education (CHRICED), 2 promin
governmental organisation, and Anti-Slavery International (ASI), z longs
addressing slavery issues and forced child begging in West Africa, have rec ogn
’""‘rontlng the harrowing human rights crisis confronted by 10 million Almajiri cni
=ets without any organised support. Faced with the limited number of research "f t .
Z~?wCED and ASI have worked in partnership since 2018 — with support from the U< < ate Depariment
Bureau of Democracy, Human Rights, and Labor Issues (US DRL) — to improve current undersianc
the challenges faced by the Almajirai, as well as the nature and effectiveness of past and present state
and non-state interventions on forced child begging.

Relying on 435 qualitative interviews carried out from July 2018 to July 2020 with those closest to the issue
(the Almajirai themselves, their surrounding community, and relevant stakeholders) in Borno, Kano, and
Nasarawa states, as well as an in-depth desk review, this report presents CHRICED and ASI’s research
findings.

Section One contextualises and assesses the immediate difficulties (such as precarious access to food,
accommodation, hygiene, and health services) and long-term challenges (including lack of diversified
education and life skills; severe isolation and social marginalisation) facing the Almajirai as the traditional
system struggles to cope with the increasing pressures of contemporary Nigerian society.

Section Two assesses the successes and failures of previous governmental and non-governmental
interventions, as well as informal localised efforts to support the Almajirai. This report supports the
argument that ad hoc and short-term interventions, which get little buy-in from communities and critical
stakeholders, rarely achieve the desired impact, and calls instead for a systematic and incremental
approach by the state to find a sustainable solution to the issue.

* This is a worst-case estimate, as explained in the Introduction.



Section Three relies on insights from those closest to the issue and a critical examination of what has and
has not worked to highlight promising insights, recommendations, and action points for key stakeholders.
The latter emphasize the importance of the federal and state governments re-committing to their
responsibility through Nigerian law to care for vulnerable children. This requires a dramatic escalation
of support for marginalised communities, including working with national and international partners
to standardise non-formal educational approaches in tandem with a supplemental school feeding
programme as hunger constitutes the primary driver of forced child begging. In parallel, federal and state
level governments should refrain from narrow criminalization of begging that risk further marginalizing
the Almajirai, and strengthen instead their collaboration with child protection actors and law enforcement
institutions (e.g. the Nigeria Police Force, the Sharia Police, the National Judicial Council, and the National
Human Rights Commission) to document, investigate and bring to justice perpetrators of abuses against
Almajiri children, in line with the Child Rights Act and other laws to which Nigeria is bound.
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Almajiri children are exposed to dirty and extremely polluted environments while begging on the streets and scavenging for food and valuables in
waste disposal sites, giving rise to related sanitary risks



Notable terms

Almajiri (plural Almajirai), derived from the Arabic word Mahajirun (emigrants), is the Hausa word
referring locally to a person who migrates in the quest for Islamic knowledge (Kashim 2015: 1). While most
traditional definitions refer more simply to “children sent from their homes and entrusted into the care of
Islamic teachers for Islamic studies” (Ifijeh and lwu-James 2012: 99), the term Almajiri now often includes
Nigerian children who pursue Islamic education as well as children who publicly beg for assistance or
engage in menial labour to subsist while living on the streets (Muhammad 2010: 3-7).

Begging, often known locally as Bara and Maula, is a common practice of Almajirai to appeal and request
help from people and households. It is usually practiced in neighbourhoods and other lucrative locations
such as car parks and during public events. The Almajirai usually beg for leftover food, soap to wash and
bathe with, and old clothes. Sometimes money is collected, usually on Fridays and during celebrations.
The focus is typically not to raise money but instead to merely gain enough food or other resources needed
for immediate sustenance.

Islamiyyah or Nizamiyya schools, which derives from the Arabic Nizam (system), are defined by a format
that combines elements of traditional curriculum with educational models inspired by western and Arab
models. Islamiyyah schools aim to honour Islamic education, while at the same time providing a pathway
for religious students to engage with formal schooling.

Mallam (plural Mallamai) is an instructor who is well versed in Qur’anic and other forms of Islamic
knowledge. The term is also used to refer to a teacher of other categories of knowledge and used as an
honorific title for a person considered to be worthy of respect, regardless of whether that person works
in education.

Tsangaya refers to the generally sparse school facilities that can comprise a room, veranda, hut, or even
merely the shade of a tree where Almajiri students are gathered (Yahaya 2018: 2). The Hausa term is
adopted from Sangaya in Kanuri, which means educational institution. Such schools are also known as
Makarantar Allo, derived from the Allo (wooden plates in Hausa) that the students use to write out the
verses they are trained to recite. Tsangaya has other names such as Makarantar alkur’ani, Makarantar
Muhammadiyya, and Makarantar Toka (Babajo 2017).

The Universal Basic Education (UBE) Act stems from the Universal Primary Education scheme launched
in 1976 - which was followed by the National Policy on Education in 1977, revised in 1981 and 1990. It was
rebranded as UBE in 1999 and later enshrined into law in 2004. This federal initiative states that “every
Government in Nigeria shall provide free, compulsory and universal basic education for every child of
primary and junior secondary school age” (UBE Act 2004, Part 1 Section 2 (1)). The law further declares
that every parent shall ensure that his or her child or ward attends and completes his or her primary school
education and junior secondary school education (UBE Act 2004, Part 1 Section 2 (2)).

Zakat (obligatory alms) is one of the two forms of alms within Islam. It is an annual deduction made under
Islamic law from certain kinds of wealth or property owned and held by an individual for at least one year.
The sum deducted is then paid out directly to those in need or used for charitable and religious purposes.
After Zakat, Sadaga (truth or honesty) is the second form of charity in Islam. As a very general term,

this voluntary act of piety can encompass offering a smile, a glass of water, or countless other acts of
kindness. Both contributions are directly relevant to supporting the Almajiri system.



Almaijiri boys memorising Qur’anic verses in a Tsangaya in Unguwar Gabas, Kumbotso Local Government Area, Kano state
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Introduction

The substantial proportion of children growing up outside of formal support and oversight throughout
the world is alarming, both for the long-term disadvantages most will face as well as the more immediate
threats many encounter. While estimates vary, worldwide around one in ten children aged between six
and eleven (approximately 6o million) are routinely excluded from formal schooling. Once established,
such marginalisation becomes tough to escape: the likelihood of a child re-joining formal schooling in
adolescence decreases roughly 10% each year outside formal systems.? This is of particular concern
as education is traditionally the most prevalent engagement children have with organised support for
development and wellbeing. For children growing up without recourse to formal support systems, there is
a greater risk of abuse and exploitation, including through child begging.

This unsettling trend is particularly relevant to street children in Africa. Sub-Saharan Africa accounts
for approximately half of all primary-aged students out of school worldwide, with highest prevalence in
Nigeria. It is difficult to calculate the exact number of children out of schoolin Nigeria, partly because there
are no commonly agreed-upon criteria for the category. The category ‘street children’, for example, might
include children who never attend school of any kind, students who attend formal school occasionally,
and children who attend traditional Qur'anic schools part time. Estimates vary of the number of children
in Nigeria who are growing up outside formal education, ranging from 13.2 million (World Bank 2017) to 15
—illion (Adekunle et al. 2010). Overall, however, there is a general consensus that Nigeria simply has more
-~.dren out of school than any other single country (UNESCO 2020).*

=w=v2r, even though these children are not enrolled in formal education, this does not mean they have
~=., zbandoned learning. Of the estimated 13-15 million Nigerian children not participating in formal
== _cation, many endeavour to learn in non-formal settings. The largest cohort of out-of-school children is
:~ose who study in Qur'anic schools in the predominantly Muslim north of Nigeria. While not exclusively
-omposed of street children, the current generation of Qur’anic studentsis striving against great adversity
to carry on a longstanding tradition of learning in the absence of more formalised alternatives.
To appreciate contemporary Qur'anic education in Nigeria, it is useful to understand its grounding in
Islamic folklore, whereby early Muslims sacrificed comfort and security to follow the Prophet Muhammad
in service to their faith during the Hijira (migration). The Mahajirun (emigrants) faced many unknown
risks during their journey, ultimately arriving at their destination with no housing arranged, no immediate
means of livelihood, and no family to call upon, but were widely celebrated for their accomplishment
“damu 2010: 8). It is this austere and often punishing religious template that later guided the formation
~FIslamic education in the old Borno Empire of Kanem-Bornu of northern Nigeria in the 11th century, when

few alternate educational precedents existed locally.

:Following the Convention on the Rights of a Child this report defines children as anyone below 18 years of age (UNICEF 1989). Enrolment
in formal education for 12-14 year-olds drops further to only two out of three children, and later to merely one in two 15-17 year-olds
(UNESCO 2020).

“The category “street children” in Nigeria sometimes includes (1) children under 18 who live and work on the streets with no permanent
residence who never attend schools of any kind; (2) children who live and work on the streets but return to some sort of parental home at
night; (3) children who live and work on the streets, return home at night and sometimes attend formal school; (4) children who live and
work on the streets only certain times of year, i.e. during the “dry season,” for example; (5) children who spend part of their time living
and working on the streets and part of their time in a traditional Qur’anic school (Adekunle et al 2010: 42).

“The high number of children outside of formal education should also be contrasted with the large number of students enrolled, which
the Nigerian Educational Cluster estimated at 46 million students.




Asystem soon developed echoing the earlier Mahajirun followers, with prospective students subsequently
leaving their homes with almost no possessions and traveling to one of the few distant communities
hosting Qur’anic teachers to pursue a religious education. In time, the name for these students evolved
from Mahajirun to the equivalent Hausa word Almajiri, referring locally to a person who migrates in the
quest for Islamic knowledge (Kashim 2015: 1).

While most traditional definitions refer more simply to “children sent from their homes and entrusted into
the care of Islamic teachers for Islamic studies” (Ifijeh and Iwu-James 2012: 99), the term Almajiri now often
includes those Nigerian children who pursue Islamic education as well as those children that publicly beg
for assistance or engage in menial labour to subsist while living on the streets (Muhammad 2010: 3-7).5
This more expansive contemporary categorisation is due in large part to the typically decentralised and at
times underfunded nature of the Almajiri system.

The Almajiri system is traditionally austere, with limited facilities and costs.® Facilities include the
Allo (wooden tablets) used in recitation and the generally sparse school facilities known as Tsangaya.
Historically, the Almajiri system’s modest costs were adequately covered variously by public finances
and local elites who supported the idea of mass Islamic education, as well as the local community and
family members of the students (Shittu and Olaofe 2015: 37-46). This diverse local support was generally
rooted in the wider community both valuing the educational and moral benefits of the Almajiri system,
and believing they bore a religious and moral duty to support it.” The result was a relatively unadorned,
community-based system that successfully promoted literacy and rote religious education to countless
generations of rural students throughout northern Nigeria. While the system was by no means easy on
students, including routinely expecting children to do seasonal farm work or other small jobs to help
cover basic needs beyond recitation, begging on the streets was not traditionally a primary occupation of
Almajiri students (Shittu and Olaofe 2015: 37-46; Yahaya 2018: 4).®

The dramatic changes that have taken place in Nigeria’s post-Independence era (since 1960) have
reconfigured the social landscape in the north of the country. One of the first relevant changes was the
expansion of formal educational options throughout northern Nigeria. In 1960, northern Nigeria was home
to half of the country’s population, but accounted for less than 10% of primary school enrolment nationally
(Dudley 1968). Over the course of the following two decades, enrolment in primary schooling in northern
Nigeria increased significantly, expanding its presence into many new communities. This expansion
undermined the long-standing claim that the Almajiri system (traditional Qur'anic education system) was
the one and only pathway into education, thus blurring its role in society. Secondly, the demographic
growth in recent decades has overwhelmed the capacity of formal education and driven an unprecedented
number of Almajiri students back to the traditional system.

5Street begging is often known locally as Bara and Maula.

¢ Almajirai traditionally learn within a Tsangaya. The Hausa term is adopted fromSangaya in Kanuri, which means educationalinstitution.
Such schools are also known as Makarantar Allo, derived from the Allo (wooden plates in Hausa) that the students use to write out the
verses they are trained to recite. Tsangaya has other names such asMakarantar alkur’ani, Makarantar Muhammadiyya, and Makarantar
Toka (Babajo 2017).

7 Zakat (alms) will be discussed further in Section Three. Also see Ayagi 1997.

3 Almajiranci is a term sometimes used to describe the system of Islamic education, but for simplicity it will be described descriptively
throughout this research.



Appraising the current number of Qur'anic students is notoriously difficult as estimates range from
7 to 15 million children. The Universal Basic Education Commission (2010) and the World Bank (2017)
both cite 9.5 million;® that estimate alone indicates that Nigeria has the most children outside of formal
education. Whatever the exact figure, this sizeable population of children has stretched traditional
support for the Almajiri system to breaking point. Instead of imploding, however, the Almajiri community
has counterintuitively expanded as the perceived ‘best’ of limited options. This is largely explained by
the loosely organised Almajiri system swelling to accommodate demand as an alternative to the existing
limited access to formal education.

As families seek accessible options for their children, novice instructors rise to meet demand and
increasingly embrace child begging as a primary means of funding their work — often at the expense of
both the children’s Islamic education and well-being. Almajiri students are now often seen wandering the
streets seeking food, money, or casual employment, triggering wider contention over whether the system
remains a traditional form of guidance, or if it has evolved into a purely exploitative practice. The situation
has changed to such a degree that many prominent politicians are openly advocating that the system be
outlawed, both for the sake of the children as well as the wider community.*

Overthe lasttwo decades, many efforts have beeninitiated to address thisissue, most notably the Universal
Sasic Education Act (2004), which in theory provides free formal schooling to all Nigerian children. With
Almajiri children comprising the vast majority (70-90%) of out-of-school children in Nigeria, this should
~ave helped to reduce pressure on traditional Islamic education, and limited the community support that
~as enabled its continuing existing — but enrolment continues to rise. One potential explanation is that
while Universal Basic Education aims to provide free formal education throughout Nigeria, in practice many
<+ates still require payment for fees, books, and other educational costs —assuming that such widespread
-=_cation is available in the first place. This, combined with a challenging labour market offering few
--=spacts, means many parents elect to enrol their children as Almajirai, seeing Qur'anic education as the

—-<: expeditious option being both affordable and culturally endorsed (Hoechner 2011, 2015).

sncillary institutions have similarly tried to engage the issue over recent years with limited success.
snecdotal evidence from state Tsangaya associations hints at Almajiri enrolment continuing to outpace
formal education in many northern communities, which matches up with various assessments estimating
that the number of Almajiri has climbed consistently over recent decades.” This rise in prospective
<tudents continues to burden the traditional system well beyond its capacity, further compromising the
children’s educational development, as well as increasing their exposure to exploitation as they struggle
to meet their daily needs.

Traditional estimates for the populations of Almajirai 3-18 yex ars in northern Nigeria range between seven and 15 million, (Chidebell
2013: 175; Odumosu et al 2013:2). In 2003 the National Council for the Welfare of Destitute (NCWD) puts the population of the Almajirai
at about 7 million, (Abdulgadir 2003). Nextier SPD more recently cited an increase to 13.2 million (2020) . Estimates between 9-10 million
are more enduring and widespread (Abbo, Zain, and Njidda 2017; Alao 2017; Ammani 2016; Ibrahim 2012; lliyas, Rabi'u, and Adio 2017).
Most commonly UNICEF (2014) is cited reported that the number of Almajiri in Nigeria are 9.5 million or 72% of the country’s 13.2 million
out-of-school children, largely matching the Universal Basic Education Commission (2010) citing the total enrolment in Qur'anic schools
as revealed by the report of the Ministerial Committee on Madrasah Education as 9,523,699, with North-East having 2,657,767 pupils,
North-West 4,903,000, North-Central 1,133,288, South-West 807,317, South-East 3,827 and South-South 18,500.

= Kano Governor Abdullahi Ganduje, for example, has recently announced the abolishment of the Almajiri system in the state, while
longstanding concerns continue towards not only begging — but begging at such vulnerable young ages (Mudanssir 2010).

“ Crisis Group estimated a 35% increase of Almajiri students between 2005 and 2010 (Crisis Group 2010: 10), while Nextier SPD cited
an increase from 10.5 million in 2010 to 13.2 million in 2015 (Nextier SPD 2020). The disruption to formal education caused by ongoing
violence in the North East region over recent years has presumably only furthered this growth in nonformal education.
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The Resource Centre for Human Rights and Civic Education (CHRICED), as a prominent Nigerian human
rights organisation based in Kano and Abuja, and Anti-Slavery International (ASI), as a longstanding
stakeholder in addressing human rights, slavery issues and forced child begging in West Africa, both
recognise the importance of confronting this serious human rights issue. With support from the US State
Department Bureau of Democracy, Human Rights and Labor Issues (US DRL), CHRICED and ASI have been
partnering since 2018 to explore practical avenues to protect Almajiri children from being controlled and
exploited, as well as keeping them safe from the deprivation, and dangers they are exposed to on the
streets and in Qur’anic schools.

Confronted with the limited number of research initiatives on the topic, this joint inquiry relies on nearly
450 qualitative interviews with members of the Almajiri community and relevant ancillary stakeholders,
and an in-depth desk review of available academic literature, development reports, and secondary
sources. The report first highlights the updated challenges facing the Almajiri system as it struggles to
cope with the increasing pressures of contemporary Nigerian society. It then moves on to assess the
successes and failures of previous governmental and nongovernmental interventions, as well as informal
localised efforts to support the Almajiri community. By critically examining what has and has not worked,
this report aims to increase understanding among key stakeholders of the depth of the problem, and to
highlight promising insights, recommendations, and action points.

Almajiri boys begging in a group
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Methodology

Several stages of research were pursued in order to better appreciate the challenges facing the Almajirai
in contemporary Nigeria and how these children can best be supported. The Almajiri community remains
traditionally marginalised and this is reflected in a limited number of relevant inquiries to date. While
public data remains incomplete, available academic literature, development reports, and other secondary
sources were reviewed to better assess what is already known. Building from this narrow foundation,
expert stakeholders familiar with the Almajiri and child begging were consulted to better understand
both the current state of Almajiri affairs and programming to support their community throughout Nigeria.
This included interviews with stakeholders from academia, civil society, the development community, and
various other sectors of Nigerian society to appreciate the issue more widely.

As well as considering the national impact of the Almajiri system, this research has closely considered
a few selected communities to better appreciate the lived realities facing Almajirai on a local level.
Focused inquiries were carried out in the states of Borno (North East), Kano (North West), and Nasarawa
(North Central) to benefit from their differences in composition, socio-economic contexts, and political
challenges.” This selection aimed at a diverse, yet in-depth review, to better understand any shared
challenges as well as potentially common solutions. Within these varied contexts, approximately 150
respondents per state were engaged to better understand the challenges they faced, as well as efforts
applied to address their challenges. Respondents comprised a deliberate balance of Almajiri children and
key stakeholders directly involved in operating within or engaging with the Almajiri system.

Most importantly, 40 Almajiri students were surveyed with questionnaires in each state to illuminate
wider perspectives and trends, which yielded consistent commonalities across the various northern
states.”® This wider awareness was further augmented with more discursive interviews and focus group
sessions engaging with current and former Almajirai to appreciate greater nuances of the issues facing
their communities. This dual approach was useful in underscoring both the widespread nature of Almajiri
concerns, as well as contextualising the more general trends to better guide the findings in this report.

Beyond listening to children and young people, this research further reached out to relevant actors
offering complementary perspectives on the Almajiri system in northern states. This included organising
focus group discussions and interviews with Mallamai, parents or other heads of Almajiri households,
community and traditional leaders (ranging from village and ward heads to sheiks), Islamic scholars,
government officials, policymakers (permanent secretaries and directors responsible for relevant
Almajiri programming), and operational staff responsible for field activities on government policies. This
engagement provided a more comprehensive appreciation of the challenges facing the Almajiri community
within their wider contexts.

2Borno, with an estimated population of 4.1 million, is socially conservative yet highly fluid due to the insurgency and migration taking
place throughout the state. Kano is considerably larger with 9.4 million people, comprising both traditional and more progressive
factions. Nasarawa, with under two million people, is more modern and casual owing in part to its close proximity to the capital, Abuja.
827 and South-South 18,500.

2 Data analysis included a quantitative approach based on the data generated from questionnaires and processed using Statistical
Package for the Social Sciences to illustrate the relationship between variables that influence the Almajiri community.
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While most participants in the research were eager to give their perspectives on the Almajiri systemand the
challenge of child begging, the sensitivity of the issues required great care in both accurate representation
and ethical responsibility. The Almajirai consulted in this research were selected from host communities
and internally displaced people camps within urban, semi-urban, and rural communities in each state.*
The varying populations of these communities required a graded approach, with more samples selected
from urban areas due to their status as home to the greatest concentration of Almajirai.

The ages of respondents, ranging from seven to 20, required further precautions.” This consideration
was managed with careful planning and attention to the best interests of Almajiri children under 18.
Participation was always voluntary, and the use of questionnaires orinvolvement in focus group discussions
or interviews required agreement between the Almajiri child, their respective guardian or caregiver, and
the local researcher. All engagements were held in protected public settings, while the names, contact
information, and other identifying information of Almajirai and other vulnerable respondents were not
retained.

Table 1: Categories of population, sample selection and data collection methods

Category of Population Borno Kano Nasarawa Data Collection
Current Almajirai 40 40 40 Questionnaires
Current and former Almajirai 15 15 Interviews and focus group

discussion participants

Heads of households 40 40 40 Interviews
Mallamai (Islamic instructors) 15 15 15 Interviews
Islamic scholars 10 10 10 Interviews
Traditional leaders 10 10 10 Questionnaires

Policymakers (Permanent Secretaries
and Directors responsible for relevant 10 10 10 Interviews
Almajiri programming)

Operational staff responsible for field

= o 10 10 10 Questionnaires
activities on government policies

TOTAL respondents per state 150 150 135

%“Borno (30.7%) and Kano (29.3%) have the largest number of Almajirai in the study. Other states have lower numbers ranging from
8% to 0.7%. The states include Bauchi, Benue, Borno, Federal Capital Territory, Gombe, Jigawa, Kaduna, Kano, Katsina, Kogi, Kwara,
Nasarawa, Plateau, Sokoto, and Yobe.

s The ages of Almajiri interviewees ranging from 7 to 20, while most were between 11 and 16 years of age. All were located within
the three study states in the north, with 60% of Almajiri respondents from Borno, 30.7% from Kano, and 29.3% from Nasarawa (and
neighbouring states).



The Almajiri system has served as an educational mainstay throughout northern Nigeria for much of
the past 9oo years. The system has provided a relatively popular alternative to several generations of
students from rural and urban communities who lack access to formal education, but it has been strained
under contemporary pressures. By engaging directly with the Almajiri community and stakeholders who
aspire to support it, this research will provide an updated perspective on a longstanding yet neglected
facet of the social and educational situation in northern Nigeria. Specifically, it highlights challenges
facing Almajiri children that have begun to move the system away from its traditional role towards an
increasingly exploitative reality, as well as review of earlier and ongoing efforts to confront such concerns.
With insights from those closest to the issue, this report ultimately identifies those best practices with the
greatest potential to better protect Nigeria’s Almajiri children, many of whom are currently subsisting on

the margins of society.

1# SHACKLED TO THE PAST: AN EXPLORATION OF THE BEST PROSPECTS FOR COMBATTING FORCED CHILD BEGGING IN NIGERI



SECTION 1. Appreciating the challenges

It is commonly understood throughout northern Nigeria that the contemporary Almajiri system has moved
away from the more regimented traditional approaches that guided earlier generations of students. The
parental concern, community stewardship, and religious instruction that directed earlier generations of
Almajiri children have evidently lapsed under the pressures of modernisation, and the wellbeing of an
increasing number of students is often secondary to those stakeholders who prefer to exploit the system
to their own advantage. To better support these marginalised children, it is vital to understand the current
failings of the Almajiri system, and why families continue to believe it is the most viable path forward for
their children.

Section One summarises what is known about wider pressures influencing the Almajiri system, and
outlines many of the more basic challenges experienced by Almajiri students on a daily basis, most notably,
forced child begging. By more holistically appreciating the direct and indirect challenges surrounding the
Almajiri community, this research is well placed to evaluate current and future efforts to confront the most
pressing concerns and better safeguard vulnerable children.

Wider challenges

The number of Almajirai is considerable, but they merely make up one of many large constituencies in
Nigeria. The system operates in a context of large populations competing for limited resources. This is
illustrated by the Almajiri system’s niche educational role being overwhelmed by wider need for accessible
schooling. This traditionally includes demand from communities where formal education is not offered,
as well as from families increasingly facing financial hardship. As the population of northern Nigeria has
grown, so has the absolute number of impoverished people, with over 8o million Nigerians now struggling
to survive.® This often means that the Almajiri system is an appealing option to offset the costs of raising
children to Islamic education. While formal schooling is in theory free, the cost of educational materials
and school fees in certain states is in fact a considerable sacrifice for many families.”

As one Kano interview respondent said, “parents just escape from their responsibilities by sending their
children away from home to Almajiri schools,” while another Borno focus group respondent described the
phenomenon merely as Almajiri parents trying to “reduce their burden.” This rationale could help explain
why nearly a third (29.1%) of Almajiri respondents surveyed within this research mentioned a background
in formal education before ultimately being transferred into the Almajiri system. Earlier research similarly
argues that enrolment in Islamic schools is often not entirely motivated by religious conviction (USAID
2003; Abd-el-Khalik, Boyle, and Pier 2006). Muhammad Mintor, Child Protection Officer with the Ministry
of Women Affairs and Social Development similarly said: “Most parents are sending their children to
Tsangayas because of financial problems they are facing.”

$The most recent estimates highlight at least 82.9 million Nigerians living on less than N137,430 ($381.75) a year, excluding Borno as it
was too dangerous to include in the research (National Bureau of Statistics 2020).

7The Nigerian Free Universal Basic Education Act (2004) mandates that primary and secondary education is provided free of charge
for all Nigerian children, including Almajirai, funded by the Consolidated Revenue Fund. In reality, the cost of educational materials and
school fees are prohibitively expensive for many families. Further complicating the educational path forward for perspective students
in northern Nigeria is the additional argument many families made during this research that formal education simply is not worth the
cost. With an unemployment rate over 55% for young people aged 15-35 (Munshi 2019) and a university system that is anecdotally said
to only be able to accept 10% of applicants, many argue that while the Almajiri system is imperfect, at least it’s affordable when framed
against limited expectations.
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T 7 children sometimes scavenge for food or valuables from waste disposal sites; this is the case with the photographed boy at Unguwar Gabas,
sxawa _ocal Government Area, Kano State

finance policymaker agreed, acknowledging that “poverty is increasing so parents just send their
ren to Almajiri schools.” As was repeatedly shared by interview and focus group respondents, Qur’anic

(1]

education is increasingly considered a way for impoverished parents to relinquish their responsibilities in
the guise of sending their children to become educated within an Almajiri system that is not adequately
supported or equipped to properly care for them.

A second reality influencing the Almajiri system is how many prominent stakeholders value the systeminits
compromised current form. The most vocal constituency are Islamic traditionalists who believe the status
quo, even if imperfect, is beyond reform due to its pseudo-divine status. As Sheikh Bakura Assusaawi
cescribed the wider sentiment: “Every Islamic scholar had gone through the system which shows us that
there is indeed a great benefit in that system which we cannot afford to lose. There is no other help
apart from helping the religion and when we all neglect doing that there is never a way forward.” This
traditionalist view is supported by many in the wider community who similarly resist change because they
delieve Islamic education is a religious obligation and the traditional manner is the only pious way to do
it. “Even where there are problems, the Almajiri system is still useful because it provided the Almajiri the
chance to study the Qur’an and other forms of Islamic knowledge,” said one Kano interview respondent.
This widespread view was echoed in Borno as focus group participants shared their view that “there is no
way any child who has been taught the holy Qur’an will not be righteously brought up” and that each child
raised in the Tsangaya will be “of great benefit to his parents and his community.”



There is an additional group of community members who support the status quo: political and economic
stakeholders that value the cheap, pliable labour provided by countless children walking the streets.
Examples commonly cited during the research range from private businesses and agriculturalists
appreciating the low cost of Almajiriworkers, as well as political elites who value the Almajirai’s willingness
to influence election campaigns by any means necessary for little compensation. As a policymaker with
the Ministry of Women’s Affairs and Social Development summarised during an interview: “The system
comes with a lot of abuses and everyone is guilty in one way or the other because we all use Almajirai to
do our work. Any child without oversight of parents will definitely be abused or exploited.” Other research
respondents more critically contend that Mallamai themselves are often to blame as they benefit from the
current system. They are “frustrated and kicking against reforms because they have a motive as target
which is sending the children begging for them,” said a Nasarawa key informant. To what degree support
for the status quo is driven by religious orthodoxy faith or personal interest is difficult to distinguish, as
few will abandon the cover of religious tradition and confess to exploiting vulnerable children. Regardless
a meaningful number of stakeholders, whether well-intentioned or self-serving, evidently support the
Almajiri system as an enduring pillar of northern Nigerian society. While largely anecdotal, these examples
are merely cited to highlight that the best interests of Almajiri children are far from the only concerns that
must be considered. While such proponents for the status quo are not the only stakeholders involved in
the debate guiding the Almajiri system, their influence cannot be ignored.

Taking the above into account, it is unsurprising that 10 million children are currently enrolled in the
system. Rather, it is notable that the larger “abdication of societal and state responsibilities”, as Sule-
Kano contextualised the Almajiri system, has not resulted in more children becoming Almajirai amidst all
of the other challenges facing contemporary Nigerian society (2006).

The wider economic pressures and political manipulation rife within Nigerian society are not unique to
the Almajiri system. Its informal organisation and accommodating nature, however, make its community
particularly vulnerable to exploitation. With this wider acknowledgement, it is all the more important
to better safeguard the rights and welfare of vulnerable Almajiri children. The main areas of relevant
concern subsequently involve those issues repeatedly highlighted by Almajiri respondents themselves,
including an abject lack of basic needs for daily subsistence, educational failings precipitating long-term
marginalisation, and the subsequent absence of personal safety experienced as Almajirai struggle to
survive.

Basic needs as short-term challenges

Unsurprisingly, the most prominent challenge faced by Almajirai interviewed throughout this research
was food security. Due in part to the urbanisation away from the more rural farming Tsangayas have
historically relied on for subsistence, as well as the increasingly unreliable support from distant families
facing their own scarcity, only 9.5% of Almajirai surveyed could rely on regular food from within the
Almajiri system and its periphery — while 50.3% receive nothing. As was noted repeatedly across this
research, access to decent food is often a problem for Almajiri children. Researchers especially noted the
youngest Almajirai who have to wait in line for the Mallam, the family of the Mallam, the assistant of the
Mallam, and more senior students to eat before they consume whatever is left. Such young children are
almost always underfed and malnourished due to both the lack of food and the food left over being of poor
quality.®® One Almajiri respondent from Kano shared a commonly held sentiment: “I never get enough
food since | came here and | am always hungry.”

®\While a majority of Almajirai respondents (61.7%) stated they eat what they collected, 5.4% mentioned sharing food with theirMallam
and 6% cited “bigger students” taking their food.




Such scarcity often leads to Almajirai sourcing questionable food wherever they can, exposing them not
merely to social threats that will be discussed later but also malnutrition and illness. As one Almajiri in
Kano recalled his introduction to the system on the first day at the Tsangaya: “When it was time for dinner,
my teacher gave me a bowl and told me to follow some other students to go and look for food. We then
roamed the streets going from one house to another begging for food.” This was reinforced by Muhammad
Mintor, Child Protection Officer with the Ministry of Women Affairs and Social Development, who said: “It
is only hunger that put them into pressure of begging.” Yet regularly consuming only what others will
give away, often stale and in limited quantities, routinely results in Almajirai going hungry. Only 30.2% of
Almajirai interviewed regularly had enough to eat, while 48.3% stated that they only occasionally were not
hungry. This was generally true across all Almajiri research cohorts, and ties into the larger documented
trend of poor diet leading to malnutrition, stunted growth, and the compromising of overall health (Peace
2012).

An Almajiri eating leftover food

A second common set of challenges shared by Almajiri children involves the exposure they face from
precarious access to accommodation and hygiene, and the toll these liabilities take on already
compromised health. At the core of this vulnerability is shelter, which — contrary to common assumptions
- does not consistently involve sleeping outside. The vast majority of Almajirai surveyed (81.1%) had
accommodation through schooling, be it in their Tsangaya (58.1%) or in their Mallam’s home (23%),
which in some cases are one and the same. A minority of other respondents mentioned sleeping in homes
where they worked informally, in neighbourhood shops, or with relatives. Only two Almajirai included in
this research acknowledged sleeping outside, which, while still troubling, is less than is conventionally
assumed. Unfortunately, having a roof over one’s head does not often equate to being protected.
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Almajirai are victims of labour exploitation; the pictured boy is washing dishes in exchange for leftover food

An Islamic scholar in Kano emphasised this dynamic by highlighting how Almajirai often have to plead for
what accommodation they do receive — or at times fabricate it themselves — as Almajirai will “beg house
owners to sleep in their house’s grounds or gate while those in the outskirts of the state build houses with
sticks to sleep there.” Even those students who technically have more formalised accommodation cited
sleeping on mats and paper boxes in a single congested room shared with other Almajirai. The austere
quality of such housing is highlighted by the example of one Tsangaya in Kano providing “accommodation”
but little else; the building was incomplete, lacking windows and cracks in most of the walls. The only
support the students received were worn-out mats to sleep on. As Sule-Kano more widely describes the
ongoing reality: “The conditions under which they live are almost inhuman”™ (2006). An interviewee from
Council of Ulama in Kano summed up the sad state of affairs: “If you go to where they sleep, you will cry
because of their condition. It is not healthy.”

The unadorned facilities often comprising the Almajiri system furthermore typically fail to facilitate proper
hygiene. As most Tsangayas have limited conveniences available to their students, Almajirai subsequently
tend to rely on public taps and wells for water and use public soap or buy their own when they are able.
In general, however, the Almajirai interviewed cited difficulties in obtaining basic essentials like soap,
detergent, toothbrushes, and other toiletries. Keeping clean similarly requires planning. Bathing typically
involves returning to the public tap each Friday and fetching water with their alms bowl for cleaning.
Laundry was described by respondents as requiring a rotation system, often broken into two days; if
the child only has one set of clothes, they would wash their shirt and cap one day, and trousers the next.
This was a common concern as most Almajirai lack adequate covering to face the elements, which is
particularly problematic in the colder seasons, leading many Almajiri children to cite the very real need for
clothing and blankets (Sule-Kano 2006).
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= riroaming the streets, moving from house to house to beg for aims in Unguwar Gabas, Gezawa Local Government Area, Kano State

Thenearlyimpossible struggle to meet basic needs, including limited hygiene and widespread malnutrition,
“_rther compounds health-related vulnerabilities. Living in at-best austere conditions with limited food
=nc poor hygiene results in Almajirai routinely getting sick with stomach aches, diarrhoea, cholera,
—eningitis, and tuberculosis being most common. When Almajirai get sick, they face limited access to
“ormal medical care. As recalled by current and former Almajirai more generally, Mallamai typically do not
consult health care professionals. Interviews highlighted their scepticism towards conventional medicine
znd as such often resort to the use of herbal or traditional medicines, which can have serious implications
ncluding the untreated progression and potential transmission of communicable diseases to other
Almajirai. Alternatively, those Mallamai that do subscribe to contemporary medicine often arbitrarily
orovide medicines with little concern over dosage, quality, or even if it is suited for the illness at hand.
't is for this reason many Almajirai describe merely forming a circle around a sick friend and praying for
them to get better (McGrann 2018). Such safety nets are often not effective. As an Islamic teacher in Kano
recounted from last year: “l know of a dead boy found at Dangi Roundabout. He died because of the cold.
tveryone assumes he is an Almagjiri.” While many Almajirai surveyed technically have a roof over their
neads, little else is typically provided to ease their unceasing quest for basic needs.

A final challenge that respondents cited during focus group discussions as a habitual struggle is paying for
their education. Similar to formal education in Nigeria, the Almajiri system does not charge fees in theory,
but in reality, comes with a cost. Attending Tsangaya requires Kudin Laraba (money for Wednesday), the
weekly fee Almajiri students are expected to pay each Wednesday to their Mallam. While the amount of
this fee is generally insignificant (N700-1400/ $1.81-3.61 per week) and merely one of many sources of
income for Mallamai, to the students already forced to beg and confronting numerous other challenges,
the obligation is consequential.

Kudin Laraba and Kudin Tashe are common practice among Hausa Mallamai in the northwest and northcentral, but rare and uncommon
=mongst Kanuri Mallamai in the northeast (Borno and Yobe). The sources of income for M i ed to student fees,
charity, charges on spiritual healing, spiritual consultations, peasant farming, and other entrepreneurizl ventures such as cap making
znd embroidery.




Covering the weekly Kudin Labara, the seasonal Kudin Tashe (money for rising) on holidays, or even further
taxes that Mallams apply on their students is yet another problem to solve with little room for error.> To
raise needed funds, Almajirai will often work as quasi-licit domestic servants, porters, or hat makers,
while others will often be forced into other jobs perceived to be hazardous that others avoid. As one
interviewee clarified, the Almajiri will do whatever they have to do to satisfy the weekly demand for Kudin
Laraba. “If they couldn’t get it [legally], they engage in illegal activities to get it so that they can be safe
from the Mallam,” said Islamic Scholar Isamiyya-Ungoggo. Even meeting the basic needs of daily life, be
it merely covering food and informal school fees, is subsequently a constant struggle for most Almajirai.

Educational needs as long-term challenges

A group of Almajirai memorising Quranic verses in a Tsangaya, in Unguwar Gabas, Kumbotso Local Government Area, Kano State

In addition to the more immediate basic needs confronting Almajiri children are the simultaneous
development and educational challenges that threaten to compound longer-term vulnerabilities.
Throughout this research, Almajiri youth largely reflected wider community sentiment that Islamic
education offers value to marginalised families in northern states. Challenging the notion that Almajiri
children wander the streets exclusively, the majority of respondents (65.1%) highlighted spending
between six and nine hours a day studying the Qur’an, which is comparable to quantity and rote style of
formal education throughout Nigeria. This relative opportunity could explain why a majority of Almajirai
surveyed (62.8%) shared that they liked being Almajiri students. “It’s useful,” clarified one interview
respondent in Kano, primarily “because it provides the chance to study.”

0 The holiday fee, Kudin Tashe, is also paid to the Mallam by each student. The three main holidays observed in Tsangayas are Eid al Fitr
(Hutun Karamar Sallah), Eid al Ad-ha (Hutun Babbar Sallah) and Eid al Maulud (Hutun Takutaha). As an example, on the issue of taxing
Almajiri students, a member of the Council of Ulama in Kano highlighted the case whereby aMallam taxed his students N5o ($.13) per day.




Upon further inquiry, the wider issue for many Almajiri students appears to be less the choice between
Islamic instruction and secular education and instead more valuing any meaningful opportunity to avoid
longer-term marginalisation and move forward. This concern was emphasised by Almajiri respondents
repeatedly emphasising the importance of socialisation and acquiring relevant life skills in comparison to
any overriding concern over what type of school they attended.

Long-term emotional and psychological wellbeing

Of the litany of challenges faced by Almajiri children, loneliness was one of the most common frustrations
shared by survey and interview respondents. This is not to suggest that Almajirai are typically alone,
as most interviewees recounted enduring overcrowded conditions regularly. Instead, a theme of being
abandoned first by family and further reinforced by the ongoing rejection by society-at-large emerges
across the board. While never an easy path, the current isolation Almajirai experience appears to be
worsening. As one former Almajiri student in Borno described the change from his time as an Almajiri:
“Throughout my stay, my father would visit me from time to time coming along with a donation for my
teacher. But as the world became dynamic, everything changed now. Parents now neither check on
their children nor their teacher.” Village Head Bulama Madu Kolo in Borno described the current reality:
“Parents do not investigate the condition of their children. They have just abandoned them to survive by
shemselves, which is not good.” A focus group participant from the Council of Ulama further highlighted
“nis emerging phenomenon whereby children are sent without provisions or support to the Tsangaya “to
.2 whatever life he finds, whether good or bad.”

Zounterintuitively, current and former Almajirai interviewed highlighted that parents were more likely to
o= involved in their children’s lives when they were older (11-16), while younger, more vulnerable students
r=ceived less interest. An often cited and illustrative approach is how rural families enrol children into the
2. majiri system in the dry season, while calling them home to help farm when needed in the rainy season.
=zr from mutually beneficial, this type of approach appears to underscore that Almajiri students and the
wider system are not only losing traditional support from parents, but alternatively are now at times
expected to serve their parent’s self-interest. One interview respondent in Nasarawa recalled intervening
on behalf of three Almajiri that had been physically abused by their Mallam. “The parents were not happy
upon seeing the children” rescued from the Tsangaya. Evidently, their value was primarily for “boasting
that their children had been taken away to a far place for learning.” The Head of an /slamiyyah school
in Kano added during an interview that the Almajirai “just roam the streets because their parents don’t
care what they do.” This was reinforced by those inside Tsangayas as well, with an Islamic scholar in
Kano lamenting: “Some students we have cannot take themselves home, so they are very lonely. Some
might never go back home because their parents never come back.” As one Almajiri child from Nasarawa
confessed: “l always wish | was back home, but | can’t go back so | am sometimes very sad.”

The profound disorientation that accompanies the perceived abandonment by ones’ parents is a formative
experience for many Almajiri children that is only compounded by further isolation from the wider
community. Almajirai from Kano spoke within focus groups of how secular students had the opportunity
to “become somebody more than us” or “become important people”. While the majority of respondents
said they were happy being Aimajirai, only 67.1% believe they are equal to everyone else. This self-doubt,
reinforced by cumulative rejection and the constant need to survive by any means necessary, lends
credence to the stigma commonly associated with the Almajirai. As a policymaker in Kano described the
development: “[I]t is harmful. You see begging has a psychological effect on the brain where you feel
inferior to others, so the children do not achieve their full potential. They just end up doing menial work
except for the lucky ones. So it is damaging to them. This begging leads to various other bad things in the
society like drug abuse, theft, thuggery and other crimes. So it is definitely harmful.”
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A Child Protection Officer with the Ministry of Women Affairs and Social Development noted: “Because
nobody cared for them when they were children, and they have not lived with their parents, they risk
eventually becoming something different rather than Almajirai, such as insurgents, thieves. Some even
become killers.” While little was found throughout this research to directly support such claims, what was
more prevalent was the wider shame and isolation that grew because “few give them much consideration,”
to paraphrase several Almajiri respondents. One of the predominant challenges facing Almgjiri children is
consequently maintaining a belief that they are a valued part of society.

Building from the importance of a general sense of belonging, a second related frustration Almajiri
respondents vocalised was the absence of life skills to navigate the shared society. Loosely categorised as
all ofthe hidden pedagogicalinfluences inherent in secular education, Almajiri students lament a neglected
sense of belonging and the societal tools to better navigate the wider community. This categorisation
includes the socialisation of meeting new people and gaining new perspectives to understand what
wider opportunities are available in life, critical thinking skills to better evaluate such options, and finally
vocational facilitation to better pursue subsequent interests. To date, many advocating for the Almajiri
system cite its “thriving” state in part because of the opportunity it affords marginalised children to
first acquire Islamic education as a foundation setting up the opportunity to “learn some trade or skill in
the future,” as argued by an Islamic scholar within the system. Almajiri respondents, alternatively, were
clearer on stating that while the fundamentals of Islamic education are valued, to meet future challenges,
such practical skills are needed without delay.
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A group of young Almajirai roaming the streets after their morning lessons in Yandodo Hotoro, Nassarawa Local Government Area, Kano State

While the often unsatisfied basic daily needs of Almajirai understandably draw a great deal of concern,
it is important to listen to the students themselves as they express repeated apprehension over their
isolation and lack of life skills. If current Almajiri children are to avoid the challenges of longer-term
marginalisation and the underlying lack of income and mobility that burden their predecessors, their
guidance and educational development deserve similar attention.
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Personal safety

The challenges faced by both a lack of basic daily needs, as well as the longer-term marginalisation
stemming from a limited educational experience, were central to concerns repeatedly shared by Almajiri
children and ancillary stakeholders. At times contrary to prevailing thoughts, Almgjiri children were much
more disturbed by these issues than more customary protection threats. In fact, 90.6% of respondents
surveyed throughout this research indicated they never felt personally threatened as Almajirai.** Yet while
not emphasised as vocally as other concerns, it is still important to highlight some of the more egregious
threats Almajiri children routinely confront to both contextualise their normalised reality, as well as better
emphasise aspects of personal safety that deserve more attention.

The most direct threat Almajirai often face is corporal punishment within the Tsangaya. Building from
Islamic Scholar Isamiyya-Ungoggo’s earlier comment that Almajirai would do “whatever it took” to pay
the Kudin Laraba out of fear of the Mallam, this relationship is often inherently difficult. Whether or not
a strong hand is required to control a Tsangaya with 4o to 180 children living away from home was not
discussed during the research, “it is common knowledge that the means of discipline in Almajiri schools
are severe” (Sule 1994: 10).22 This primarily comprises hitting students with a cane, but can also include
shouting, sharp looks, and denial of free time. Sadly, an estimated 20 to 30% of Mallamai further exploit
this control for their own benefit, as they are in the judgement of the Borno State Sangaya Schools
Association, “unscrupulous” (McGrann 2018).

Closely related are the threats to personal safety that Almajiri experience while begging in public. As
is important to clarify, begging is not a preference for most Almajirai, with many enduring it only for
subsistence. When surveyed, the vast majority of respondents (79.1%) admitted to begging on the street.
Almost all (78.5%) were seeking food, often exclusively (64.2%) or in combination with clothes (12.2%),
soap (1.4%), or money (0.7%). As will come as little surprise, a child spending up to eight hours a day
wandering the streets asking for handouts as a last resort makes them “easy prey” for unscrupulous
actors (Tsafe 2018). This includes being subjected to all forms of verbal, physical, and sexual abuse
that while not emphasised often by respondents were troubling when discussed (Kabir 2002; Hoechner
2011). One Borno focus group participant cited the more systematic efforts of “illegal organisations”
to exploit the unsupervised children, highlighting seeing Almajirai “hang around on the street begging
and doing some house chores, [yet] finally the boss will use the money.” At other times, it is the Almajirai
themselves that are the danger. As the Head of an Islamiyyah school in Danbare underscores: “Almajirai
try to beg for food but if they don’t get it, they have to go around and beg for money thereby engaging
in other nefarious activities. A hungry person can do anything to eat.” The case of one notorious Kano
Almajiri who uses a knife and threats to kill, to rob or rape other boys, as recounted by a member of
the Council of Ulama during an interview, highlights the horrific reality of life faced by children roaming
the streets. In turn, most Almajirai (60.2%) surveyed in this research concentrate their begging in local,
well-known neighbourhoods, while the remainder focus their efforts around market areas where there is
relative safety amongst the large number of people. Nonetheless, respondents mentioned even with such
precautions there is always a risk of traffic accidents, getting lost, or kidnappe