Nigeria's bloody strife just a text message away
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In the Nigerian town of Jos the grisly machete murders have stopped, leaving as many as 500 dead. But the uneasy peace may just be the calm before the next storm.

"We don't sleep," a Jos university student told Radio Netherlands. "They say you should stay indoors, but while we were indoors other people were slaughtered. If you're a Christian you will be scared to go to areas that are predominantly Muslim, and vice-versa."

The latest violence took place in three mainly Christian villages near a town in the "middle belt" between bitterly divided northern and southern Nigeria. Two months earlier, some 300 Muslims were killed there by Christian gangs.

Although religion is singled out as the cause of the violence, experts say it is a cover for the deeper problems that have plagued the borderland between the mainly Muslim north and largely Christian south.

"It's about rights, access to resources and access to power," says Elizabeth Donnelly, Africa Program manager of Chatham House in London. "It looks like sectarian violence but its roots are much deeper and more complex than that."

In Jos, a dusty tin mining town where jobs have dwindled with the industry, the roots stretch back to the 19th century.

"There were parts of the Plateau (state) that were never conquered by the Sokota Caliphate, which was the dominant Muslim state," said Paul Lovejoy of York University, an authority on Nigeria who has travelled there since 1968. "Jos was a hill retreat for people who didn't want to join it."

In the 19th century the rich tin resources were bitterly contested, and as non-Muslims converted to Christianity, the hostilities took on religious overtones. Slave-capturing raids by Muslims also created bitterness that has lasted until the present day.

But while its roots are historic, the current conflagration was fuelled by modern methods.

"Mobile phones have brought many benefits to Nigeria, which has poor infrastructure," says Donnelly. "But text messaging has been used to stoke the violence. Rumours spread very quickly – the building of a mosque in a controversial area, or Muslim youths being attacked by Christians. The danger escalated."

The tensions were also increased by another modern factor, climate change. Drought has forced the Fulani, nomadic pastoralists who are linked with the larger Muslim Hausa group, to move to new areas inhabited by Christian farmers, competing for water and fodder.

"If you look at Lake Chad, it's one-tenth of its former size," says Africa historian Stephen Rockel of the University of Toronto.

"The cattle herders move with the seasons, and they are having a much tougher time."

But the Nigerian constitution's designation of ethnic groups as "indigene" or "non-indigene" has also fuelled a struggle between the factions.

In Jos, says Donnelly, the Muslim population is considered non-indigene – not indigenous to the area – giving the local Christians more rights to resources and political power; a situation that invites more violence.

Meanwhile, Nigeria's central government is shaky. 

President Umaru Yar'Adua is in dubious health, and has not been seen in public since he returned last month from a long hospital stay in Saudi Arabia. On Wednesday, protesters spilled into the streets demanding that he appear, in the wake of the Jos killings.

His vice-president, Goodluck Jonathan, has limited power because he is from the south – making it unlikely he could be Yar'Adua's successor. In Nigeria's tangled political system, northern and southern political leaders rotate every eight years, and the next president must come from the north.

