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Summary
Born in the chaotic days after the disputed election of 2010, violent youth gangs, dubbed 
microbes by the local population, terrorised the streets of the poorest areas of Côte d’Ivoire’s 
capital. Marginalised and deprived of hope, these microbes are easy prey for the vié pères 
who run the criminal economy of the city, especially its drug markets. They are also used by 
politicians to intimidate opposition supporters. Attempts to reintegrate them into society have 
been few and largely unsuccessful. Although the microbe phenomenon appears to be declining, 
its extent is still worrying and helps to shape Abidjan’s urban illicit markets.

Key findings
• The microbe gangs emerged in Abobo and Attécoubé, two of Abidjan’s most deprived

neighbourhoods, following Alassane Ouattara’s inauguration in April 2011 and are
characterised by extreme violence.

• Their emergence is linked to impoverished informal settlements and fractured communities
resulting from uncontrolled urban expansion.

• The youth gangs have a significant impact on local illicit markets and politics. They are used
by local mafia groups, including as drug dealers and enforcers against rivals, and by political
figures to disrupt opponents’ events and attack rivals during electoral campaigns.

• Former gang members are reportedly gaining seniority within criminal networks.
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2 The microbes of Abidjan

Introduction
The disputed 2010 election in Côte d’Ivoire, after which 
Alassane Ouattara was declared president, sparked 
widespread revolt in the country between 2010 and 
2011. On the streets of Abidjan, the country’s economic 
capital, it also caused the emergence of youth gangs 
widely referred to by locals as microbes (germs). While 
the term has a pejorative meaning, it has become 
commonly used to describe youth gangs in the city and 
is therefore used in this paper to refer to this specific 
youth gang phenomenon.

While the origin of the name is not clear, some suggest 
it is the term used for younger competitors in local 
sports competitions.1 The gangs are characterised by 
the youth of their members (the youngest are eight 
years old) and the extreme violence they employ. They 
are among the key cogs in the criminal economy of the 
city, especially its drug markets, and are used by both 
mafia leaders and politicians. 

Although they have been less active since 2019, they 
continue to have a significant impact on the shape of 
illicit markets and urban violence. Former members are 
reportedly gaining seniority within criminal networks 
as older leaders are phased out. The microbes are the 
most recent iteration of the violent youth gangs that 
emerged in the wake of the Ivorian economic miracle 
in the 1970s and the economic crisis that followed. 
Their members are the marginalised victims of that 
crisis. Crackdowns by the authorities have been largely 
ineffective in dealing with them. 

The resilience of the gangs is linked to the role they 
have played in political processes. Elements of the elite 
on both sides of the political divide are reported to 
have used the gangs repeatedly during election rallies, 
typically to incite violence to disrupt opposition activity 
and coerce people into giving their support. These 
links between street gangs and political power disrupt 
state responses to the phenomenon, while the overlap 
between microbe gangs and other urban criminal 
economies embeds the gang phenomenon in urban 
service provision and illicit markets. 

This reportedly collaborative relationship between 
political power and street gangs has been tracked in 
many countries, from El Salvador to Kenya.Youth gangs 
have been a cyclical phenomenon throughout the 
history of Côte d’Ivoire, emerging at times of socio-

economic crisis, and if the roots of the problem are not 
addressed the phenomenon will emerge again. 

Methodology
This report is based on fieldwork in Abobo, the main 
area of Abidjan affected by gangs between 2020 
and 2021. A total of 34 in-depth semi-structured 
interviews were conducted with current and former 
gang members, social workers, community leaders, 
associations, law enforcement officers, government 
representatives and local academics. 

As is the case with much research that focuses on 
tracking the dynamics of illicit markets, a key element 
of the process was to gain the trust of those involved. 
It was particularly difficult to do so in the case of the 
vié pères (elders) and transport union members who 
often act as gatekeepers for the microbes, but it was an 
essential step in enabling key stakeholder interviews. 
The research also includes a comprehensive literature 
review, including academic papers and civil society and 
media reports.

The evolution of youth gang violence
The microbes were initially called ‘machete gangs’ and 
first emerged in Attécoubé and later in Abobo, one of 
Abidjan’s most deprived neighbourhoods, in the wake 
of Ouattara’s inauguration in April 2011. The election 
triggered a violent crisis that claimed more than  
3 000 lives. Abobo is one of Ouattara’s longstanding 
strongholds. The phenomenon spread rapidly to other 
poor neighbourhoods. Sociologists and researchers 
specialising in Côte d’Ivoire describe the post-election 
period as lawless, with respect for authority shattered 
in multiple ways. State authority was undermined, with 
government law enforcement bodies delegitimised 
by militias.2 Armed militias were active during the 
post-election crisis (backing Ouattara or Gbagbo) from 
November 2010 to May 2011, when Ouattara officially 
came to power. These militias demobilised over the 
following months of 2011. 

The crisis period also trained a new generation of youths 
in street violence and organisation, leading them 
away from traditional community values and elders’ 
authority.3 According to one social worker, in an African 
society where respect for the elders is key to stability, 
if the hierarchy of values is disturbed, violence, rather 
than age, becomes paramount and the most violent 
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players became ‘heroes’ at the top of the hierarchy.4 
Some believe that microbes were used as child soldiers 
during the crisis, serving Sergeant Ibrahim Coulibaly, 
the pro-Ouattara ‘invisible commando’ known as 
‘General IB.’5 Coulibaly created an armed unit to 
attack pro-Gbagbo forces on the streets of Abobo 
and Anyama. While the child soldier thesis is widely 
challenged, it is certain that children, who tend to 
be less conspicuous than adults, were used to carry 
ammunition and acted as informants for Coulibaly.6

Coulibaly created an armed  
unit to attack pro-Gbagbo 
forces on the streets of Abobo 
and Anyama

Once the crisis ended, these young people, now out of 
work, reportedly felt that the new regime had let them 
down.7 Many did not benefit from the disarmament 
and reintegration initiatives established for adult 
combatants after the clashes of 2010 and 2011.8 Growing 
up in a violent environment, many youths turn to 
violent crime and knifepoint robbery and some are 
used for criminal enforcement tasks by powerful 
individuals at the head of local gangs.9, 10

There are several reasons why young Ivorians join 
groups of microbes, all of them revealing the fragility 
and inequality of the society in which they live. Many 
of the former and current microbes interviewed cited 
the film City of God (2002) as a source of inspiration. 
The film tells the story of an 11-year-old boy who grows 
up in a favela (shantytown) in Rio de Janeiro, joins the 
local drugs underworld and, using violent means, rises 
through the ranks.11

The microbes of Abidjan live in a difficult socio-
economic environment.12 The share of the country’s 
population living in urban areas jumped from 17.7% 
in 1960 to over 50% in 2018. Rapid migration from 
rural areas to the city during the 1970s and 1980s, 
together with labour migration from neighbouring 
countries, has driven explosive growth in the Abobo 
district.13 State services have failed to keep up with 
this uncontrolled urban expansion, leading to the 
creation of many informal settlements.14 While accurate 
population estimates for these informal areas are 

scarce, as early as 1995, one expert estimated that the 
population of the city’s ‘precarious settlements’ was 
between 400 000 and 500 000 inhabitants – almost 
20% of the city’s total population.15 This rapid growth, 
coupled with lack of planning and investment in 
infrastructure in Abidjan, carries a huge cost for     
urban inhabitants. 

The World Bank estimates that each household in the 
city loses more than three hours each day commuting.16 
Households in the sprawling city’s outlying 
neighbourhoods spend up to 30% of their income on 
transportation, compared with just 5% in the wealthiest 
households.17 The lack of public investment in public 
transportation has also led to the growth of an informal 
sector that is unsafe, increases pollution and employs 
many current and former microbes.18

There is a stark contrast between the wealthy 
neighbourhood of Cocody, where the Abidjan elite 
lives, and the nearby suburb of Abobo, which has 
about 1.5 million low-income inhabitants. Many of 
these inhabitants live in slum-like areas of precarious 
housing and lack access to basic infrastructure.19 In 
2012, the United Nations estimated that 60% of Abobo’s 
inhabitants lived in precarious accommodation, 
including entire sub-areas without safe drinking water. 
To this day, sanitation, water provision and electricity 
are limited, as are urban necessities such as schools, 
health centres, public parks and playgrounds.20

Microbes typically retain links with their families, with 
many taking on the role of breadwinner. Families in 
Abobo are often large (with six children on average) 
and lack sufficient and stable incomes. As a result, 
many children eat only once a day.21 One gang member 
observed that parents often turn a blind eye to the 
origins of the money they receive because they have 
no choice.22 Francis Akindès, a sociologist at Félix 
Houphouët-Boigny University, has identified the role 
of children as breadwinners as one factor driving the 
upending of social hierarchies, with parents losing 
authority over their children.23

Sociologists, as well as workers in social centres in 
Abidjan, note that the gradual disappearance of 
the traditional community education model, where 
the extended family and neighbours played a key 
role in childcare, is another factor weakening family 
structures.24 Unemployment rates are extremely 
high in Abobo, and other similar districts and many 
microbes have either never been to school or have 
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dropped out. Widespread corruption and bribery have 
corroded many young people’s trust in legal means of 
achieving upward social mobility, which contributes 
to disillusionment regarding education as a path to a 
better future.25 Parents’ lack of income and need for 
children to work in order to eat is also a factor in   
school dropouts.

Corruption and bribery 
have corroded many young  
people’s trust in legal means 
of achieving upward  
social mobility

During the regime of president Félix Houphouët-
Boigny from 1960 to 1993, government-funded 
education was viewed as a way to rapidly climb the 
social ladder, but that is no longer the case.26 Young 
people from working-class neighbourhoods have 
found that even a degree does not necessarily ensure 
employment. ‘They have master’s degrees, but they 
work on the street selling phone credit,’ said the 
director of a social services centre in Abidjan.27 The 
general perception in these neighbourhoods is that to 
get a good job you need to have money – interviewees 
repeatedly said that money must change hands, or 
existing connections be leveraged to attain a place in 
police school, for instance.28

It is those who turn to illicit markets – including 
brouteurs (scammers) and microbe gang leaders – who 
become role models, symbolising chap (quick and 
easy) money.29 They flaunt their success on social media 
and attract girls with their state-of-the-art mobile 
phones, which creates a sense of frustration among 
those seeking incomes using lawful means.30 One 
former microbe, alluding to informal revenue streams, 
said: ‘A few years after my classmate left school early, I 
met him and he was driving a very nice car.’31

The young people of Abobo have repeatedly said that 
they feel marginalised and like second-class citizens at 
a time when the authorities are praising the country’s 
strong economic growth.32 They are looking for an 
alternative, a new life and a new way to find a place in 
Ivorian society. ‘Being a microbe is a job like any other,’ 
they insist. Some feel they have become Robins des 

bois (Robin Hoods).33 The microbe phenomenon is a 
social revolt against their exclusion from society.34

The microbes are not a new phenomenon; they are only 
the latest version of a culture of violence among young 
people in working-class neighbourhoods. According to 
Aya Laurie Kouadio, a researcher specialising in urban 
dynamics in Côte d’Ivoire, new gangs emerge cyclically. 
‘They run on for about 10 to 15 years and microbes are 
the third iteration since the 1970s and 1980s.’35 Like 
the microbes, the other gangs emerged after a severe 
economic and political crisis and should be regarded as 
products of these crises.

Gang predecessors
The nouchis (vagabonds), who did not go to school, 
were a gang that appeared in the late 1970s and early 
1980s during the economic crisis that hit Côte d’Ivoire 
when the prices of coffee and cocoa, the country’s 
main exports, dropped and the West African economic 
powerhouse plunged into recession. 

The collapse marked the end of the Houphouëtist 
compromise (named after Félix Houphouët-Boigny, 
the first president of independent Côte d’Ivoire), 
which allowed the income from export crops to be 
redistributed widely. After the 1980s, there was an 
increase in criminal activity and a boom in drug 
trafficking. Street crime perpetrated by nouchis armed 
with knives surged.36 From the 1980s onwards, ziguehis, 
another form of youth gang, emerged in Abidjan. 
They were influenced by American films shown in 
the neighbourhood. Distinguished from the nouchis 
particularly by the emphasis they placed on physical 
strength and appearance, they were commonly skilled 
in martial arts and bodybuilding.37

While the nouchis and the ziguehis were not educated, 
other gang members were. University student unions 
that emerged in the early 1990s in the wake of the 
economic crisis also became politicised and violent. 
The Fédération estudiantine et scolaire de Côte d’Ivoire 
[Student Federation of Côte d’Ivoire – FESCI], which 
had a strong presence at the University of Abidjan, 
gained influence and became a political force for 
then President Laurent Gbagbo (currently a leading 
opposition figure). 

The Jeunes Patriotes (Young Patriots) evolved from 
this movement, founded in 2001, and emerged as 
strong supporters of Gbagbo’s party and as a militant 
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wing of student politics. They were widely criticised for 
committing murder and for repeatedly using violence 
in political protests during the military-political crisis 
(2002–2011), allegations the group refutes.38 Former 
nouchis and ziguehis now play senior roles in criminal 
networks that coordinate informal transport unions 
and are involved in drug markets.39 This is an indication 
that microbes could form part of the new generation of 
crime syndicate leaders in Abidjan.

The microbes share some of the characteristics of 
previous violent youth movements. Like the nouchis, 
they use bladed weapons. Like the ziguehis, they 
are highly structured gangs attached to a territory. 
However, they are distinguished by being younger 
and more violent.40 These gangs emerge when there 
is a ‘cocktail of circumstances,’ the main ingredients 
of which are economic crises that weaken traditional 
frameworks (family, school) and a fear of the future.41

Profiles 
The microbes are often described as extremely young, 
but many are young adults. In a confidential study 
conducted in 2018, it was noted that 56% of those 
interviewed were between the ages of 18 and 25, 32% 
were between 13 and 17 and only 1% were younger than 
13.42 The remaining respondents were over 25. One 
study argued that young people often become involved 
in crime when they take on family responsibilities 
(supporting their parents) or parental responsibilities 
(supporting their girlfriend and child) and therefore 
need an income.43 A minority (12%) are women and girls, 
who are often the subject of rivalry between gangs.44

An extensive 2018 study 
estimated that there were 4 174 
microbes in Abidjan, divided 
into 76 gbonhis (gangs)

While it is difficult to establish the exact scale of the 

phenomenon, an extensive 2018 study estimated 

that there were 4 174 microbes in Abidjan, divided 

into 76 gbonhis (gangs).45 The epicentre was Abobo 

(1 609 youths in 32 gangs), followed by Attécoubé (1 

255 youths in 14 gangs), Yopougon (740 youths in 23 

gangs) and Adjamé (570 youths in seven gangs). They 
are also found in Anyama, Marcory, Koumassi and 
Port-Bouët. These figures are likely lower in 2021, as the 
phenomenon has diminished.

Some police and justice officers 
become corrupted by vié pères

While most microbes operate in Abidjan, their 
presence, in smaller numbers, has also been noted in 
other cities in the inner country, such as Daloa, Gagnoa, 
Divo and Bonoua.46 Although they use the same 
methods in these other cities, their influence is not as 
strong as it is in Abidjan because they are more isolated 
and face greater resistance from local communities.47 
The group’s original method, widespread until 2016, was 
to distract prospective victims and then attack in large 
numbers. They would attract their victims’ attention by 
simulating fights in crowded streets or by pretending 
to beg.48 Female members of the gangs also reportedly 
played a role in distracting victims. When victims 
approached the gang or paused to engage, they would 
find themselves surrounded by groups of between 10 
and 20 microbes (sometimes more) and stripped of 
their valuables.

Known locations of microbe cells in Abidjan

Source: GI-TOC

Today, the groups are smaller, comprising between 

two and four people, and the method is more similar 
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to typical petty street crime – including breaking and 

entering, and theft of mobile phones and bags from 

pedestrians by microbes on motorbikes.49 In contrast 

to many gangs elsewhere, microbes do not commonly 
display gang membership through clothing or tattoos. 
They are mainly armed with knives, but they also carry 
machetes or more ad-hoc weapons such as forks or 
broken bottles. One microbe, referring to the extent of 
the violence used against victims, stated: ‘If you resist, 
you will be “stung.”’50

Microbes rarely use firearms such as pistols, largely 
because they consider the use of knives to be a sign of 
bravery – according to one microbe, a ‘true boy’ must 
be brave and able to slash with a knife.51 However, 
government crackdowns, which have increased since 
2016, and more violent responses to microbe attacks 
from community vigilante groups have increasingly 
driven them to carry firearms.52

Victims have noted that their attackers, often wearing 
lêkês (Ivorian sandals) or sneakers, with their faces 
covered (often by a hood), frequently have red eyes, 
leading many observers to suggest endemic drug 
use.53 The use of drugs is widespread: synthetic drugs 
– predominantly tramadol – are the most popular,
followed by cannabis and crack cocaine.54 The drugs
desensitise the microbes to the risks of their actions
and the suffering of their victims. ‘I can’t attack without
[drugs], it’s too difficult otherwise,’ said a microbe in an
Abobo alley.55 Typically, before they attack, groups meet
to take their drug doses in fumoirs (smoking rooms),
discreet informal spaces spread across Abidjan, where
drugs are sold and consumed.

The drugs are provided by vié pères, who control the 
fumoirs. To protect themselves during the attacks, 
microbes commonly use amulets and talismans that 
they believe give them supernatural strength and make 
them invincible against the weapons of the police or 
rival gangs.56

Structure of the gangs
The gbonhi of microbes is a highly organised micro-
society. The names of individual gbonhi often relate 
to the neighbourhood or sub-neighbourhood that 
their members are from. For example, in Abobo, 
the informal names of the districts are used as 
gang names, including Derrière rail, Colombie and 
Gotham. The gbonhi structure is hierarchical.57 At the 

top of the hierarchy is the vié père, who lives in the 
neighbourhood and controls and protects the gbonhi. 
He is often a former member of the 2002–2011 rebel 
group who fought as a general on Ouattara’s side and 
typically has informal ties to the current regime.58 The 
vié pères use their political relationships to preserve 
their interests and protect their workforce. 

‘One day I was arrested by the police, but the 
commissioner received a phone call and I was released 
immediately,’ said a former microbe.59 Pressure from 
‘people in high places’ to leave the microbes alone is 
common.60 In addition, some police and justice officers 
become corrupted by vié pères, with envelopes of 
cash distributed regularly, sometimes daily, to certain 
commissioners to buy their silence.61 It appears, 
however, that it is more difficult to corrupt members of 
the gendarmerie (national law enforcers).62

To microbes, the vié pères, who act as a social 
safety net and protective figure, often represent a 
model of a successful life.63 They too want to one 
day become a recognised and respected kingpin 
in the neighbourhood.64 The gang becomes like a 
substitute family and a refuge for young people who 
feel abandoned.65 While some reported considering 
migrating to Europe, to achieve this goal, they must 
first save money.66 The microbes give some of what 
they earn to their families, but often spend the rest 
immediately on socially valued goods (such as mobile 
phones) and on parties in the maquis (bars) where beer 
and hard liquor flow.67 It is all about impressing others, 
especially girls, to gain prestige.68

The vié père is the person to whom the microbes bring 
the loot from their robberies every evening.69 He is 
responsible for making a profit by handing the goods 
over to illegal resale networks. ‘If we earn CFA20 000 to 
CFA25 000 a day, he gives us back CFA10 000,’ explains 
a microbe.70 The vié pères also supply their microbes 
with doses of drugs, typically at fumoirs they control.71

‘The more violent you are, the 
more recognised you are,’ said 
one gang member

The day-to-day leader of the gbonhi is the devant-
gbonhi (frontman). This leadership role is typically 
gained through particularly violent exploits. The 
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devant-gbonhi coordinates the attacks and organises 
the daily operations of the gbonhi. Below him are the 
têtes-masses, his lieutenants. They act as team leaders 
who relay information and mobilise group members. 
At the next level are the varans, whose exploits are 
often more violent than the microbes of the rank below. 
Varans lead the gros chats (big cats), the largest subset 
of microbes, who carry out the attacks on the ground. 

There is reportedly an initiation process for joining 
gbonhi, although the nature of this process varies. 
According to some former microbes, certain gbonhi 
demand that members commit murder to rise 
through the ranks, however the extent of this practice 
remains unclear.72 To progress through the hierarchy, 

members must continually prove their mettle, often 
in confrontations with rival gangs to preserve the 
gang’s territory.73 ‘The more violent you are, the more 
recognised you are,’ said one gang member.74 The team 
spirit within the gangs is strong and members must 
show their loyalty.75

Violence
Petty criminality is far from being the only objective of 
Abidjan’s youth gangs. They are also an integral part 
of the city’s political economy of violence, working in 
alliance with powerful individuals pursuing economic 
or political goals, as well as being involved in essential 
urban services, most prominently public transportation.

Informal communal and intercommunal taxi lines

Source: GI-TOC
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Microbe gangs are frequently used by adults as 
‘henchmen,’ using violence to provide services 
to leaders of the criminal economy and to some 
politicians. The vié pères provide for the needs 
(economic and security) of their bons petits (young 
helpers).76 

In exchange, the vié pères use microbes to manage 
their businesses, which usually means providing 
protection to informal transport companies, drug 
traffickers and contraband markets, as well as hiring 
out the microbes to other stakeholders. If the vié père  
is satisfied, he offers the microbe more power                
and opportunities.

In the absence of sufficient public transport, informal 
communal and intercommunal taxi lines (the wôrô-
wôrô and gbaka) have developed, organised by local 
transport unions called syndicats. The state’s failure to 
provide adequate services has enabled criminals to take 
over transportation services in much of Abidjan, and 
the syndicats also have links to other illicit economies, 
including drug trafficking. The informal nature of this 
industry makes it difficult to estimate its value, but it 
employs thousands of people77 and is a key entry point 
into employment in Abobo. Microbes can progress 
up the ranks of the transport union, which is a way of 
entering a parallel economy.

Transport union leaders hire protection from the vié 
pères, who order their microbes to protect and support 
the operation of the routes.78 Transport union leaders 
typically have relationships with more than one vié père 
and hire protection from a range of different providers. 
The youth gangs often work as gnambros (big men), 
finding customers for taxis and collecting taxes from 
wôrô-wôrô and gbaka drivers. However, the transport 
union leaders deny any official link to gnambros.79

Predation is the core of this business model.80 Transport 
union leaders control specific routes and tax all activity 
that uses them. Drivers pay gnambros two types of 
taxes, which are passed on to the transport union 
leaders.81 The first of these is called ticket. Each driver 
must pay CFA200 to CFA300 per taxi to be allowed to 
pick up passengers at the transit hub. Earnings from 
the ticket are significant as hundreds of wôrô-wôrôs 
and gbakas pass through the transit hub every day. The 
second tax, known as droit du sol, must be paid each 
time the driver picks up a passenger along the route at 
a cost of CFA100 to CFA200. The money collected by the 

gnambros is given to the vié pères, who take a cut and 

transfer the rest to the union leaders.82

The role of transport union leader is lucrative and 

therefore extremely prized. While violence between 

unionists competing to become head of a union is 

quite common, once they are established, the positions 

of the heads are relatively secure.83 Microbes are used 

by the heads of the unions to maintain, by force, their 

control over their territory and to confront rival gangs in 

the event of struggles over new routes. 

‘When there is a threat to a line, youth gangs activate 

between 100 to 200 of their members to punish drivers 

who are reluctant to pay and clash with rivals.’84 Violent 

confrontations, mainly with bladed weapons, take 

place between groups of microbes mobilised by rival 

unions.85 Violence often flares up around transit hubs, 

like the one in Abobo, which is close to Abobo city 

hall.86 Territorial competition for lines and revenue was 

particularly intense during 2017 and 2018; however, 

surging violence started to scare away customers, 

and since then, behind-the-scenes negotiations have 

diminished clashes.

In Côte d’Ivoire, criminal 
takeover of the informal 
transport sector often overlaps 
with other illegal activities

In Côte d’Ivoire, as in countries like Kenya, criminal 

takeover of the informal transport sector often overlaps 

with other illegal activities.87 In particular, there are 

often connections between transport unions and drug 

traffickers, with some transport union leaders also 

controlling the fumoirs managed by the vié pères.88 

Microbes also commonly sell drugs at the transit hub 

as well as on the streets, in the maquis and in schools, 

where consumption is on the rise. The overlap between 

the microbe phenomenon and the criminalised 

informal transport sector enhances the independence 

of the gangs from political figures, making them more 

resilient.
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Political exploitation 
The microbes have become providers of violence 
and intimidation, not only for informal markets, but 
also for elements of the political system. Political 
actors, together with some businessmen and other 
stakeholders, interact with the vié père, who operates 
as the intermediary for engaging services requiring the 
use of violence.89

Because many of the vié pères were warlords during 
the conflict, they have informal political connections, 
especially with members of the current regime.90 Their 
clients can include politicians at both a national level 
(e.g. party leaders, ministers) and at a local level (e.g. 
mayors, candidates).91 The vié pères act as middlemen 
and order the microbes to attend political meetings 
either to ensure the meetings’ success or to disrupt 
rivals’ efforts. According to one police chief, ‘It is well-
organised violence’ like that of politicised youth gangs 
in other African countries.92

This political violence overlaps with Abidjan’s urban 
illicit markets: while vié pères are typically paid in 
cash by the political figure purchasing their services, 
microbes are frequently paid in drugs. In some cases, 
their vié pères allow them to steal ‘everything they can 
while on the site’ as part of their remuneration.93 As 
with previous electoral cycles, microbes are reported to 
have played a role during the 2020 presidential election. 
Gangs were accused of attacking demonstrators 
opposed to a third term for President Ouattara in 
the run-up to election day.94 The authorities deny 
this accusation.95 A report by Amnesty International 
documented the case of dozens of young men arriving 
in gbakas in Yopougon in August 2020 to attack 
opposition supporters with machetes. According to 
the report, police did nothing to protect the victims.96 
Furthermore, videos posted on social media in the lead 
up to the 2020 presidential election appear to show 
groups of young men breaking up protests against 
President Alassane Ouattara’s decision to run for a third 
term.97

The use of violent youth gangs for political purposes 
is not new in Côte d’Ivoire.98 The Houphouët-Boigny 
government used ziguehis, marginalised youths known 
to be paid volunteers, when multiparty politics was 
introduced in 1990 and Houphouët-Boigny feared 
Gbagbo and the emergence of an opposition. They 
were also used to maintain calm in student halls of 
residence, where FESCI operated and in the transport 

transit hubs. This led to the legitimisation at the highest 
level of the use of violence in the public space.99

In 1999 and again in 2002, FESCI members took to 
the streets to fight for Gbagbo. Using the mafia-like 
tactics developed by the nouchis, they crisscrossed the 
city, neighbourhood by neighbourhood, bringing into 
line the northern neighbourhoods of Abidjan, which 
supported Ouattara.100 Despite having previously used 
similar techniques, the opposition has more recently 
been vocal in pointing out alleged use of microbes by 
the current government. In doing so, they are trying 
to leverage the deep-rooted fears relating to the peak 
of microbe violence that are still present in much of 
Ivorian society.101

The political protection reportedly enjoyed by 
microbe gangs, together with the police protection 
purchased by vié pères, contributes to their resilience. 
Relationships of protection and patronage between 
gangs and politicians undermine the state’s responses 
to the problem, as is also the case in countries such as 
Kenya, where the politicisation of youth gangs is rife.102 
Politicians blame gang activity on social conditions 
and the failings of family and community, which 
allows them to deflect attention from their role in 
perpetuating the problem.103

State and community responses

Vigilantism

At their peak, from 2011 to 2017, microbe attacks were 
a key driver of rising insecurity in the low-income 
neighbourhoods in which the gang members live. This 
resulted in inhabitants going out less frequently and 
shopkeepers reducing their business hours.104

Press coverage helped to bring the problem to the 
forefront of public debate, forcing focus away from 
the authorities. Sensationalist reporting, which 
othered microbes and presented them as significant 
security threats, contributed to widespread fear and 
to stigmatisation of these gang members.105 This 
drew focus away from the socio-economic drivers 
behind much of the youth gang activity and the social 
marginalisation of the youths swelling their ranks.106 
Such media reporting drives a vicious circle: the 
dehumanisation of gang members feeds hostility 
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towards them among communities, and contributes to 
their marginalisation.107

Frustrated by the inefficiency of law enforcers, 
communities in districts that were particularly affected 
formed vigilante groups to protect themselves and 
retaliate, especially at night.108 These groups became 
auxiliary police forces that provided security in 
exchange for a financial contribution paid by each 
household, fuelling systems of extortion. These 
vigilantes only operated in low-income areas, where 
microbe gangs are particularly active. Wealthy areas are 
protected by regulated private security. 

The dehumanisation of gang 
members feeds hostility 
towards them and contributes 
to their marginalisation

Violence was broadly accepted as an appropriate 
response: ‘It is the only language that the microbes 
understand,’ said one vigilante group leader.109 The 
levels of violence perpetrated by the vigilante groups 
made it safer for the microbes to be arrested by the 
police.110 The vigilantes’ methods included lynching 
their victims. In 2015, at the height of the attacks and 
counterattacks, the head of a gang in Attécoubé was 
killed with a hammer and dismembered.111 The result of 
the vigilantes’ actions was a vicious circle in which the 
microbes became increasingly violent.112

State responses

Initially, the state denied the extent of the problem, 
then blamed the microbes’ parents. However, 
confronted with the increasing violence and public 
outrage, the state was forced to act.113 It was also 
anxious to restore calm and maintain the international 
image of a stable country emerging from the post-
election crisis.114 The state adopted two responses – a 
law enforcement crackdown and social interventions.

The crackdown

Since 2016, the authorities have launched regular 
Épervier (sparrowhawk) operations – massive, heavy-
handed interventions by the police, targeting microbes 

where they live. During these raids, gang members 
are arrested and hundreds of fumoirs destroyed.115 The 
publicity these operations have received has reassured 
the population. However, they appear to be ineffective 
in the long run, with the fumoirs rebuilt almost 
immediately.116 The minors arrested are often released 
soon afterwards because the youth criminal courts lack 
the resources to deal with them.117

These repressive actions feed the violence of the 
microbes and those released after their arrest are more 
determined and aggressive than ever, even murdering 
police officers in an attempt to dissuade the police 
from continuing to attack them.118 Some of the security 
measures put in place locally are more effective. Anti-
microbe brigades have been set up at each police 
station. They conduct security patrols in specific areas 
to reassure inhabitants and use local intelligence to 
locate microbes and their families, which sometimes 
leads to arrests. The commissioners also meet with 
community leaders to raise awareness of the issue.119

A social response
In the face of criticism of the violence of Épervier 
operations by both national and international human 
rights organisations, the authorities were forced to 
change their approach.120 They chose to launch a 
policy of reintegrating into society the young people 
who are now officially called ‘children in conflict with 
the law.’ Since 2016, some microbes have been sent 
to ‘resocialisation centres’ (the M’Bahiakro centre in 
central Côte d’Ivoire and one in Dabou that has now 
closed). The project is run by the government’s Cellule 
de coordination, de suivi et de réinsertion [Centre for 
Coordination, Monitoring and Rehabilitation – CCSR], in 
partnership with the resocialisation centres. 

Since 2016, some microbes have 
been sent to ‘resocialisation 
centres’

Initially, the project involved looking after groups of 
microbe children and young adults (9–25 years old) for 
six months. Now, for cost reasons, the period has been 
reduced to three months.121 At the centres, microbes 
(re)learn to live in society. They also learn the basics of 
a trade (mechanics, sewing, building). On site, there is 
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one police officer for every 15 young people but only 
one specialised social educator for every 20.122 When 
they leave the centre, they typically continue their 
apprenticeship, with the duration of the total process 
being about 18 months. In parallel, the microbes’ 
parents attend special courses to improve their ability 
to mentor their children and help them avoid falling 
back into the microbe trap.

The use of violent youth gangs 
for political purposes is not new 
in Côte d’Ivoire

According to the authorities, more than 1 400 minors 
and young delinquents have been through this 
resocialisation process.123 The majority of these have 
resisted returning to crime and 58% are in school 
or work.124 These figures are contradicted by several 
sources in Abobo who claim the majority return to 
their criminal activities. There appear to be several 
weaknesses that reduce the effectiveness of the 
system. The first is a lack of support when the young 
people leave the centres, which do not have sufficient 
financial and human resources to monitor them and 
follow up on their progress.125 Secondly, the young 
people return to an unchanged environment – there 
is still no money at home, their friends are still in the 
gangs and income from crime remains tempting.126

In addition, it has been claimed that the resocialisation 
policy has become a business. To find microbes, the 
CCSR is allegedly assisted by local points of contact 
who, with the agreement of parents, always manage to 
find young people, even if they know the young people 
are not microbes.127 Efforts have been made to improve 
the living environment and security, particularly in 
Abobo. The election of Hamed Bakayoko as mayor in 
2018 appears to have been a turning point.128

New roads have been built and old ones paved, and 
public lighting has been improved – factors that have 
made it easier for police to intervene when problems 
arise.129 ‘When [Bakayoko] arrived, he made a few phone 
calls around to calm down the situation.’130 He also 
facilitated the hiring of young people in the municipal 
civil services.131 Since his sudden death in 2021, however, 
there is uncertainty as to whether the calm will persist 
in Abobo.

The authorities believe that their actions have reduced 
the number of microbes dramatically, a trend that is 
confirmed by various local actors.132 For the past two 
years there has been a lull, with a significant drop in 
aggression linked to microbes.133 Shopkeepers are 
working normal hours again and people feel safer. 
However, there has also been a change in the methods 
of the microbes, which arguably makes them less 
visible. They now work in smaller groups, using less 
violence, and operate more discreetly (at night and 
in more isolated places). Their presence in schools is 
increasing.134

Conclusion
Although the microbe phenomenon has declined since 
its peak between 2015 and 2016, Côte d’Ivoire’s history of 
youth gangs that grow and decline in a constant cycle 
indicates that further steps are required to address 
the roots of the gang phenomenon to prevent a 
resurgence. Youth gangs have repeatedly multiplied in 
times of economic crisis and while the country’s macro-
economic outlook is currently positive, the COVID-19 
pandemic has had an impact on a range of livelihoods, 
and deep-rooted socio-economic inequality means 
economic progress is not benefitting many. In addition, 
the strong political ties of the microbe gangs closely 
align the phenomenon with electoral cycles.

While microbes are fewer in number and far less visible, 
they continue to shape urban illicit markets. Although 
many leave the gangs and find formal employment, 
others have risen to high positions in the criminal 
sphere. The path taken by nouchis and ziguehis 
indicates that many microbes will become vié pères 
and play increasingly pivotal roles in the economy of 
drugs, prostitution or smuggling.135

The scale of violence traditionally associated with 
microbe gangs is worrying and could lead to growing 
violence in Abidjan’s urban illicit markets as individuals 
become increasingly senior. Monitoring the way former 
microbes continue to secure important positions for 
themselves will be key to reducing these risks.

Recommendations
• Integrate community leaders into state response

frameworks to address the microbe phenomenon as
a critical first step to lasting solutions.

• Implement incremental formalisation of the
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transport sector that would diminish a significant 
source of revenue for vié pères and their gangs. 

• Prioritise responses on community and social
interventions over reactive law enforcement
crackdowns.

• Promote orientation and awareness for media on the
impact of sensationalist reporting that increases the

sense of alienation and marginalisation of microbe 
gangs. 

• Increase monitoring of gang violence, particularly in
line with electoral cycles.

• Prioritise public investment in neighbourhoods in
which the microbes live to counteract the poverty
that spawns the groups.
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