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COI QUERY RESPONSE 

 

Information on the Government’s response to the so-called ‘microbes’ phenomenon. In particular, 
information on the measures adopted by the police and the judicial system to tackle such 
phenomenon (2010-2018) 
 
The so-called ‘microbes’1, (the French word for ‘germs’), refer to armed youth gangs committing 
crimes mainly in Abidjan, the economic capital of Ivory Coast2. Such phenomenon has emerged during 
the post-election crisis3 that engulfed the country following the 2010 presidential elections4. 
 
In February 2017, the French Office for the Protection of Refugees and Stateless Persons (Office 
français de protection des réfugiés et apatrides, OFPRA) published a report focusing on the root causes 
as well as on the institutional and societal response to the phenomenon of violent youth gangs in 
Abidjan. The report mentions an interview with Fahiraman Rodrigue Koné, sociologist at the Center 
for Research and Action for Peace (CERAP) and head of programme for the ‘microbes’ phenomenon 
at Freedom House. According to Koné, the so called ‘microbes’ is a criminal gang phenomenon, similar 
to the ones present in many urban areas around the world. Its peculiarity, however, lies in the impact 
that the political and military crisis (2010-2011) had on already marginalised youth communities in 
Abidjan5.  
 
The same source explains that - like child soldiers in other countries - young people from 
disadvantaged neighborhoods in Abidjan were recruited by the various actors involved during the 
political-military crisis between 2002 and 2011. Some young people, today called ‘microbes’, have 
served in the commando of Abobo, during the battle of Abidjan6.  
 
With regard to the authorities’ response to such phenomenon, the aforementioned OFPRA report 
concludes that, as of 2017, the ‘Government’s reply is inefficient and the neighbourhood's residents 
are organising to resist and to take the law into their hands, using violence in retaliation’7. 
 
 
 
 

                                                           
1 The UN has condemned the use of the term ‘microbes’, as a degrading and dehumanizing word which generates stigma. 
Most institutional interlocutors prefer to refer to these youth gangs as ‘enfants en conflit avec la loi’ (‘children in conflict 
with the law’). For more information, see: UN Human Rights Council, Report of the Independent Expert on capacity-building 
and technical cooperation with Côte d'Ivoire in the field of human rights, 22 January 2016, A/HRC/31/78, p. 16 (url); Cedoca 
(CGVS/CGRA), COI Focus Côte d’Ivoire. Situation sécuritaire, 9 June 2017, p. 27 (url). 
2 Global Post/PRI, Microbes’ are making life hell in Ivory Coast’s biggest city, 24 August 2015 (url). 
3 Following the presidential elections held in November 2010, the incumbent President Laurent Gbagbo refused to step 
down, despite clear international consensus that Alassane Ouattara had won. As a result of this crisis, violence broke out in 
the following weeks, resulting in at least 3 000 civilians killed within 6 months. For more information, see: Human Rights 
Watch, ‘They killed them like it was nothing’, 5 October 2011 (url).  
4 OFPRA, Côte d'Ivoire: Les groupes de "microbes" à Abidjan, 23 February 2017, p. 2 (url). 
5 OFPRA, Côte d'Ivoire: Les groupes de "microbes" à Abidjan, 23 February 2017, p. 3 (url). 
6 OFPRA, Côte d'Ivoire: Les groupes de "microbes" à Abidjan, 23 February 2017, p. 5 (url). 
7 OFPRA, Côte d'Ivoire: Les groupes de "microbes" à Abidjan, 23 February 2017, p.2 (url). 

https://www.securitycouncilreport.org/atf/cf/%7B65BFCF9B-6D27-4E9C-8CD3-CF6E4FF96FF9%7D/a_hrc_31_78.pdf
https://coi.easo.europa.eu/administration/belgium/PLib/COI_Focus_Cote_d_Ivoire_Situation_securitaire.pdf
https://cgra.be/sites/default/files/rapporten/coi_focus_cote_divoire._situation_securitaire_1.pdf
https://www.pri.org/stories/2015-08-24/microbes-are-making-life-hell-ivory-coasts-biggest-city
https://www.hrw.org/report/2011/10/05/they-killed-them-it-was-nothing/need-justice-cote-divoires-post-election-crimes
https://ofpra.gouv.fr/sites/default/files/atoms/files/1702_civ_microbes.pdf
https://ofpra.gouv.fr/sites/default/files/atoms/files/1702_civ_microbes.pdf
https://ofpra.gouv.fr/sites/default/files/atoms/files/1702_civ_microbes.pdf
https://ofpra.gouv.fr/sites/default/files/atoms/files/1702_civ_microbes.pdf
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A 2017 report by Cedoca, the research desk of the Belgian Office of the Commissioner General for 
Refugees and Stateless Persons (CGVS/CGRA), explains that members of these youth gangs are 
children/teenagers aged between 7 and 18 years old, who move in small groups, armed with knives, 
machetes, axes and sticks. In most cases, these children/teenagers were involved in the post-election 
violence in 2010-20118. According to the Cedoca report, these youths have been eventually 
abandoned by the former leaders for whom they fought during the post-election conflict as well as by 
the government reintegration programme (a programme by the Agency for Disarmament, 
Demobilisation and Reintegration, ADDR, aiming at reintegrating former fighters into civilian life)9. 
 
Interviewed on this topic by IRIN, in 2014, a human rights official also accused politicians of exploiting 
children and teenagers as fighters during the 2010-2011 conflict and then leaving them out of the 
country’s post-conflict reintegration programme of former fighters (ADDR). The article adds that some 
of the older youths who fought in the streets during the post-election crisis have been absorbed into 
the regular army10.  
 
In an interview with the news site Abidjan.net11, in 2014, the police commissioner Youssouf Kouyaté 
claims that the Police Force was tackling the ‘microbes’ phenomenon, which had been discussed ‘at a 
high level’. The commissioner adds that they were in the process of finding the best strategy to 
effectively address these gangs. The steps taken included raising awareness on this issue with the 
parents, as well as destroying the ‘smokehouses’ - places were members of the gangs meet to take 
drugs before perpetrating attacks. According to the police commissioner, 68 children had been 
arrested as of March 201412.  
 
The aforementioned OFPRA report informs that, in the Summer of 2014, the authorities created a 
specific police brigade to fight against the ‘microbes’, in several municipalities of Abidjan, including 
Abobo, Attécoubé and Adjamé. This special police unit – which could rely on the cooperation of the 
community – was responsible for locating and destroying the ‘smokehouses’. Security forces also 
deployed pedestrian and motorised patrols, while the ‘Coordination Centre of Operational Decisions’ 
(Centre de coordination des opérations décisionnelles, CCDO) of the Ministry of Interior initiated 
investigations and stakeouts13. 
 

The daily Ivorian newspaper, Le Patriote14, reports that, in the summer of 2014, the police announced 
the arrest of 122 members of the ‘microbes’, five of whom lost their lives during the police 
interventions. The minors arrested were all transferred to the Holding and Corrections Prison of 
Abidjan (Maison d'Arrêt et de Correction d'Abidjan, MACA)15. The article adds that, among the young 
people arrested, two gangs’ leaders - namely Abou 'Tonneau' 'and Yacou' 'l'Ecomog' - were sentenced 
                                                           
8 BBC, Ivory Coast: ‘800 die in Ivory Coast ethnic violence’, 2 April 2011 (url). 
9 Cedoca (CGVS/CGRA), COI Focus Côte d’Ivoire. Situation sécuritaire, 9 June 2017, p. 27 (url). 
10 IRIN, Warning over rampaging youth gangs in Abidjan, 18 August 2014 (url). 
11 Abidjan.net is a French-language news website founded in 1998 in Ivory Coast. It covers general current affairs, targeting 
mainly Francophone Africa. For more information, see: Abidjan.net, About us, (url). 
12 Abidjan.net, Interview/ commissaire Youssouf Kouyaté (coordonateur CCDO): «Nous traitons le phénomène des 
‘’microbes’’», 22 March 2014 (url).  
13 OFPRA, Côte d'Ivoire: Les groupes de "microbes" à Abidjan, 23 February 2017, p. 8 (url). 
14 ‘Le Patriote’ is an Ivorian newspaper founded in 1991 by supporters of the former Prime Minister, Alassane Ouattara. The 
paper is owned by the political party Rassemblement des Républicains (RDR). For more information, see: Courrier 
International, Le Patriote (url). 
15 In 2015, a news report by IRIN denounced violations of the rights of minors detained at MACA, revealing that hundreds of 
children were kept in overcrowded adult prisons, for months, without a trial date. For more information, see: IRIN, Prisons 
ignoring the rights of Ivorian youth, 21 May 2015 (url).  

https://www.bbc.com/news/world-africa-12944669
https://coi.easo.europa.eu/administration/belgium/PLib/COI_Focus_Cote_d_Ivoire_Situation_securitaire.pdf
https://cgra.be/sites/default/files/rapporten/coi_focus_cote_divoire._situation_securitaire_1.pdf
http://www.irinnews.org/news/2014/08/18/warning-over-rampaging-youth-gangs-abidjan
https://carte.abidjan.net/en/about-us.html
http://news.abidjan.net/h/493380.html
https://ofpra.gouv.fr/sites/default/files/atoms/files/1702_civ_microbes.pdf
https://www.courrierinternational.com/notule-source/le-patriote
http://www.irinnews.org/analysis/2015/05/21/prisons-ignoring-rights-ivorian-youth
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to 20 years in prison. However, the same source notes that, in some cases, members of these gangs 
were released soon after being caught and were free to resume their criminal activities16.  
 
A news report by France24 informs that, in December 2014, a special section for the reintegration of 
the so-called ‘microbes’ was created inside the children’s reintegration centre in Dabou, a town 50 
kilometer from Abidjan. Such a measure was part of a government programme led by the Agency for 
Disarmament, Demobilisation and Reintegration (ADDR). According to this article, most of the minor 
offenders were sent to this centre after their arrest in order to receive reintegration trainings, such as 
classes on carpentry, mechanics, first aid, civic education. Within eight months, the Dabou centre had 
welcomed 73 minors aged between 12 and 18. However, France24 points out that, in reality, the 
reintegration rate was very low. Due to the stigma associated with these children, most companies 
were afraid to employ former members of youth gangs, even after their rehabilitation17.  
 
On 12 August 2015, a 23-year-old student was murdered in Yopougon, a suburb of Abidjan. In 
retaliation, some residents beat three alleged members of the ‘microbes’, two of whom subsequently 
died. Following this incident, the Ivorian police launched Operation ‘Disinfection’, aiming at securing 
the city in the run-up to the presidential election to be held in October 2015. As a result of this 
operation, 50 minors were arrested in Yopougon18.  
 
In September 2015, the Minister of Interior and Security assigned 1162 new police officers, who had 
just graduated from the National Police School of Cocody, the task to hunt down the ‘microbes’19.  
 
In January 2016, President Ouattara and the Minister of Interior and Security, Hamed Bakayoko, urged 
the public not to refer to these young people as ‘microbes’, but simply as ‘lazy’. Such statements, 
however, were not appreciated by the population20. 
 
The aforementioned report by Cedoca notes that many cases of public lynching21 occurred against the 
members of the so-called ‘microbes’, sometimes simply suspected of being criminals22.  
 
In May 2016, the National Police launched operation ‘Épervier’ (hawk) aiming at eradicating the 
‘microbes’ phenomenon23. Within three months after the launch of this operation, more than 11,500 
young people were arrested and, of these, 250 were referred to the prosecutor's office. Hundreds of 
weapons were seized, 166 ‘smokehouses’ were closed and 2,950 tons of cannabis were confiscated24. 
 

                                                           
16 Le Patriote, Insécurité en Côte d’Ivoire – 122 «microbes» arrêtés, 20 ans de prison pour «Tonneau» et Yacou «l’Ecomog», 
14 August 2014, (url). 
17 France24 - Les observateurs, "Microbes" d’Abidjan, l’impossible réinsertion?, 17 August 2015 (url). 
18 OFPRA, Côte d'Ivoire: Les groupes de "microbes" à Abidjan, 23 February 2017, p. 8-9 (url). 
19 Patriote, Ecole nationale de police - 1162 nouveaux policiers pour traquer les "microbes", 9 September 2015 (url). 
20 OFPRA, Côte d'Ivoire: Les groupes de "microbes" à Abidjan, 23 February 2017, p. 9 (url). 
21 France24, Les observateurs, Lynchage d’un chef du gang "Microbes" à Abidjan, et après?, 20 April 2014 (url).  
22 Cedoca (CGVS/CGRA), COI Focus Côte d’Ivoire. Situation sécuritaire, 9 June 2017, p. 27 (url). 
23 Abidjan.net, Sécurité/Opération Epervier: 422 «microbes» présumés interpellés et 21 fumoirs détruits en 48 heures, 20 May 
2016  (url). 
24 OFPRA, Côte d'Ivoire: Les groupes de "microbes" à Abidjan, 23 February 2017, p. 9 (url). 

https://www.connectionivoirienne.net/102156/insecurite-en-cote-divoire-122-microbes-arretes-20-ans-prison-tonneau-yacou-lecomog
http://observers.france24.com/fr/20150817-microbes-abidjan-centre-reinsertion-dabou-enfants-mineurs-cote-ivoire
https://ofpra.gouv.fr/sites/default/files/atoms/files/1702_civ_microbes.pdf
https://fr.allafrica.com/stories/201509090777.html
https://ofpra.gouv.fr/sites/default/files/atoms/files/1702_civ_microbes.pdf
http://observers.france24.com/fr/20150420-lynchage-chef-gang-microbes-abidjan-attecoube-zama-decapitation
https://coi.easo.europa.eu/administration/belgium/PLib/COI_Focus_Cote_d_Ivoire_Situation_securitaire.pdf
https://cgra.be/sites/default/files/rapporten/coi_focus_cote_divoire._situation_securitaire_1.pdf
http://news.abidjan.net/h/591220.html
https://ofpra.gouv.fr/sites/default/files/atoms/files/1702_civ_microbes.pdf


 

5 
 

In September 2016, a second operation, called ‘Épervier 2’, was launched in the prefecture of Abidjan 
Plateau and, simultaneously in 11 additional police prefectures, with the support of 3,000 police 
officers25.  
 
In November 2016, the government announced that a reintegration programme for members of youth 
gangs was underway and that 200 of them had already been sent to a centre in M'Bahiakro (Bouaké 
region). Moreover, the government announced the creation of a fund to help disadvantaged families, 
aimed at further facilitating the reintegration programme for children and teenagers members of the 
‘microbes’26. 
 

Operation ‘Épervier 3’ was launched in October 201727. During a press conference at the police 
headquarters in Abidjan, senior police officials stated that within a week since the operation was 
launched, 1, 970 people had been arrested28. 
 
A 2017 report by ‘Interpeace and Indigo Côte d’Ivoire’ – funded by the United Nations Children’s Fund 
(UNICEF) –  provides detailed insights into the phenomenon of the so-called ‘microbes’, particularly in 
the Abidjan suburb of Abobo. With regard to the government’s response to this issue, the report 
affirms that the State implemented a plurality of actions to eradicate the youth gangs, involving 
different ministries as well as State services, such as the National Security Council (CNS), the police 
and the social services. The report concludes, however, that the repressive approach adopted, 
particularly by the police, did not lead to a decrease in the frequency of the attacks, nor did it 
completely curbed the phenomenon, as of 201729.  
 
The same source notes that the most important measures have been the creation of reintegration 
centres for the so-called ‘microbes’ by the ‘Coordination, Monitoring and Reintegration unit’ (CCSR), 
as well as the collaboration agreement between these centres and the Ministry of Justice and Public 
Freedoms. Such an agreement has allowed youths to access the CCSR reintegration centres once they 
have served their criminal sentence30.                     
 

The report by Interpeace and Indigo Côte d’Ivoire concludes, however, that the strong stigmatisation 
and ‘dehumanisation’ of these young people, along with a repressive approach and the lack of means 
to tackle the phenomenon, have contributed to perpetuate the cycle of violence31.  
 
On 19 July 2018, the Ivorian news site Koaci.com32 reports that an armed gang of ‘children in conflict 
with the law’ attacked people, in the street, in the Abidjan district of Yopougon. Although various 

                                                           
25 Abidjan.net, La police nationale lance l’opération "épervier 2" pour la sécurisation des personnes et des biens, 10 September 
2016 (url). 
26 OFPRA, Côte d'Ivoire: Les groupes de "microbes" à Abidjan, 23 February 2017, p. 9 (url). 
27 Abidjan.net, Sécurité Nationale- Opération épervier 3, la Police Nationale dresse le bilan, les «microbes» en régression, 21 
October 2017 (url). 
28 Abidjan.net, Sécurité Nationale- Opération épervier 3, la Police Nationale dresse le bilan, les «microbes» en régression, 21 
October 2017 (url). 
29 Interpeace, Indigo Côte d’Ivoire, Exister par le gbonhi. Engagement des adolescents et jeunes dits ‘microbes’ dans la 
violence à Abobo, February 2017, p. 54-55 (url). 
30 Interpeace, Indigo Côte d’Ivoire, Exister par le gbonhi. Engagement des adolescents et jeunes dits ‘microbes’ dans la 
violence à Abobo, February 2017, p. 54-55 (url). 
31 Interpeace, Indigo Côte d’Ivoire, Exister par le gbonhi. Engagement des adolescents et jeunes dits ‘microbes’ dans la 
violence à Abobo, February 2017, p. 54-55 (url). 
32 Koaci.com is a pan-African media news website with offices in 11 countries and headquarters in Abidjan. For more 
information, see: Koaci.com/Facebook, About, (url), 

http://news.abidjan.net/h/599030.html
https://ofpra.gouv.fr/sites/default/files/atoms/files/1702_civ_microbes.pdf
https://news.abidjan.net/h/624529.html
https://news.abidjan.net/h/624529.html
http://3n589z370e6o2eata9wahfl4.wpengine.netdna-cdn.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/02/Interpeace-%E2%80%93-Exister-par-le-Gbonhi-%E2%80%93-Rapport-2017.pdf
http://3n589z370e6o2eata9wahfl4.wpengine.netdna-cdn.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/02/Interpeace-%E2%80%93-Exister-par-le-Gbonhi-%E2%80%93-Rapport-2017.pdf
http://3n589z370e6o2eata9wahfl4.wpengine.netdna-cdn.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/02/Interpeace-%E2%80%93-Exister-par-le-Gbonhi-%E2%80%93-Rapport-2017.pdf
https://www.facebook.com/pg/KOACI/about/?ref=page_internal
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police units intervened on the scene immediately, the young attackers dispersed as soon as the police 
arrived33.  
 
In a follow up article dated 22 July 2018, the same news site informs that many parents were still 
waiting for the release of their children after the police conducted a wave of arrests of alleged 
‘microbes’ in the neighborhood of Yopougon. According to the article, 150 people were arrested and 
many weapons were seized. The same source notes that some of the young people arrested might be 
innocent34.  
 
 
 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
33 Koaci.com, Côte d'Ivoire: Un quartier de Yopougon assailli par les microbes, des blessés à l'arme blanche, 19 July 2018 (url). 
34 Koaci.com, Côte d'Ivoire: Après l'opération des microbes, vague d'interpellations à Yopougon, 22 July 2018 (url). 

 

http://koaci.com/cote-divoire-quartier-yopougon-assailli-microbes-blesses-larme-blanche-121628.html
http://koaci.com/cote-divoire-apres-loperation-microbes-vague-dinterpellations-yopougon-121684.html
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