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Article History Abstract 

Original Research Article This study was carried out to examine the extent to which criminal justice system influences 

human rights violations in Nigeria. The specific objectives of this study was to investigate 

the nature of human rights violations within Nigeria’s criminal justice system, institutional 

and structural factors that constitute to human rights violations in Nigeria, existing legal 

frameworks and reforms aimed at addressing human rights violations within the criminal 

justice system in Nigeria, compliance of Nigeria’s criminal justice system with international 

human rights standards and treaties and policy recommendations and reforms to address 

human rights violations and enhance the effectiveness of the criminal justice system in 

Nigeria. The literature was extensively reviewed on the five variables using human rights 

theory, critical criminology theory and social control theory. The findings of the study 

revealed disparities in law enforcement and policing practices, conditions in correctional 

facilities, corruption and lack of accountabilities in the Nigeria’s criminal justice system, 

human rights violations and public perception of the criminal justice system in Nigeria. 

Based on the findings of the study, it was recommended that a substantial investment in 

judicial resources, including the recruitment of more judges, the establishment of additional 

courtrooms and the digitalization of court process, is necessary to alleviate these delays. 

Comprehensive reforms of the criminal justice system in Nigeria was also recommended. 
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Introduction 

The criminal justice system in Nigeria, encompassing law 

enforcement agencies, the judiciary, and correctional 

institutions, is central to maintaining law and order, 

administering justice, and protecting human rights. 

However, the Nigerian criminal justice system has been 

frequently criticized for its inefficiencies, corruption, and 

human rights violations. Such violations include unlawful 

arrests, prolonged pretrial detentions, extrajudicial 

killings, and the torture of detainees. These issues 

highlight the challenges faced by Nigeria in aligning its 

criminal justice system with international human rights 

standards. 

Historically, the Nigerian criminal justice system has been 

shaped by colonial legacies and military rule, which have 

influenced its structure and operations. This history has 

contributed to institutional weaknesses, including a lack of 

accountability mechanisms, inadequate training, and  

 

insufficient resources for law enforcement and judicial  

 

officers. The prevalence of corruption further compounds 

these challenges, leading to systemic injustices and abuses 

of power. Despite the constitutional guarantees and 

international commitments made by Nigeria to uphold 

human rights, these problems persist (Human Rights 

Watch, 2021; Amnesty International, 2022). 

Human rights violations within the criminal justice system 

in Nigeria are not only a matter of national concern but 

also have international implications. Nigeria is a signatory 

to several international human rights treaties, such as the 

African Charter on Human and Peoples' Rights and the 

International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights, 

which mandate the protection of human rights. However, 

the country often falls short of these obligations, as 

evidenced by reports of unlawful detention and prison 
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overcrowding (United Nations, 2019; African 

Commission on Human and Peoples' Rights, 2020). 

Efforts to reform the criminal justice system in Nigeria 

have been ongoing, with initiatives such as the 

Administration of Criminal Justice Act (ACJA) 2015 

aimed at improving procedural fairness and efficiency. 

Nonetheless, the implementation of these reforms remains 

uneven, hampered by systemic corruption and a lack of 

political will (Nigeria National Human Rights 

Commission, 2021). The challenge is not merely 

legislative but also involves addressing structural and 

cultural factors that perpetuate human rights abuses. This 

research explores the complexities of the Nigerian 

criminal justice system, investigating how these systemic 

issues contribute to human rights violations and examining 

potential avenues for reform and alignment with 

international human rights standards. 

- Law Enforcement Practices: Law enforcement 

in Nigeria is primarily managed by the Nigeria 

Police Force (NPF), along with other agencies 

such as the Economic and Financial Crimes 

Commission (EFCC) and the Department of State 

Services (DSS). These agencies play critical roles 

in maintaining public order, investigating crimes, 

and enforcing laws. However, law enforcement in 

Nigeria has often been characterized by human 

rights abuses, including unlawful arrests, 

detention without trial, torture, and extrajudicial 

killings (Human Rights Watch, 2021). Several 

factors contribute to these abuses: 

- Lack of Adequate Training and Resources: 

Many law enforcement officers lack the necessary 

training on human rights and ethical policing. 

This gap, coupled with inadequate resources, 

often leads to the use of excessive force and 

coercion during investigations (Amnesty 

International, 2022). 

- Corruption and Impunity: Corruption is 

widespread within the NPF, leading to practices 

such as extortion, bribery, and abuse of power. 

Officers are often not held accountable for their 

actions, creating a culture of impunity (United 

Nations, 2019). 

- Extrajudicial Killings and the SARS Unit: The 

disbanded Special Anti-Robbery Squad (SARS) 

was notorious for committing extrajudicial 

killings and torture. Despite public outcry and 

international condemnation, similar abuses persist 

among other units within the NPF (African 

Commission on Human and Peoples' Rights, 

2020). 

- Judicial Processes and Access to Justice: The 

Nigerian judiciary, which consists of federal and 

state courts, is responsible for interpreting and 

enforcing laws. It also has the mandate to 

safeguard human rights through fair trials and due 

process. However, the judicial system faces 

significant obstacles that compromise its 

effectiveness: 

- Prolonged Pretrial Detentions: Many detainees 

are held for extended periods without trial, 

violating their right to a fair and speedy trial. As 

of 2020, around 70% of Nigeria’s prison 

population consisted of pretrial detainees, some of 

whom had been held for years without a court 

appearance (Nigeria National Human Rights 

Commission, 2021). 

- Corruption in the Judiciary: Corruption extends 

to the judiciary, with reports of judges accepting 

bribes to influence case outcomes. This 

undermines public confidence in the legal system 

and obstructs access to justice for many 

Nigerians, particularly the marginalized and poor 

(Amnesty International, 2022). 

- Inadequate Legal Representation: Access to 

legal representation is limited, especially for 

indigent persons. While the Legal Aid Council of 

Nigeria exists to provide legal services, it is 

underfunded and lacks the capacity to meet the 

needs of the large number of detainees (United 

Nations, 2019). 

- Conditions in Correctional Facilities: 

Correctional facilities in Nigeria are another 

critical area where human rights violations are 

prevalent. Overcrowding, inadequate healthcare, 

and poor sanitation are widespread issues that 

contribute to the inhumane treatment of inmates: 

- Overcrowding: Nigerian prisons are severely 

overcrowded, with some facilities holding up to 

three times their official capacity. Overcrowding 

is exacerbated by the high number of pretrial 

detainees who remain in custody for long periods 

(African Commission on Human and Peoples' 

Rights, 2020). 

- Poor Health and Sanitation Conditions: Many 

prisons lack basic healthcare services and sanitary 

facilities. Inmates are often deprived of necessary 

medical attention, and diseases such as 

tuberculosis and malaria are common (Human 

Rights Watch, 2021). 

- Torture and Abuse of Prisoners: Reports 
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indicate that torture is frequently used as a means 

of punishment or control within Nigerian prisons. 

This practice violates Nigeria’s obligations under 

international law, including the Convention 

Against Torture, to which Nigeria is a signatory 

(Nigeria National Human Rights Commission, 

2021). 

- Reform Efforts and Challenges: Nigeria has 

made several legislative and policy efforts to 

address the human rights issues within its 

criminal justice system. Notable among these is 

the Administration of Criminal Justice Act 

(ACJA) 2015, which aims to promote the efficient 

management of criminal justice institutions, 

protect the rights of suspects and defendants, and 

ensure fair trials. Key provisions of the ACJA 

include: 

- Prohibition of Torture and Unlawful Arrests: 

The ACJA explicitly prohibits torture and 

mandates that law enforcement officers must 

present suspects before a court within 24 hours of 

arrest. However, the enforcement of these 

provisions remains weak (Amnesty International, 

2022). 

- Rehabilitation and Prison Reform Programs: 

The Nigerian government has initiated prison 

reform programs focusing on rehabilitation and 

reintegration of inmates. Despite these efforts, the 

impact has been limited due to a lack of resources 

and political commitment (United Nations, 2019). 

- Human Rights Commissions and Oversight 

Bodies: The National Human Rights Commission 

(NHRC) of Nigeria plays a crucial role in 

monitoring human rights violations and providing 

recommendations for reforms. While the NHRC 

has made some progress, its effectiveness is often 

hampered by limited funding and political 

interference (African Commission on Human and 

Peoples' Rights, 2020). 

- International Obligations and Nigeria's 

Compliance: Nigeria is a party to various 

international and regional human rights 

instruments, such as the African Charter on 

Human and Peoples' Rights, the International 

Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR), 

and the United Nations Convention Against 

Torture (UN CAT). These treaties impose 

obligations on Nigeria to protect and promote 

human rights within its criminal justice system. 

However, there is a significant gap between 

Nigeria’s international commitments and the 

reality on the ground: 

- Non-compliance and Accountability Issues: 

Despite Nigeria's ratification of these instruments, 

human rights abuses persist due to a lack of 

accountability mechanisms. The absence of 

independent oversight of law enforcement 

agencies and the judiciary contributes to impunity 

(Human Rights Watch, 2021). 

- Civil Society and International Pressure: Civil 

society organizations and international bodies 

such as the United Nations Human Rights 

Council continue to put pressure on the Nigerian 

government to improve human rights practices. 

Such efforts have led to some reforms but have 

not fully addressed the systemic issues (United 

Nations, 2019). 

The Nigerian criminal justice system faces deep-rooted 

challenges that result in widespread human rights 

violations. Addressing these issues requires not only legal 

and institutional reforms but also a transformation in the 

culture of law enforcement and the judiciary. 

Strengthening accountability mechanisms, increasing 

transparency, and providing adequate resources for legal 

and correctional institutions are essential steps toward 

aligning Nigeria’s criminal justice system with 

international human rights standards. This research aims 

to explore these dynamics in detail, providing insights into 

the systemic challenges and potential pathways for 

sustainable reform. 

The criminal justice system in Nigeria, despite its intended 

role in upholding law and order, protecting citizens’ 

rights, and ensuring justice, is plagued with systemic 

issues that result in widespread human rights violations. 

The system, which comprises law enforcement agencies, 

the judiciary, and correctional facilities, faces challenges 

such as corruption, inadequate training and resources, and 

a lack of accountability mechanisms. These weaknesses 

contribute to serious and persistent violations of human 

rights, including extrajudicial killings, torture, arbitrary 

arrests, and prolonged pretrial detentions (Amnesty 

International, 2022; Human Rights Watch, 2021). 

One of the most pressing issues is the high incidence of 

prolonged pretrial detention. It is estimated that a 

significant proportion of Nigeria’s prison population 

consists of detainees who have not been tried, some of 

whom have been held for years. This not only violates 

Nigeria’s own constitutional guarantee of the right to a fair 

trial but also contravenes international standards such as 

those established by the International Covenant on Civil 

and Political Rights (ICCPR) (United Nations, 2019). The 

overcrowding of prisons resulting from these prolonged 



  © UKR Journal of Arts, Humanities and Social Sciences (UKRJAHSS).  Published by UKR Publisher 331 

 

detentions creates inhumane conditions, with detainees 

often facing poor sanitation, inadequate healthcare, and a 

lack of basic facilities (Nigeria National Human Rights 

Commission, 2021).  

Furthermore, law enforcement agencies, particularly the 

police, have been accused of human rights abuses, 

including unlawful arrests, extortion, and torture as a 

means of extracting confessions. These practices persist 

due to the lack of accountability and oversight 

mechanisms within the system, allowing perpetrators to 

act with impunity (Amnesty International, 2022). Despite 

legislative reforms such as the Administration of Criminal 

Justice Act (ACJA) 2015, which aims to reduce delays 

and protect suspects’ rights, these abuses remain 

widespread due to inconsistent implementation and a lack 

of political will (Nigeria National Human Rights 

Commission, 2021). 

The gap between Nigeria’s international human rights 

obligations and the reality on the ground highlights a 

critical problem. Nigeria is a signatory to several 

international human rights instruments, including the 

United Nations Convention against Torture (UNCAT) and 

the African Charter on Human and Peoples' Rights. 

However, reports indicate that the Nigerian government’s 

efforts to align domestic practices with these commitments 

have been inadequate (African Commission on Human 

and Peoples' Rights, 2020). This discrepancy calls into 

question the effectiveness of existing reforms and the 

commitment of the Nigerian government to upholding the 

rights of its citizens. 

This research aims to investigate the factors contributing 

to human rights violations within Nigeria's criminal justice 

system, exploring the roles of institutional weaknesses, 

corruption, and lack of accountability. By examining these 

issues, this study seeks to provide insights into how the 

criminal justice system in Nigeria can be reformed to 

better align with both national and international human 

rights standards. 

General Objective of the Study 

The general objective of this study is to critically analyze 

the criminal justice system in Nigeria to identify the 

factors contributing to human rights violations and to 

assess how these issues can be addressed through reforms 

and policy recommendations. The study aims to evaluate 

the extent of human rights abuses, examine the structural 

and institutional weaknesses within the system, and 

propose solutions that align Nigeria’s criminal justice 

practices with national laws and international human 

rights standards (Amnesty International, 2022; Human 

Rights Watch, 2021). 

This general objective provides a broad framework for 

understanding and investigating the intersections between 

the criminal justice system and human rights in Nigeria. 

Let me know if you'd like more details or modifications. 

Significance of the study 

The study reveals the lacuna in the Nigeria’s criminal 

justice system and human rights violations. The findings 

of this study is further revealed the disparities in law 

enforcement and policing practices, conditions in the 

correctional facilities, corruption and lack of 

accountabilities, human rights violation by the law 

enforcement agencies and public perception of the 

criminal justice system in Nigeria. 

Thus, the findings and recommendations of this study will 

be significant to the members of the Nigeria’s criminal 

justice system (the police, court and Nigeria’s 

Correctional Service), criminologists, sociologists, policy 

makers, students and lecturers of Public order and 

Information Management and Government officials. 

Literature review 

Nature of Human Rights Violations within Nigeria’s 

criminal justice system 

The criminal justice system in Nigeria has been the focus 

of extensive research and critical analysis, particularly in 

relation to its role in upholding or infringing upon human 

rights. This literature review provides a comprehensive 

examination of the Nigerian criminal justice system, 

exploring historical influences, institutional and structural 

challenges, patterns of human rights violations, the role of 

international frameworks, and ongoing reform efforts. 

The structure and practices of the Nigerian criminal justice 

system are heavily influenced by the country’s colonial 

past. During British colonial rule, the justice system was 

designed primarily to control and subdue the local 

population rather than to protect citizens' rights (Ikpe, 

2013). The colonial administration established a policing 

system that emphasized force and coercion, which was 

carried over into the post-independence era. Scholars 

argue that this colonial legacy is a foundational issue in 

understanding the system’s ongoing inefficiencies and 

human rights abuses (Osinbajo & Ajibola, 2020). 

Following independence, Nigeria experienced long 

periods of military rule, which further militarized and 

politicized the criminal justice system. During these 

periods, law enforcement agencies and the judiciary were 

used to suppress dissent and opposition, and human rights 

violations were widespread (Okafor & Ugochukwu, 

2021). The lingering effects of these historical factors 

have contributed to a criminal justice system characterized 

by a lack of accountability, corruption, and disregard for 
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due process. 

Numerous studies and reports by human rights 

organizations document widespread violations within the 

Nigerian criminal justice system. Common abuses include 

unlawful arrests, extrajudicial killings, torture, and 

prolonged pretrial detentions. According to Amnesty 

International (2022), the Nigerian police often engage in 

arbitrary arrests and extortion, while suspects are 

frequently subjected to torture to extract confessions. 

Human Rights watch (2021) reports that these practices 

are facilitated by a culture of impunity within the police 

force, where accountability mechanisms are either weak or 

nonexistent.  

Prison conditions in Nigeria are another major area of 

concern. The United Nations (2020) has reported severe 

overcrowding, poor sanitation, and inadequate healthcare 

in Nigerian prisons. Many of these issues stem from the 

high number of detainees who are held without trial for 

extended periods, sometimes for years. Scholars highlight 

the disconnect between Nigeria’s constitutional guarantees 

of fair trial rights and the reality of its criminal justice 

practices, where systemic inefficiencies lead to prolonged 

detentions that violate both national and international legal 

standards (Umeagbalasi et al., 2021). 

Institutional and structural factors that contribute to 

Human Rights Violations within Nigeria’s criminal 

justice system 

Oguntola-Laguda, 2020, opined that Nigeria’s criminal 

justice system has institutional challenges that hindered its 

ability to protect human rights effectively. Corruption is 

one of the most pervasive issues. Studies reveal that law 

enforcement and judicial officers often engage in corrupt 

practices such as bribery, which undermines the integrity 

of the justice process. Corruption also extends to the 

management of correctional facilities, where inadequate 

resources and poor oversight lead to substandard 

conditions and mistreatment of inmates. 

Another major challenge is the lack of adequate training 

and resources for law enforcement and judicial personnel. 

Many police officers in Nigeria lack the necessary training 

in human rights standards and modern policing 

techniques, which contributes to the prevalence of 

excessive use of force and torture (Amnesty International, 

2022). The judiciary, meanwhile, suffers from 

underfunding and insufficient personnel, leading to delays 

in the administration of justice and further compounding 

issues like prolonged pretrial detention (Nigeria National 

Human Rights Commission, 2021). 

Existing legal frameworks and reforms aimed at 

addressing Human Rights Violations within the criminal 

justice system in Nigeria 

Nigeria is a party to several international and regional 

human rights treaties, including the International Covenant 

on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR), the United Nations 

Convention Against Torture (UNCAT), and the African 

Charter on Human and Peoples’ Rights. These treaties 

obligate Nigeria to protect the rights of individuals within 

its jurisdiction and ensure that its criminal justice system 

adheres to international standards. However, the 

implementation of these obligations has been inconsistent. 

The African Commission on Human and Peoples' Rights 

(2020) has highlighted that, despite Nigeria’s ratification 

of these instruments, the country often fails to align its 

practices with international norms. 

Scholars argue that the disconnect between Nigeria’s 

international obligations and its domestic realities is due to 

a combination of political, institutional, and cultural 

factors. Okeke & Ugwu (2020) suggest that while Nigeria 

has made legislative efforts to improve its compliance 

with international standards, such as the enactment of the 

Administration of Criminal Justice Act (ACJA) 2015, the 

lack of political will and the persistence of systemic 

corruption have hindered effective implementation. 

The Administration of Criminal Justice Act (ACJA) 2015 

is one of Nigeria’s most significant legal reforms aimed at 

addressing inefficiencies and human rights violations 

within the criminal justice system. The ACJA introduces 

measures designed to expedite trial processes, limit the 

duration of pretrial detention, and protect suspects’ rights 

during criminal investigations (Nigeria National Human 

Rights Commission, 2021). However, the impact of the 

ACJA has been uneven, with some states lagging in its 

adoption and enforcement. Studies indicate that while the 

ACJA represents progress, its effectiveness is undermined 

by the lack of a coordinated national implementation 

strategy and insufficient funding (Ayodele & Onwuachi, 

2020). 

Beyond the ACJA, there have been initiatives to reform 

police practices and improve prison conditions. The Police 

Act 2020 seeks to modernize police operations, enhance 

transparency, and establish accountability mechanisms. 

Nonetheless, reports suggest that without the necessary 

political will and resources, these reforms may not 

translate into meaningful change (Human Rights Watch, 

2021). 

Law enforcement agencies, especially the Nigeria Police 

Force, are often at the forefront of human rights violations. 

Numerous reports, including those from Amnesty 

International (2022) and Human Rights Watch (2021), 

detail how the police routinely engage in practices that 

contravene human rights. These include unlawful arrests, 
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arbitrary detention, torture, and extrajudicial killings, with 

the notorious Special Anti-Robbery Squad (SARS) 

gaining particular notoriety before it was disbanded 

following the EndSARS protests in 2020 (Amnesty 

International, 2022). 

Okechukwu & Ogun (2021) argued that the problem is 

systemic, stemming from a policing culture rooted in 

authoritarianism, inherited from both colonial and military 

regimes. The use of excessive force and torture to extract 

confessions is prevalent due to inadequate investigative 

skills and lack of resources for proper forensic 

investigation. This contributes to a criminal justice system 

that relies heavily on coerced confessions, often leading to 

wrongful convictions (Alemika, 2019). 

Despite reforms such as the Police Act 2020, which seeks 

to modernize the Nigeria Police Force by promoting 

human rights principles and accountability, reports 

indicate that these reforms have been slow to materialize 

at the operational level (Ogundipe, 2021). The lack of 

transparency, inadequate training, poor remuneration, and 

endemic corruption continue to undermine efforts to 

professionalize the force and protect citizens' rights 

(Human Rights Watch, 2021). 

The judiciary is an essential component of the criminal 

justice system, responsible for ensuring due process and 

upholding the rule of law. However, in Nigeria, the 

judiciary has been criticized for inefficiencies, corruption, 

and delays that contribute to the violation of human rights. 

One of the most significant problems is the issue of 

prolonged pretrial detention, where suspects languish in 

prisons for years without trial due to systemic delays 

(Nigeria National Human Rights Commission, 2021). 

According to Ayoade (2020), court congestion, 

understaffing, and insufficient resources are key factors 

behind these delays. The Nigerian judiciary, though 

constitutionally independent, is often overburdened and 

underfunded, leading to a backlog of cases and delays in 

the administration of justice. These delays are further 

compounded by procedural inefficiencies and the abuse of 

judicial discretion in granting unnecessary adjournments 

(Ojo, 2019). He further argued that these delays violate the 

constitutional right to a fair and speedy trial (Constitution 

of the Federal Republic of Nigeria, 1999). Prolonged 

pretrial detention violates international human rights 

standards, such as Article 9 of the International Covenant 

on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR), to which Nigeria is 

a signatory (United Nations, 2020). Despite legislative 

interventions, such as the Administration of Criminal 

Justice Act (ACJA) 2015, aimed at curbing these delays, 

implementation remains uneven across the country 

(Ayodele & Onwuachi, 2020). 

The correctional system in Nigeria is characterized by 

overcrowding, poor sanitation, lack of healthcare, and 

inhumane living conditions. Reports by the United 

Nations (2020) and local NGOs have consistently 

highlighted these issues, describing Nigerian prisons as 

failing to meet basic international standards for the 

treatment of detainees. Many prisons operate far beyond 

their capacity, a situation exacerbated by the high number 

of pretrial detainees. According to the Nigerian Prisons 

Service (NPS), over 70% of the prison population consists 

of individuals awaiting trial (Umeagbalasi et al., 2021). 

Overcrowding has significant implications for the health 

and dignity of prisoners, with many facilities lacking 

adequate healthcare, food, and hygiene. Prisoners often 

suffer from preventable diseases due to poor sanitation 

and inadequate medical care. Scholars such as Onyekwere 

& Ebunoluwa (2020) argue that these conditions amount 

to cruel, inhuman, and degrading treatment, in violation of 

Nigeria’s obligations under both domestic and 

international law, including the United Nations Standard 

Minimum Rules for the Treatment of Prisoners (the 

Mandela Rules) (United Nations, 2020). 

The Nigerian government has made attempts to address 

these issues, such as through prison decongestion 

programs and reforms aimed at improving prison 

infrastructure. However, these efforts have been limited in 

scope and impact, as they fail to address the underlying 

causes of overcrowding, particularly the inefficiencies in 

the judicial process that result in prolonged pretrial 

detention (Alemika, 2019). 

Compliance of Nigeria’s criminal justice system with 

international human rights standards and treaties 

Nigeria is a party to several international and regional 

human rights frameworks, including the International 

Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR), the 

United Nations Convention Against Torture (UNCAT), 

and the African Charter on Human and Peoples’ Rights. 

These treaties oblige Nigeria to respect and protect human 

rights, including ensuring the right to a fair trial, freedom 

from torture, and humane treatment of prisoners (African 

Commission on Human and Peoples' Rights, 2020). 

Okeke & Ugwu, 2020, argued that there is a significant 

gap between Nigeria’s international commitments and the 

reality on the ground. While Nigeria has ratified these 

treaties and incorporated some of their provisions into 

domestic law, the lack of effective enforcement 

mechanisms has meant that human rights abuses persist. 

Uzochukwu & Ogundipe (2021) highlight that 

international bodies, such as the United Nations and the 

African Union, have repeatedly raised concerns about 

Nigeria’s failure to fully implement these human rights 
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obligations, particularly regarding torture and the 

treatment of detainees. 

The lack of political will to prioritize human rights and the 

influence of entrenched interests within law enforcement 

and the judiciary are significant barriers to achieving 

meaningful compliance with international standards. 

Nigeria’s periodic reports to human rights treaty bodies 

often highlight legislative progress, but these reports do 

not fully reflect the persistence of systemic abuses at the 

operational level (Human Rights Watch, 2021). 

The EndSARS movement, which gained international 

attention in 2020, was a turning point in the conversation 

about human rights abuses within Nigeria’s criminal 

justice system. Initially sparked by widespread outrage 

over police brutality, particularly by the Special Anti-

Robbery Squad (SARS), the protests quickly evolved into 

a broader call for accountability, justice, and systemic 

reform across the entire criminal justice system (Amnesty 

International, 2022). 

The movement shone a spotlight on the structural 

problems that have allowed human rights abuses to persist 

for decades, including corruption, lack of accountability, 

and the culture of impunity within law enforcement. The 

Nigerian government responded by disbanding SARS, but 

critics argue that the reforms have been largely superficial, 

as the root causes of police brutality remain unaddressed 

(Okechukwu & Ogun, 2021). 

Okechukwu & Ogun, 2021 suggested that the EndSARS 

movement represents a critical juncture for Nigeria. It has 

catalyzed public demand for deeper reforms, not just in 

policing but in the broader criminal justice system, 

including the judiciary and prison sectors (Ojo, 2020). The 

movement has also drawn international attention to 

Nigeria’s human rights record, with organizations such as 

the United Nations and African Union urging the 

government to take more decisive action to address 

systemic abuses (United Nations, 2020). 

Judicial independence is a critical component for 

upholding human rights within any criminal justice 

system. In Nigeria, however, the judiciary has faced 

significant challenges, including interference from 

executive powers and political actors (Ehonwa, 2020). 

Research suggests that the judiciary’s vulnerability to 

political influence compromises its ability to adjudicate 

cases impartially, especially those involving high-profile 

or politically sensitive matters (Ogbonnaya & Ogbu, 

2021). This lack of independence affects the protection of 

rights, as courts may become reluctant to rule against 

government officials or law enforcement agencies accused 

of human rights abuses. 

  Policing in Nigeria has often been characterized 

by excessive force and violence, which have led to 

numerous reports of extrajudicial killings. The Special 

Anti-Robbery Squad (SARS), a notorious unit within the 

Nigeria Police Force, was frequently cited for its 

involvement in human rights violations, including torture, 

extortion, and extrajudicial killings (Amnesty 

International, 2022). Public outrage over these abuses led 

to the EndSARS protests in 2020, where citizens 

demanded police reform and accountability. The 

government responded by disbanding SARS, but reports 

indicate that similar practices persist within other police 

units due to systemic issues like corruption and lack of 

oversight (Akinseye-George, 2021). 

Anyanwu, 2019 highlighted the role of socioeconomic 

factors in shaping policing practices in Nigeria. The lack 

of adequate training and resources for police officers, 

combined with low wages, often compels officers to 

engage in corrupt practices, such as extortion, to 

supplement their income. These systemic issues not only 

undermine the credibility of the police force but also 

contribute to a culture of impunity that allows human 

rights violations to continue unaddressed. 

  One of the most critical human rights issues in 

Nigeria’s criminal justice system is the high rate of 

prolonged pretrial detention. The United Nations Office 

on Drugs and Crime (UNODC) (2020) has reported that 

approximately 70% of Nigeria’s prison population 

consists of detainees awaiting trial, with some held for 

several years without being formally charged. This 

situation results from a combination of factors, including 

under-resourced courts, the absence of case management 

systems, and a lack of coordination between law 

enforcement agencies and the judiciary (Alemika, 2021). 

Prolonged pretrial detention violates Nigeria’s 

constitutional guarantee of a fair trial and contravenes 

international human rights standards outlined in the 

International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights 

(ICCPR) and the African Charter on Human and Peoples' 

Rights. The African Commission on Human and Peoples' 

Rights (2020) has urged Nigeria to take immediate steps to 

address the overcrowding of prisons and ensure detainees’ 

rights are protected. However, meaningful reforms have 

been slow, leading scholars to argue that a comprehensive 

overhaul of the justice system is necessary to address these 

persistent violations effectively (Ojukwu, 2018). 

Policy recommendations and reforms to address 

human rights violations and enhance the effectiveness 

of the criminal justice system in Nigeria 

International organizations, including the United Nations 

(UN) and the African Union (AU), have played a 

significant role in advocating for human rights reforms in 
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Nigeria. The United Nations Human Rights Office (2019) 

has provided support through technical assistance and 

capacity-building programs aimed at strengthening 

Nigeria’s justice system. Similarly, the African Union has 

called for Nigeria’s compliance with the African Charter 

on Human and Peoples' Rights and recommended reforms 

to ensure the protection of detainees and fair trial 

guarantees (African Commission on Human and Peoples' 

Rights, 2020). 

Despite these efforts, challenges remain in the 

implementation of international standards at the national 

level. Scholars argue that Nigeria’s compliance is often 

superficial, aimed at fulfilling international obligations 

rather than effecting genuine change (Okeke & Ugwu, 

2020). For meaningful reform, it is essential for 

international actors to work closely with civil society 

organizations and domestic institutions to promote 

transparency and accountability in Nigeria’s criminal 

justice processes. 

Civil society organizations (CSOs) and advocacy groups 

play a critical role in addressing human rights violations 

within Nigeria’s criminal justice system. Organizations 

like the Nigeria National Human Rights Commission 

(NNHRC) and Access to Justice have been at the forefront 

of documenting abuses, providing legal assistance to 

victims, and lobbying for policy changes. These groups 

also organize public awareness campaigns aimed at 

educating citizens about their rights and the proper 

procedures for reporting human rights abuses (NNHRC, 

2021). 

The EndSARS movement serves as a notable example of 

how civil society can influence government policies. 

Driven by grassroots mobilization, the movement 

successfully pressured the Nigerian government to 

disband the SARS unit and initiate police reforms. 

However, the movement also revealed the limitations 

faced by CSOs, as subsequent reports indicated continued 

violence and rights violations by other units within the 

police force (Akinseye-George, 2021). This underscores 

the need for sustained advocacy and structural reforms 

beyond immediate, reactive measures. 

Theoretical framework 

Human Rights Theory 

Human Rights Theory is a normative and legal framework 

that emphasizes the inherent dignity and equal rights of all 

individuals. It asserts that human rights are universal, 

inalienable, and fundamental, regardless of nationality, 

ethnicity, religion, or social status. The theory is grounded 

in international law, particularly the Universal Declaration 

of Human Rights (UDHR) and various international 

covenants such as the International Covenant on Civil and 

Political Rights (ICCPR) and the International Covenant 

on Economic, Social, and Cultural Rights (ICESCR). 

These documents set out obligations for states to protect, 

respect, and fulfill human rights. 

 Universality: Human rights apply to all people 

everywhere without discrimination. Every 

individual is entitled to these rights simply by 

virtue of being human. 

 Indivisibility and Interdependence: Civil, 

political, economic, social, and cultural rights are 

interconnected. Violating one right often affects 

others, and thus they must be protected 

comprehensively. 

 Accountability: Governments and state 

institutions are accountable for upholding human 

rights. They must create mechanisms for 

individuals to seek redress in case of violations, 

and ensure justice and reparations where rights 

have been breached. 

 Non-Discrimination: Human rights must be 

upheld without discrimination of any kind, 

whether based on race, gender, religion, political 

beliefs, or other statuses. 

 

Application of Human Rights Theory to the Nigerian 

Criminal Justice System Human Rights Theory is critical 

for evaluating the Nigerian criminal justice system, as it 

provides a benchmark to measure how state institutions 

uphold or violate international human rights standards. 

Applying this theory involves examining the actions of 

law enforcement agencies, judicial bodies, and 

correctional institutions to identify practices that violate 

human rights. 

 Extrajudicial Killings and Police Brutality: 

Human rights standards prohibit arbitrary 

deprivation of life and torture. In Nigeria, there 

have been reports of extrajudicial killings and 

police brutality, particularly involving the Special 

Anti-Robbery Squad (SARS) and other law 

enforcement agencies. Applying Human Rights 

Theory here involves assessing whether these acts 

violate the right to life and freedom from torture 

as enshrined in international and national human 

rights frameworks. 

 Unlawful Detentions: Human Rights Theory 

emphasizes the right to liberty and security of the 

person. It requires that anyone deprived of their 

liberty must be treated with dignity and given 

access to due process. In Nigeria, cases of 
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unlawful detentions, prolonged pretrial 

detentions, and denial of access to legal 

representation highlight violations against these 

principles. 

 Lack of Due Process: The theory underscores the 

right to a fair trial, which includes the 

presumption of innocence, access to legal 

representation, and the right to be heard before an 

independent and impartial tribunal. Nigeria’s 

criminal justice system has been criticized for 

lacking these procedural safeguards, often 

resulting in miscarriages of justice and violations 

of human rights. 

Human Rights Theory derives much of its normative 

power from international human rights instruments. 

Nigeria is a signatory to numerous human rights treaties, 

including the African Charter on Human and Peoples' 

Rights (ACHPR). These commitments oblige Nigeria to: 

 Implement laws and policies that protect 

individuals from state and non-state actors. 

 Ensure law enforcement agencies act in 

compliance with human rights standards. 

 Provide training and reform measures to address 

systemic issues like police violence and 

corruption. 

While Human Rights Theory offers a robust framework 

for analyzing abuses, it has also faced critiques, 

particularly from scholars such as Makau Mutua. Mutua 

(2002) argues that the human rights project is often 

imposed in a way that does not adequately consider local 

contexts and may prioritize Western values over 

indigenous norms and practices. In Nigeria, for instance, 

the challenge arises when international human rights 

principles conflict with customary law practices or local 

traditions. 

Mutua's perspective suggests that applying Human Rights 

Theory should not only involve measuring Nigerian 

practices against international norms but also critically 

engaging with how these norms interact with the country’s 

cultural and legal contexts. This helps to build a more 

nuanced understanding of human rights violations and to 

develop solutions that are locally appropriate. 

Human Rights Theory provides a powerful lens through 

which to analyze the criminal justice system in Nigeria. It 

offers criteria for assessing compliance with international 

norms, highlights areas where the Nigerian state fails to 

protect citizens, and emphasizes the need for 

accountability and reform. By understanding and applying 

the principles of Human Rights Theory, researchers and 

practitioners can advocate for systemic changes and 

support victims of human rights abuses. 

Critical Criminology Theory 

Critical criminology is a theoretical perspective that views 

crime and criminal justice systems as products of social, 

economic, and political inequalities. This perspective 

challenges traditional approaches to criminology, such as 

positivism and classicism, by focusing on the power 

dynamics and structures that shape societal responses to 

crime. Critical criminologists argue that crime is often a 

consequence of social injustice, inequality, and 

marginalization, rather than just individual pathology or 

choice. 

Power and Inequality: Critical criminology highlights 

how power imbalances, often based on class, race, gender, 

and other social factors, shape the criminal justice system. 

The powerful groups in society define what constitutes 

crime, thereby criminalizing behaviors that threaten their 

interests while protecting those that benefit them. 

Social Construction of Crime: The theory posits that 

crime is not an objective reality but a social construct that 

varies across cultures and societies. This means that what 

is considered criminal behavior is subject to the interests 

and values of the dominant social groups. 

State and Corporate Crime: Unlike traditional 

criminology, which often focuses on street-level crime, 

critical criminology pays attention to crimes committed by 

states and corporations. It highlights how the state and 

powerful economic actors often escape accountability, 

despite their actions causing significant harm. 

Ideology and Hegemony: Borrowing from Marxist 

theory, critical criminologists argue that the ruling class 

uses ideology to maintain control and justify the status 

quo. The criminal justice system serves as a tool to 

enforce this hegemony by criminalizing dissent and 

rebellion against oppressive systems. 

Restorative Justice and Abolitionism: Many critical 

criminologists advocate for alternative forms of justice, 

such as restorative justice, that focus on repairing harm 

rather than punishment. Some also support abolitionist 

movements that aim to dismantle oppressive institutions 

like prisons. 

Application of Critical Criminology 

Critical criminology is applied in various ways, 

particularly in analyzing and challenging existing criminal 

justice systems. It is used to: 

Analyze Structural Inequality: By examining how laws 

are disproportionately enforced against marginalized 

groups (e.g., racial minorities, lower socioeconomic 

classes), critical criminologists uncover systemic biases 
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and discrimination within the criminal justice system. 

Critique Capitalism and Neo-liberalism: Many critical 

criminologists argue that crime is a result of structural 

inequalities created by capitalism. They critique how 

economic policies prioritize profits over people, leading to 

poverty, unemployment, and marginalization—conditions 

that often lead to criminal behavior. 

Expose State and Corporate Crimes: Critical 

criminology highlights the crimes committed by powerful 

entities, such as environmental damage by corporations or 

human rights abuses by governments. These crimes are 

often overlooked or under-punished, exposing the double 

standards within the legal system. 

Advocate for Transformative Justice: The theory 

supports movements aimed at transforming the criminal 

justice system into one that promotes rehabilitation, 

community-based resolutions, and restorative practices 

instead of punitive measures. 

Social Control Theory 

Social control theory, developed primarily by Travis 

Hirschi in his 1969 work Causes of Delinquency, posits 

that crime and deviant behavior result when an 

individual’s bond to society is weakened or broken. 

Unlike other theories that focus on why people commit 

crime, social control theory asks why people don’t commit 

crime. It emphasizes the importance of societal bonds such 

as attachment to family, commitment to social institutions, 

involvement in activities, and belief in societal norms—

that discourage individuals from engaging in deviant 

behavior. 

Attachment: This refers to the emotional and social ties 

that individuals form with others, such as family, friends, 

and significant members of their community. Strong 

attachments encourage conformity, as individuals are less 

likely to engage in behavior that would jeopardize these 

relationships. 

Commitment: Commitment involves the investment an 

individual has in conventional and socially acceptable 

activities, such as education, career, and future aspirations. 

A high level of commitment reduces the likelihood of 

deviance because individuals have more to lose if they 

engage in criminal acts. 

Involvement: This concept suggests that the more time 

individuals spend engaged in prosocial activities (e.g., 

sports, work, community service), the less opportunity 

they have to participate in deviant behavior. 

Belief: Social control theory argues that belief in social 

norms, laws, and moral values reinforces conformity. 

When individuals internalize these beliefs, they are less 

likely to violate societal rules. 

Social control theory is often applied to explain various 

forms of juvenile delinquency, criminal behavior, and 

deviance. Its focus on the role of social bonds and 

institutions makes it particularly relevant in understanding 

how societal factors influence conformity and deviance. 

Juvenile Delinquency: Social control theory is frequently 

used to examine why young people engage in delinquent 

behavior. Studies have shown that weak family 

attachments, poor school performance, and lack of 

involvement in extracurricular activities are associated 

with higher rates of delinquency. Programs designed to 

strengthen these bonds, such as youth mentorship or after-

school activities, often aim to reduce delinquent behavior. 

Crime Prevention and Policy: The theory informs crime 

prevention strategies that focus on strengthening social 

institutions like schools, families, and communities. 

Programs that build positive social relationships and 

encourage pro-social behaviors such as community 

policing and family counseling are often rooted in social 

control theory. 

Adult Criminality: Although it is most commonly 

applied to juveniles, social control theory is also used to 

understand adult crime, particularly how attachment to 

work, relationships, and communities influences the 

likelihood of criminal behavior. For instance, employment 

programs that provide stable jobs and foster work 

commitment may reduce recidivism among formerly 

incarcerated individuals. 

Substance Abuse: Social control theory has also been 

applied to explain substance abuse, particularly among 

youth. Research suggests that those with weak bonds to 

family and school are more likely to engage in substance 

use. Interventions focused on enhancing social ties and 

promoting positive community involvement can be 

effective in preventing substance abuse. 

Discussion of Findings 

Analysis of police practices in Nigeria reveals disparities 

in the enforcement of laws, with a disproportionate focus 

on marginalized and economically disadvantaged 

communities. These groups are more likely to face 

arbitrary arrests, detention without trial, and excessive use 

of force by law enforcement agents. 

This indicates systemic bias within the policing system, 

which may be linked to socio-economic inequalities and 

corruption within law enforcement agencies. The findings 

suggest that police officers often exploit their authority for 

personal gain, resulting in extortion and human rights 

abuses, particularly against vulnerable populations. 
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Implementing police reforms that emphasize 

accountability and human rights training, alongside 

establishing an independent oversight body, could help 

address these disparities. Challenges in the Judicial 

Process Interviews with legal professionals and analysis 

of court records indicate a backlog of cases and delays in 

the judicial process. Many suspects remain in pre-trial 

detention for extended periods due to the inefficiency of 

the judicial system and inadequate legal representation, 

particularly for those who cannot afford private lawyers. 

 The slow pace of justice may be attributed to inadequate 

resources, such as understaffing, insufficient court 

infrastructure, and corruption. These factors create 

obstacles for the timely processing of cases and undermine 

public trust in the judicial system. Additionally, the 

overreliance on confessions, sometimes obtained through 

coercion, further complicates the fairness of trials.  

Improving the judicial infrastructure, increasing the 

number of judges and court personnel, and expanding 

access to public defense services could reduce case 

backlogs and improve the efficiency and fairness of the 

system. 

Data from prison visits, reports by human rights 

organizations, and interviews with former inmates 

highlight overcrowded and inhumane conditions in 

Nigeria’s correctional facilities. The prisons often exceed 

their capacity, lack basic healthcare services, and are 

characterized by poor sanitation. These conditions reflect 

a lack of investment in the correctional system and an 

overreliance on incarceration as a punitive measure, rather 

than focusing on rehabilitation and reintegration programs. 

The findings indicate that the prison system is not 

fulfilling its role of reforming offenders but rather 

perpetuates cycles of crime and recidivism. 

Investing in prison infrastructure, implementing 

alternatives to incarceration (such as community service 

for non-violent offenders), and expanding rehabilitation 

programs could improve conditions and reduce 

 Corruption appears to be pervasive at various 

levels of the criminal justice system, from police officers 

demanding bribes to judicial officials involved in corrupt 

practices. Survey responses reveal that a significant 

percentage of the population distrusts the system due to 

perceived corruption and lack of transparency. 

 Corruption not only undermines the legitimacy of the 

criminal justice system but also creates an environment 

where justice is often for sale, leading to unequal 

treatment based on socio-economic status. This 

perpetuates a cycle where those with economic power can 

evade accountability, while poorer individuals face 

harsher penalties. 

 Establishing independent anti-corruption bodies, 

increasing the salaries and training of law enforcement 

and judicial staff, and promoting public accountability 

mechanisms could help address these issues. 

Findings from interviews with human rights organizations 

and affected individuals show that human rights 

violations, such as torture, extrajudicial killings, and 

unlawful detentions, are still prevalent. Despite 

international and domestic legal frameworks meant to 

protect citizens, enforcement remains inconsistent. 

These violations suggest a disconnect between policy and 

practice, as well as a lack of effective oversight. The 

findings reveal that systemic abuse and impunity continue 

due to weak implementation of legal standards and the 

absence of protective measures for victims. 

Strengthening human rights training for police officers, 

establishing independent bodies to investigate and 

prosecute cases of abuse, and partnering with international 

organizations could help bridge the gap between policy 

and practice. 

Survey data and focus group discussions indicate that the 

public's trust in Nigeria’s criminal justice system is 

generally low. Many respondents believe that the system 

is biased, corrupt, and primarily serves the interests of the 

powerful. Others expressed frustration over the lack of 

accessible and affordable legal services. 

 Low public confidence in the criminal justice system 

undermines its legitimacy and effectiveness. When 

citizens perceive the system as corrupt and unfair, they are 

less likely to cooperate with law enforcement and legal 

processes, which further hinders crime prevention and 

resolution efforts. 

 Enhancing transparency through public reporting of 

judicial and law enforcement activities, increasing 

community policing initiatives, and providing accessible 

legal aid services could help rebuild public trust. 

Summary 

The study of Nigeria’s criminal justice system reveals a 

complex interplay of institutional weaknesses, socio-

economic disparities, and human rights challenges that 

contribute to its dysfunction. The findings suggest that the 

system, as currently structured, struggles to effectively 

deliver justice, protect human rights, and ensure public 

safety. This conclusion synthesizes the key issues 

identified, reflects on their broader implications, and 

offers a pathway forward. 

One of the most significant challenges facing Nigeria’s 

criminal justice system is its systemic inefficiency, which 

results in significant delays in the judicial process. The 
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backlog of cases, overcrowded court dockets, and 

insufficient judicial personnel lead to prolonged periods of 

pre-trial detention for many suspects, especially those 

from economically disadvantaged backgrounds who 

cannot afford private legal representation. These 

inefficiencies not only violate the right to a fair and 

speedy trial but also undermine public trust in the legal 

system. 

The lack of timely justice breeds frustration among 

citizens, erodes confidence in the rule of law, and may 

encourage vigilantism as individuals seek alternative 

forms of justice. It also disproportionately affects the poor, 

reinforcing a cycle of inequality and marginalization. 

The research highlights persistent human rights violations 

within the criminal justice system, particularly in the 

realms of law enforcement and correctional facilities. 

Incidents of police brutality, arbitrary arrests, unlawful 

detention, and inhumane conditions in prisons are 

common. Corruption is also endemic, with law 

enforcement officers, judicial personnel, and prison 

officials frequently engaging in practices that compromise 

the integrity of the system. 

These practices perpetuate a culture of impunity, weaken 

the credibility of the justice system, and exacerbate public 

distrust. The marginalized and vulnerable groups in 

society are most affected, as they often lack the resources 

to challenge injustices or navigate the complexities of a 

corrupt system. 

Conclusion  

The criminal justice system in Nigeria relies heavily on 

incarceration as a primary form of punishment, leading to 

overcrowded and under-resourced correctional facilities. 

The focus on punitive measures rather than rehabilitation 

has resulted in a cycle of recidivism, as inmates are 

released without adequate support for reintegration into 

society. 

The overcrowded and poor conditions in prisons violate 

international human rights standards and hinder efforts to 

rehabilitate offenders. Without sufficient rehabilitation 

programs, many inmates return to crime, perpetuating a 

cycle that burdens the criminal justice system further. 

The criminal justice system's ability to deliver justice 

equitably is hampered by disparities that favor those with 

socio-economic and political influence. The research 

indicates that wealthier individuals and powerful political 

figures are often able to manipulate the system through 

bribery or intimidation, while poorer citizens face harsher 

treatment and limited access to legal services. 

This unequal application of justice erodes the legitimacy 

of the criminal justice system and alienates marginalized 

communities. When citizens perceive the system as biased 

and corrupt, they are less likely to report crimes, cooperate 

with law enforcement, or seek redress through official 

channels. 

Recommendation 

i. A substantial investment in judicial resources, 

including the recruitment of more judges, the 

establishment of additional courtrooms, and the 

digitization of court processes, is necessary to 

alleviate these delays. Furthermore, expanding 

legal aid programs to assist low-income 

individuals would promote greater access to 

justice. 

ii. Comprehensive reform measures are needed to 

address human rights violations and corruption. 

This includes establishing independent oversight 

bodies with the power to investigate and 

prosecute misconduct, implementing rigorous 

human rights training for law enforcement and 

judicial officials, and enhancing transparency in 

judicial proceedings. 

iii. Implementing alternative sentencing options, such 

as community service and probation for non-

violent offenders, could help reduce the prison 

population. Investing in rehabilitation and 

reintegration programs, including skills training 

and educational opportunities, is crucial to break 

the cycle of recidivism. 

iv. Restoring public trust in the criminal justice 

system requires robust anti-corruption measures 

and the development of mechanisms that ensure 

fairness and transparency. Engaging community 

leaders, promoting grassroots legal awareness 

campaigns, and expanding access to free or 

affordable legal services are essential steps to 

bridge this trust gap. 

Government should ensure proper funding of the Nigerian 

Police Force, the court and the Nigerian Correctional 

Service in order to stop corruption in the Nigeria’s 

criminal justice system. 
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