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Country: Nigeria - Women Support Women Community Network 

 

What are the primary challenges your country faces in ensuring equal access to justice within 

your criminal justice system? How do these challenges impact groups in vulnerable situation 

in your society? Please provide a thorough and detailed response. 

Nigeria faces significant challenges in ensuring equal access to justice within its criminal justice 

system. These challenges are deeply rooted in systemic inefficiencies. The following are the 

primary challenges and their impact on marginalized communities: 

 

1. Inadequate Legal Representation: 

Access to legal representation is one of the key barriers to justice in Nigeria, particularly for 

indigent individuals. A large portion of the population cannot afford private legal services, and the 

public defender system is severely underfunded and understaffed. The Legal Aid Council of Nigeria, 

responsible for providing legal representation to the poor, lacks the necessary resources and 

manpower to meet the growing demand. As a result, many accused individuals, especially those 

from poor backgrounds, are left to navigate the complex legal system without proper representation. 

 

2. Corruption within the Criminal Justice System: 

Corruption permeates various levels of Nigeria’s criminal justice system, from law enforcement 

agencies to the judiciary. Bribery and extortion are rampant, and law enforcement officers often 

abuse their power by demanding money from suspects to secure their release or favorable treatment. 

This practice disproportionately affects the poor and vulnerable who cannot afford to pay these 

bribes. In many cases, the wealthy and well-connected can manipulate the system to escape 

punishment, while marginalized individuals suffer from unjust detention and unfair treatment. 

 

3. Delays in Judicial Processes: 

One of the most persistent issues in Nigeria’s criminal justice system is the slow pace of judicial 

proceedings. Cases often drag on for years due to a backlog of cases, lack of infrastructure, and 
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inefficient court administration. Pre-trial detainees can languish in overcrowded prisons for 

extended periods without trial, a situation that violates their right to a fair and speedy trial. This 

issue is exacerbated for vulnerable individuals, particularly the poor, who may not have the 

resources or connections to expedite their cases. Over 70% of the prison population in Nigeria 

consists of pre-trial detainees, and many of them are from disadvantaged backgrounds, amplifying 

the inequality in access to justice. 

 

4. Police Brutality and Discrimination: 

Police brutality and misconduct are widespread in Nigeria, particularly against marginalized groups 

such as ethnic minorities, youth, and those living in impoverished communities. The Special Anti-

Robbery Squad (SARS), before its disbandment, was notorious for its extrajudicial killings, illegal 

arrests, and torture. While SARS was officially dissolved in 2020, reports of police abuse persist, 

and vulnerable groups continue to suffer disproportionately. Such groups are more likely to face 

harassment, arbitrary arrests, and violence from law enforcement agencies. These abuses 

discourage the poor and marginalized from seeking help or reporting crimes, as they fear further 

victimization by the authorities. 

 

5. Socioeconomic Inequality: 

Socioeconomic inequality is a fundamental issue in Nigeria’s justice system. The gap between the 

rich and the poor manifests starkly in access to justice. Wealthier individuals can afford to hire top-

tier legal representation, bribe officials, or influence judicial outcomes, while the poor are left to 

contend with an overburdened and under-resourced system. Women, children, and people with 

disabilities, who already face socioeconomic disadvantages, encounter additional barriers in 

accessing justice. 

 

Overcrowded and Substandard Prisons: 

Nigeria’s prisons are notoriously overcrowded and operate under inhumane conditions. This 

overcrowding is largely driven by the high number of pre-trial detainees and the slow pace of 

judicial processes. Vulnerable groups, such as the poor and mentally ill, are particularly affected 
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by these conditions. Inmates often suffer from inadequate healthcare, poor nutrition, and unsanitary 

living conditions. 

 

Can you provide examples of initiatives or policies that have been successful in addressing 

access to justice issues in your country? What key lessons have been learned from these 

initiatives or policies? Please provide a thorough and detailed response. 

Nigeria, access to justice has been a long-standing challenge due to systemic issues such as 

corruption, lack of adequate legal infrastructure, and limited access to legal representation, 

particularly for the poor. However, various initiatives and policies have been implemented to 

address these challenges. Below are some notable examples and the lessons learned from these 

efforts: 

1.Legal Aid Council of Nigeria (LACON) 

The Legal Aid Council of Nigeria was established by the Legal Aid Act of 1976 to provide free 

legal services to indigent Nigerians, particularly in criminal cases. LACON focuses on ensuring 

that individuals who cannot afford legal representation still have access to justice, especially in 

cases where their fundamental human rights are at stake. 

Key lessons: 

Public Awareness: Despite the provision of free legal services, a significant portion of Nigerians, 

particularly in rural areas, remain unaware of their rights to access these services. This highlights 

the importance of creating widespread public awareness about legal rights and the availability of 

legal aid. 

Capacity Building: LACON has been hindered by a shortage of personnel and resources, which 

affects its ability to reach a larger population. The lesson here is the need for proper funding and 

the recruitment of adequate legal professionals to enhance its effectiveness. 

2. Administration of Criminal Justice Act (ACJA), 2015 

The ACJA was enacted to address inefficiencies in Nigeria’s criminal justice system. It seeks to 

streamline criminal procedure laws across Nigeria and introduces measures such as prohibiting the 

arbitrary arrest of suspects, ensuring speedy trials, and reducing prison overcrowding by limiting 

the use of pretrial detention. 



 

 Page 4 of 8  
 

Key lessons: 

Unified Legal Framework: One key success of the ACJA is its effort to unify criminal procedures 

across Nigeria’s various jurisdictions, thus ensuring a more consistent approach to justice. This 

demonstrates the importance of harmonizing legal frameworks in a diverse federal system. 

Implementation Challenges: While the ACJA has been praised for its forward-looking provisions, 

its implementation has been slow due to resistance from some law enforcement agencies and a lack 

of awareness among judicial officers. This underscores the lesson that legal reforms must be 

accompanied by robust training, monitoring, and enforcement mechanisms to ensure compliance. 

3. Human Rights Commission and National Judicial Council (NJC) Initiatives 

The National Human Rights Commission (NHRC) and NJC have worked to address human rights 

abuses and promote judicial accountability. For instance, the NHRC has been active in investigating 

cases of extrajudicial killings, police brutality, and other human rights violations, while the NJC 

plays a critical role in maintaining the integrity of the judiciary by disciplining errant judges. 

 

Key lessons: 

Judicial Accountability: The NJC’s disciplinary actions against corrupt or underperforming judges 

have helped restore public confidence in the judiciary. This shows that judicial reform efforts 

should include mechanisms for holding judges and judicial officers accountable for misconduct. 

Protection of Human Rights: The NHRC’s work highlights the importance of having independent 

institutions that can hold security agencies and other governmental bodies accountable for human 

rights violations. However, the commission’s effectiveness is often limited by political interference 

and lack of funding. 

4. Public Interest Litigation and Non-Governmental Organizations (NGOs) 

Public interest litigation has been increasingly used by NGOs and civil society organizations to 

address systemic injustices. Groups like the Legal Defense and Assistance Project (LEDAP) and 

the Socio-Economic Rights and Accountability Project (SERAP)have successfully filed suits 

challenging government actions that violate constitutional rights, such as the unlawful detention of 

citizens and restrictions on freedom of movement 
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What are the best practices currently being implemented in your criminal justice system to 

enhance access to legal aid and fair trials? How do these best practices improve outcomes for 

individuals involved in the criminal justice system? Please provide a thorough and detailed 

response. 

In Nigeria, access to legal aid and fair trials has been an area of focus, given the challenges within 

the country’s criminal justice system. Several best practices have been implemented to enhance 

access to legal aid and fair trials, aiming to create a more equitable system for defendants, especially 

those from marginalized communities. These efforts are geared towards improving the overall 

fairness, efficiency, and transparency of the justice system. 

1. Expansion of Legal Aid Services 

The Legal Aid Council of Nigeria (LACON) is at the forefront of providing legal representation to 

indigent citizens. LACON was established under the Legal Aid Act to ensure that vulnerable groups, 

particularly those facing criminal charges, have access to free legal services. One significant step 

forward is the increase in funding and resources for LACON, allowing it to extend its reach to rural 

and underserved areas. This expansion has made legal services more accessible to those who 

previously had little to no access to legal representation, reducing the likelihood of wrongful 

convictions due to lack of defense. 

Furthermore, there has been an increase in collaboration between LACON and non-governmental 

organizations (NGOs) that provide pro bono legal services. 

2. Introduction of Duty Solicitors 

The introduction of duty solicitors in police stations across Nigeria is another notable best practice. 

Duty solicitors are lawyers assigned to police stations to provide free legal advice to suspects during 

the early stages of detention and interrogation. This initiative, implemented through partnerships 

between the Nigerian Bar Association (NBA) and civil society organizations, is critical in 

preventing the violation of suspects' rights. 

The presence of duty solicitors helps ensure that suspects understand their legal rights, such as the 

right to remain silent and the right not to be coerced into making self-incriminating statements. By 

having access to legal counsel early in the legal process, suspects are less likely to be subjected to 

arbitrary or unlawful detention. 

3. Alternative Dispute Resolution (ADR) Mechanisms 
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Nigeria’s adoption of Alternative Dispute Resolution (ADR) mechanisms, particularly in criminal 

matters, has also improved access to justice. ADR, including mediation and plea bargaining, helps 

expedite the resolution of criminal cases, reducing the burden on the courts and the prison system. 

This approach is especially useful in non-violent and minor criminal cases where a full trial might 

not be necessary.By embracing ADR, the Nigerian criminal justice system has been able to reduce 

the backlog of cases that often leave individuals in pretrial detention for years. This practice also 

allows for more personalized resolutions that can benefit both the victim and the defendant, leading 

to better rehabilitative outcomes for offenders. ADR reduces the strain on the legal system and 

enables faster, more efficient resolution of cases, benefiting all parties involved. 

4. Strengthening Judicial Oversight 

Reforms aimed at strengthening judicial oversight have been implemented to ensure that trials are 

conducted fairly and without undue delay. This includes the establishment of case management 

systems and the digitization of court processes.The National Judicial Council (NJC) has also been 

working to ensure judicial officers are held accountable, particularly concerning delays in 

delivering judgments or corruption. 

5. Prison Decongestion Programs 

Nigeria’s criminal justice system has long struggled with prison overcrowding, particularly due to 

the high number of individuals in pretrial detention.To address this, prison decongestion programs 

have been introduced, with a focus on reviewing the cases of individuals who have been in pretrial 

detention for extended periods.These programs, often conducted through special prison visitation 

committees, ensure that individuals who should not be in detention due to minor/non-violent 

offenses are released. 

 

What factors have been crucial in enabling successful reforms or improvements in your 

criminal justice system? How can these enabling factors be replicated or adapted in other 

contexts or regions to ensure equal access to justice for all? Please provide a thorough and 

detailed response. 

In Nigeria, several crucial factors have enabled successful reforms and improvements in the 

criminal justice system. Understanding these factors and how they can be replicated in other 

contexts is key to ensuring equal access to justice for all. This response will explore these enabling 

factors and discuss how they can be adapted in other regions. 
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1. Political Will and Leadership 

One of the most critical factors in driving criminal justice reform in Nigeria has been the existence 

of political will at various levels of government. The commitment of political leaders to promote 

judicial independence, modernize the legal framework, and combat corruption has been 

instrumental in setting the foundation for reform. The Nigerian government has taken steps to 

establish agencies such as the Economic and Financial Crimes Commission (EFCC) and the 

Independent Corrupt Practices Commission (ICPC) to address criminal justice issues such as 

corruption and financial crimes. 

Adaptation in Other Contexts: 

In other regions, reforms in the justice system will similarly depend on political will. Leaders must 

take a firm stance on the need for justice reforms, prioritize investment in the system, and work 

towards building institutional independence and transparency. This political will should be coupled 

with pressure from civil society and international bodies to ensure accountability. 

2. Legislative and Legal Reforms 

Several legal reforms have played a role in Nigeria’s criminal justice system improvements. One 

significant legal reform is the introduction of the Administration of Criminal Justice Act (ACJA) 

in 2015, which consolidated criminal laws and streamlined court procedures. The act also 

introduced modern practices like plea bargaining and provided measures to prevent unnecessary 

delays in the judicial process. 

Adaptation in Other Contexts: 

Other countries and regions can look into comprehensive legal reforms that modernize the legal 

framework, reduce delays in the court system, and incorporate best practices from global standards. 

Legal frameworks must be clear, unambiguous, and reflective of the current realities of crime and 

society. International models like Nigeria’s ACJA can be adapted according to each region’s legal 

traditions and needs. 

3. Judicial Independence and Accountability 

Judicial independence is another critical enabler of successful criminal justice reforms. In Nigeria, 

efforts have been made to enhance the autonomy of the judiciary, with constitutional amendments 

and practices aimed at reducing interference from the executive branch of government. Additionally, 
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accountability mechanisms such as the National Judicial Council (NJC) have been put in place to 

monitor and sanction judicial misconduct. 

Adaptation in Other Contexts: 

For reforms to be sustainable, it is essential that judicial independence be safeguarded. A system of 

checks and balances that ensures that the judiciary remains free from external political interference 

should be prioritized in any criminal justice system. Additionally, ensuring accountability within 

the judiciary through oversight bodies can help maintain public confidence in the system. 

4. Strengthening of Law Enforcement Agencies 

A significant challenge in Nigeria’s criminal justice system has been the inefficiency of law 

enforcement agencies. However, in recent years, there have been efforts to professionalize law 

enforcement agencies, improve their training, and equip them with modern technology for fighting 

crime. Specialized units within the police and military have been trained to handle complex crimes 

such as terrorism, kidnapping, and cybercrime. 

Adaptation in Other Contexts: 

For effective reforms, law enforcement agencies must be adequately resourced, trained, and 

equipped to address modern crime. Regional adaptations may include specialized training in human 

rights practices, combating specific types of crime (e.g., trafficking, cybercrime), and modern 

investigative techniques. 


