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The Centre for Human Rights, University of Pretoria, is concerned about ongoing police brutality and 

human rights violations in Nigeria. These violations are in response to demonstrations by Nigerians 

expressing concerns about gross human rights violations by the Nigerian Police Force (NPF), 

particularly by the Special Anti-Robbery Squad (SARS), a tactical unit within the NPF designed to 

tackle incidents of armed robbery in Nigeria.  

 

In the past, there have been pronouncements that the Nigerian government would disband the SARS 

unit and undertake holistic police reform. However, the government institutions responsible for the 

implementation of these pronouncements have not converted these promises into actual change. 

Disappointment about the lack of action and a deep distrust of government explain the ongoing 

protests calling for a lasting reform of the NPF, despite the announcement by the Nigerian authorities 

that the unit has been disbanded.  

 

It is of serious concern that the Nigerian government and the Police have responded to the ongoing 

demonstrations through further acts of police brutality that have resulted in the loss of lives of 

protesters, unlawful detention of protesters and disruption of peaceful protests.  

 

Chapter 4 of the 1999 Constitution of the Federal Republic of Nigeria (as amended) provides for 

various fundamental rights, including the rights to life, human dignity, personal liberty, privacy, 

freedom of expression and the press, freedom of assembly, and association. The Nigerian 

government is duty bound to ensure that the rights of citizens guaranteed under chapter 4 of the 

Nigerian Constitution are protected at all times, including during peaceful protest. The reports of 
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violence by the NPF against unarmed protesters demonstrates the failure of the Nigerian government 

in the fulfilment of its responsibilities and it is an indication of the lack of political will by the Nigerian 

government to reform the Nigerian policing system. 

 

Government responsibilities to investigate and hold officers accountable 

The acts of police brutality are against international human rights treaties that Nigeria has ratified, in 

particular the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights and the African Charter on Human 

and Peoples’ Rights. The above instruments protect the right to life, the right against torture and other 

cruel, inhuman or degrading treatments, the right to peaceful assembly and mandate that the dignity 

of every individual is respected.  

 

The African Commission on Human and Peoples’ Rights in General Comment No 3 on the right to life, 

states that the primary duty of law enforcement officials is to protect the safety of the public. The 

African Commission enjoins States to take all reasonable precautionary steps to protect life and 

prevent excessive use of force by its agents, including the provision of appropriate equipment and 

training as well as, wherever possible, careful planning of individual operations. Additionally, States 

must adopt a clear legislative framework for the use of force by law-enforcement and other actors that 

complies with international standards, including the principles of necessity and proportionality.  

 

The Human Rights Committee in its General Comment No 37 on the right of peaceful assembly, sets 

out the position that states are responsible under international law for the actions and omissions of its 

law enforcement agencies, to this effect, states have an obligation to investigate effectively, 

impartially and in a timely manner any allegation or reasonable suspicion of unlawful use of force or 

other violations by law enforcement officials. Additionally, the United Nations Code of Conduct for Law 

Enforcement Officials directs that law enforcement officers protect the dignity of all persons and 

uphold the human rights of all individuals when carrying out their duties.  

 

In the light of the above, the Centre for Human Rights calls on the Nigerian government to: 

1. Put an immediate end to the ongoing acts of police brutality against peaceful protesters 

and allow protesters to continue the lawful exercise of their rights to peaceful protest; 

2. Conduct impartial, independent, and transparent investigations into acts of police brutality 

and hold the culpable officers accountable through disciplinary punishment or criminal 

prosecutions; and  

3. Carry out a holistic reform of the Nigerian policing system to prevent the recurrence of acts 

of police brutality in Nigeria.  
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For more information, please contact:  

 

Foluso Adegalu 

Researcher: Litigation and Implementation Unit 

Centre for Human Rights 

University of Pretoria 

Tel: +27 (0) 72 898 8307 

foluso.adegalu@up.ac.za 

 

Omotunde Enigbokan 

Project Officer: Migration Clinic & Research Assistant 

Centre for Human Rights 

University of Pretoria 

Tel: +27 (0) 12 420 3151 

omotunde.enigbokan@up.ac.za  
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