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Nigeria: Human rights situation
Nigeria is plagued by numerous and pervasive human rights problems. It is Africa’s largest
democracy and its constitution guarantees human rights, but enforcement in practice is still largely
deficient in many areas. Many human rights violations have occurred in the context of violent
conflict, especially the Boko Haram insurgency in the north-east.

Ratification of international instruments
Nigeria has ratified all UN human rights instruments, with the exception of four optional protocols, and has
made no formal reservations to them. Nigeria has also ratified all binding African human rights instruments.
According to Section 12 of the Constitution, international conventions are not directly applicable and have to
be enacted through national law. At UN level, Nigeria went through its second Universal Periodic Review in
2013-14. Nigeria accepted to address the numerous recommendations issued to it by other states, with the
exception of those asking for the elimination of discrimination based on sexual orientation. Nigeria is a
member of the UN Human Rights Council for the 2015-17 period.

EU-Nigeria relations and the EP's stance on recent events
In 2009, the EU and Nigeria decided to enhance their dialogue and cooperation, and adopted the Joint Way
Forward, a political framework featuring human rights among its priorities. The same year, a local informal
human-rights dialogue was established. The EU decided also to hold a yearly consultation with human-rights
organisations, and to support them through the European Instrument for Democracy and Human Rights.

In recent years, the EP has adopted several resolutions on the human-rights situation in Nigeria. It denounced
Nigeria's ban on same-sex marriage. It also strongly condemned the violence perpetrated by Boko Haram and
urged the government to guarantee the security and protection of the population, while emphasising the
importance of an independent, impartial and accessible judiciary. The EP called on the government to fight
corruption, poverty and inequality, and condemned inter-ethnic and inter-confessional clashes.

Overview of the human rights situation
Nigeria is a federal country and one of Africa’s most diverse nations, composed of numerous ethnic groups.
Religious affiliation is split almost equally between Islam and Christianity. This has an impact on the human-
rights situation in the country. Inter-ethnic clashes have been a regular occurrence in certain central areas
and religiously motivated violence has profoundly disrupted the north-eastern region. At federal level, the
Constitution includes a classical Bill of Rights, and a National Human Rights Commission established in 1995
serves as an extrajudicial mechanism for the enforcement of human rights. According to Article 4 of the
Constitution, federal states have powers to enact their own legislation. However, in the exercise of their
powers, they have sometimes circumvented constitutional human-rights provisions. Thus, since 2000,
12 northern states have instituted Sharia law for criminal matters.

Human rights in practice
Dignity and right to life
In 2014, Nigeria became the stage for the most extensive and heinous human-rights violations, committed
by insurgent Islamist group Boko Haram. The group indiscriminately killed civilians, abducted women and
girls, forcefully conscripted young men and boys, and destroyed villages, towns, and schools, mainly
targeting Christians and moderate Muslims. Boko Haram has killed more than 4 000 people in 2014 and at
least 1 500 people in the first quarter of 2015. Elsewhere, communal violence between different ethnic and
religious groups, driven by competition for power and access to land, killed more than 1 200 people in the
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north-central states in 2014 and has claimed at least 4 000 lives since 2010. Nigerian authorities have often
been criticised for not doing enough to quell communal or religious-based violence, to investigate or
prosecute those responsible for the violence, and to protect civilians.
While fighting Boko Haram, the security forces have been involved in multiple human-rights violations,
including extrajudicial killings. Boko Haram suspects are held without charge or trial, and are abused and
tortured. The army has also been accused of committing deliberate attacks on civilians and property, as in
the case of the village of Mundu, in retaliation for the local community support for Boko Haram.
According to a 2014 Amnesty International report, arbitrary arrests by the Nigerian police are a frequent
occurrence; people are held incommunicado and tortured to extract confessions or to extort money. There
have been no serious sanctions against police officers accused of committing torture. Even though it is
prohibited by the Constitution, torture has not yet been criminalised. Nigeria upholds the death penalty, but
only four executions have been carried out in recent years.
Freedom and citizen’s rights
Nigeria is a multi-party democracy and has recently improved its democratic credentials significantly.
Elections taking place since the return of democracy in 1999 were marred by gross irregularities and
violence. The 2011 elections were the first to be characterised as generally free, yet the ensuing violence
claimed over 800 lives. In March 2015, the country held free, fair and peaceful general elections, despite the
fact that the campaign was marked by a lot of divisive rhetoric and that violence in the north-east had led to
their postponement by several weeks. Hailed as a major democratic development, the elections ushered in
Nigeria’s first democratic change of power, after the incumbent president conceded defeat. Some doubts
linger, however, about the 'human-rights credentials' of the winner of the presidential elections,
Muhammadu Buhari, a former military ruler between 1983 and 1985. He pledged to strengthen democracy
and human rights, claiming to be a 'democratic convert'.
The Nigerian media is considered as independent, strong, and free, although reporting about corruption,
human-rights violations, or communal violence can be subjected to intimidation by government officials.
Reporters Without Borders ranks Nigeria 111th out of 180 countries in 2015 in terms of press freedom,
criticising the government for the restrictions imposed on information about the military campaign against
Boko Haram.
Equality
The application of legal provisions inspired by Sharia in several Nigerian states (sex segregation in public
spaces, alcohol bans) has raised concerns about discrimination against non-Muslims. The Constitution
prohibits gender-based discrimination, yet there is widespread discrimination and violence against women.
The existence of socio-cultural practices based on customary law (e.g. related to inheritance and
widowhood) leads to discrimination, affects women’s dignity and may pose health risks. Some states have
enacted laws tackling female genital mutilation and widowhood practices. At federal level, a Gender and
Equal Opportunities bill transposing the provisions of the UN Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of
Discrimination against Women (CEDAW) is expected soon to be adopted by the National Assembly.
There is widespread discrimination against LGBT persons. Same-sex relationships can carry long prison terms
or even the death penalty in the northern states. The Same-Sex Marriage (Prohibition) Bill, ratified in 2014,
criminalises public displays of same-sex relationships and penalises organisations facilitating such conduct.
Solidarity
Nigeria’s Constitution recognises socio-economic rights, but they are not enforceable in a court of law.
Justice
Criminal justice has been considered largely dysfunctional, despite several attempts to reform it. Judges are
prone to corruption and external pressures. Many persons spend long periods in pre-trial detention. A new
criminal justice bill recently adopted by the federal parliament, but still awaiting ratification by the president,
could help tackle some of these issues.

Possible evolution
Nigeria has put in place the right normative framework for enforcing human rights, even if some important
bills are still awaiting adoption. The peaceful and free March 2015 general elections and the successful
campaign against Boko Haram nurture the hope that the country will finally put an end to the numerous
human-rights violations caused by ethnic cleavages and religious extremism.
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