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ABSTRACT 

In the public and the media, the Nigerian police are the most smeared, pelted and slandered with different 

kinds of derogatory vocabularies: trigger happy, corrupt, brutal, inefficient, uncivil, illiterates, dirty as if 

they can be done without. Nevertheless, the police are the closest agent of the federal government to the 

public, they are encountered daily, either patrolling the streets or controlling traffic or helping the 

vulnerable in the society. The police, however, need the public cooperation for effective policing but most 

would want to do everything possible to avoid any contact with the police, but they are unavoidable in 

most cases in terms of keeping the peace and maintenance of security in society. This paper is therefore 

intended to investigate into those contextual issues that can be instituted by the Nigeria police to erase 

those bad images long created in the psyche of the populace and how they can plant themselves in the 

heart of or launder their image in the public so as to gain back the confidence and friendship needed for 

the promotion of efficiency and effectiveness of their services. 

Keywords: Nigeria Police, Security, Peace maintenance, Corruption, Brutality       

 

INTRODUCTION 

The long neglect suffered by the Nigeria Police from both military and civilian governments has led them 

to seek other illegitimate means of meeting societal institutionalized goals. When opportunities are closed 

to reach the societal approved goals, actors may likely seek other alternative means no matter how 

illegitimate. This structural defect with the frustrating ignoble treatment by successive regimes has 

constantly led to smearing and denigration of the police in Nigeria. The Nigeria police have performed 

creditably well on missions outside the shores of Nigeria, but their performance at home has been 

unexciting and excruciatingly unethical, probably because of the unfriendly and unwholesome 

environment in which they work. This has invariably led to being seen as corrupt, inept and unproductive 

by the public. The apparent public normative hatred against the police is deeply rooted in colonialism. 

They were used mainly to contain or suppress the „natives‟ who were against colonial exploitation, hence 

the hostility between the public and the police has been endemic. The absence of harmony and the deep 

rooted mistrust between the two continued even till date. The public has never seen the police as friends 

but as enemies that should be avoided or destroyed as occasion warrants. In fact so many people learnt 

very early to hate the police and see them as enemy.  

Out of no fault of their own the police had suffered at both ends damned and condemned when charged 

with maintenance and enforcement of laws and regulations not favored by the public and damned if they 

do not. The police are abandoned by the government, hated and avoided by the public.   

 

History of Nigeria Police 

The Nigeria Police Force came into existence in 1930 (Alemika and Chukwuma 2000; Onyeozili, 2005; 

Tamuno, 1985). At inception, the force was saddled with „normal police duties‟ as well as „extra police‟ 

functions. The „normal police duties‟, including para-military roles, which the colonial authorities 
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assigned the police, have remained largely unchanged for the past seventy-three years (Alemika, 2003c; 

Odekunle, 2004). All over the world, the base line objective of the police is the maintenance of law and 

order. The central objective entails such duties as prevention, control and combating criminality; 

maintenance of public order and peace; rendering assistance and services to members of the community 

who require them and upholding the rule of law (Odekunle, 2004; Alemika, 2003).  

Odekunle (2004) shows the importance of the police in his observation of their duties as the government 

officials most proximate to crime, temporally and procedurally the leading figures in crime 

prevention/control and in the law enforcement process (see also Gana, 1993:23). Odekunle maintains that 

the policemen‟s honesty, integrity and observance of procedural laws in handling offenders and non-

offenders have deep implications for the citizens‟ perception of fairness and justice and for the degree of 

respect the average citizen has for the law. Odekunle avers in his submission that policemen‟s attitudes 

affect citizens‟ opinion about the government of the day, being the most visible compared to courts or 

prisons and as well as being the visible primary or main government authority legally authorized to use 

force on citizens when necessary (Odekunle, 2004:26; Onoge, 1993). 

In Nigeria Section 4 of the Police Act and Decree No 23 of 1979 state the functions of the police as: 

Prevention and detection of crime, apprehension of offenders, preservation of law and order, protection of 

life and property, enforcement of all laws and regulations with which they are charged and military duties 

within or without Nigeria as may be required of them by or under the authority of this or any other Act.  

To discharge its numerous functions therefore, the Nigeria Police, according to Tamuno (1985:12), are 

accorded wide powers by laws. For instance, they are empowered to take measures to prevent crimes, 

detect or investigate crimes, detect and apprehend offenders and collect evidence for persecution 

(Onyeozili, 2005; Senna and Siegel 1998; Alemika and Chukwuma 2000). In Alemika‟s and 

Chukwuma‟s (2000) view of the police functions, the idealistic vision of police roles was explained while 

quoting John Alderson who advocated that the police should: 
Contribute towards liberty, equality and fraternity… help reconcile freedom with security and to 

uphold the rule of law… facilitate human dignity though upholding and protecting human rights 

and pursuit of happiness… provide leadership and participation in dispelling crimogenic social 

conditions… contribute towards the creation reinforcement of trust in communities… strengthen 

the security of persons and property and the feeling of security of persons… investigate, detect 

and activate the prosecution of offences, within the rule of law… facilitate free passage and 

movement on highways and roads and on streets and avenues open to public passage… curb 

public disorder… deal with major and minor crises and to help and advice those in distress where 

necessary activating other agencies. 

 

Section 214 [1] of the 1999 constitution of the Federal Republic of Nigeria provides that:  

 
there shall be a Police Force for Nigeria, which shall be known as the Nigeria Police Force, and 

subject to this provision no other police force shall be established for the federation or any part 

thereof.  

 

It is evident from these statutory provisions, that the police are no doubt critical to effective crime 

management in Nigeria. Section 227 of the same constitution stresses that:  

 
No association shall retain, organize, train or group any person or group of persons for the 

purpose of enabling them to be employed for the use or display of physical force or coercion in 

promoting any political objective or interest or in such manner as to arouse reasonable 

apprehension that they are organized and trained or equipped for that purpose.  

 

This is one of the major reasons why critics of the police have labeled the organization as over 

centralized, pro-state and belligerent not to serve society or the people but to serve some parts of society 

and some people at the expense of others Alemika and Chukwuma (2000). According to Bowden cited in 

Alemika and Chukwuma (2003), the roles of the police include the repression of the poor and powerless 
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in order to protect the interests of the rulers. The police roles, therefore, include standing as a “buffer 

between elite and masses” and to perform “the essential holding operation against the mal-contents until 

military force could be applied in a punitive and salutary manner”. Still citing the work of Brodgen, 

Alemika and Chukwuma (2000) are of the opinion that “Police forces are structured, organizationally and 

ideologically to act against the marginal strata”. 

Alemika and Chukwuma (2000) argued that the more realistic view is to see police forces as repressive 

and service organizations. They explained that police repress and at the same time serve the public. 

However, they noted that variations exist in the priority attached to repressive and service functions of the 

police in different societies and even governments within a society. Alemika (1993a) and Alemika and 

Chukwuma (2000:5) in his/their exquisite argument states that: 
…Police work embodies ironies. Police are instrument of oppression and exploitation in a totalitarian 

and unjust social system. Yet they are essential to the preservation of justice and democracy…. The 

police are guardians of social order. As an institution, the police force, helps to preserve, fortify and 

reproduce the prevailing social order, and are hardly catalysts for its change. Thus when a social order 

is oppressive, exploitative and unjust, the police preserve it by suppressing and defusing demand for 

democracy and elimination of oppression and injustices. Similarly, in a democratic, just and equitable 

society, police have greater chances of serving as Vanguard for social democracy, human rights and 

social and economic justice. 

 

There is no doubt that the effectiveness and efficiency of the Nigeria Police have been under stress and 

adversely affected by various problems such as inappropriate policing, orientation and strategies with 

emphasis on reactive instead of proactive/preventive measures, brutality against citizens, including extra-

judicial killing, corruption and extortion, poor performance in the areas of intelligence analysis and 

utilization as well as investigation and perversion of the course of justice etc (Jike, 2003; Ekpeyong, 1987 

Alemika, 1993; Onoge, 1993). Onoge (1993) observes that the sloganeering “Police is your friend” in 

present-day Nigeria notwithstanding, the rival popular image of the police as corrupt “kill and go” squad 

has not abated. Onoge wonders that despite three decades after independence Nigeria still quests for a 

social order based not on brute force but on just and moral consensus. Violence inter-communal and 

religious conflicts remain, looting of the national treasury continues to occur, all sorts of violent crime are 

committed with impunity in the full glare of the police statutorily charged with public peace and order 

maintenance; all of these signal the lack of commitment to orderly development of the Nigeria socio-

political space (Onoge, 1993). 

Till date, it is somehow very disturbing that despite the constitutional powers granted to the police to 

maintain public peace, safety and general security in Nigeria, the quality of security is grossly short of 

expectation and it has, no doubt, generated a great deal of controversies (Odekunle, 2004). Odekunle 

declares “Nigeria Police Force falls short of optimum performance”. This is manifest in the widespread 

inefficiencies, corruption, unfairness in dealing with suspects, occasional over-use of legitimate force, bad 

temper, bullying, and other abuses of citizen‟s rights with impunity.  The Apo six killings in Abuja by the 

police in 2005 is an example (Brewier, J.D.et al, 1996). 

 

The Public Assessment of the Police  

Ekpeyong (1987) has argued that there were reports of some crimes committed with the connivance or 

participation of the police, this is also evident in: „How the police protect robbers: a victims account‟ in 

Tell Magazine, December 31, 2001. It was reported in this paper that some of the men of the special Anti-

Robbery squad of the Nigeria Police, Lagos command, struck a deadly partnership with armed robbers, 

helping them escape justice and threatening the lives of victims who made efforts to recover their stolen 

property. Ekpeyong (1987) observes that there were cases also of alleged destruction of crime evidences 

and reports by the police, arrested persons released, criminal charges and prosecutions dropped in 

exchange for bribes or other benefits. Ekpeyong also avers that false charges were reportedly made 

against innocent and ignorant citizens, criminal investigations suspended and other abuse of rights 

without due regard to statutory provisions were rampant in the operations of the police. The poor 
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educational attainment, the lack of the requisite professional qualification, the recruitment of low-skilled 

persons and very poor remuneration, which fell below government approved minimum wage for several 

years but until now, is allegedly at the root of the misdeeds of the police and the high attrition rates 

(Ekpeyong, 1987). 

In line with the police inefficiency, Orobator (1993), observes that the problem of underfunding is not 

peculiar to the police, but said it will remain a recurring problem so long as the supply of national 

resources cannot meet the demand for social services. From this point however, it must be noted that the 

underfunding of the Nigeria Police has reduced their state of preparedness and level of efficiency to a 

pitiful level. The acute shortage of accommodation for the policemen makes the co-ordination of their 

activities difficult and this has adversely affected their performance. Orobator maintains that the police 

cannot be said to be better off in terms of equipment, radio and other communication facilities that can 

hardly be relied upon, their capacity for mobility is at best close to zero.  He said, cases of an entire Police 

Division having only a vehicle, which is usually not always road worthy, are abundant and indeed there 

are stations without vehicles at all. 

The consequence according to Orobator (1993) is that the Nigeria Police is not adequately equipped for 

its job. The nonchalant attitude to work is also an additional factor that has aided the inefficiency of the 

police in crime prevention and control in Nigeria. Alemika (2003) is of the opinion that agencies of crime 

management in Nigeria share in common certain problems such as authoritarian or repressive legacy and 

orientation, lack of consultation with and accountability to citizens; lack of policies that specifically 

harmonize their operations with democratic principles of criminal justice system; poor funding of 

activities; poor staffing and inadequate remuneration of staff; inadequate resources; 

insensibility/insensitivity to and thereby non-utilization of, scientific research, knowledge and expertise in 

the various academic fields of criminology, penology, sociology of law, criminal justice and law 

enforcement to improve training, planning, operations, monitoring and evaluation; corruption; lack of 

institutionalized mechanisms by which the agencies are answerable to the public for their activities and 

lack of coordination to achieve efficiency (Alemika, 2003). 

Benjamin (2001) also points out that the police has neither been useful nor helpful in promoting its image 

before the general public as there are many cases of murder, assassination, and robbery which took place 

in the society that have lasted for two or more years without the police unmasking the culprits, how much 

more of arresting and prosecuting such groups or gangs. The failure of the police, according to Benjamin, 

to either apprehend killers of robbery victims and assassins all over the country has apparently reinforced 

the belief of critics who describe the police force as dubious, corrupt, inept and brutal. The matter is more 

paradoxical as there have been instances whereby either robbers or assassins kill some police officers, yet 

it has failed to unfold the actors behind such scenes.  Thus, such actions provide fresh evidence to cynics 

who have argued that if the police cannot provide justice even if posthumously, for some of its own, then 

it has got no business posturing as credible guarantor of public security and well-being (Benjamin, 2001). 

 

Crime generally gives rise to insecurity and fear, alienation and despair, suspicion and conflict. Some 

cities like Lagos often witness armed hoodlums strike at will with insolent ease and gratuitous brutality, 

robbing, maiming and killing their victims; sometimes houses on an entire street are raided for several 

hours compelling one to inquire if indeed there is police at all in Nigeria (Obioha, 2004; Omisakin, 1998). 

 

In addition the renewed incidents of assassination and other violent crimes in Lagos and Onitsha, among 

others, is another major factor that has seriously dampened public confidence in the police force 

[Benjamin, 2001].  In the course of performing its statutory duties to the larger society, the Nigeria police 

have often times been indicted in various ways. As have been earlier enunciated, officers are accused of 

brutality, of violating fundamental human rights, or extra-judicial killings, of aiding and abetting criminal 

activities, of engaging in bribery and corruption (Onyeozili, 2005; Ekpeyong, 1987). 

To Odinkalu (2004) and Odekunle (1981), the capacity of Nigeria Police in monitoring and managing the 

social space in the nation is disappointingly sub-optimal and will continue to remain so unless a new 

relationship of honest and genuine interdependence is built between the government and the governed and 
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between the police, as an institution of government and the civil society as those from whom government 

derives its legitimacy. Atoyebi (2003) argues that the past decade events confirm a total breakdown of 

public security in Nigeria; he states that inter-ethnic conflicts, religious crises, extra-judicial killings by 

security agents, political assassinations are of major internal threat to public security.  Atoyebi posits that 

most violent conflicts are blamed on the ineptitude and inefficiency in the performance of police statutory 

duties.  To him, the civil society, as a result of the inefficiency of the police, tends to find solace in ethnic 

militias and other „self-help‟ security outfits to provide the much-needed security for their lives and 

property (Atoyebi, 2003). 

On assumption of office, President Obasanjo‟s administration allocated 2.5 million naira to the Nigeria 

Police Force to acquire crime-fighting facilities to enhance security in Lagos and Abuja (Alemika, 2003). 

Despite this allocation, the incidence of violent crimes has not abated. There has also been an increase in 

the incidence of violence by militant ethnic and religious groups across the country during the past years.  

Unfortunately, the government has not demonstrated sufficient capacity to effectively manage such 

violence that has claimed thousands of life or challenged the law enforcement authority of the police 

(Alemika, 2003). Alemika (2003b) observes that because of the myriad of problems within the Nigeria 

socio-economic and political space, citizens retreated from the national space to their different primordial 

shells and resorted to the use of religious and ethnic identities as instrument for exclusion of other people 

from the shrinking economic resources concentrated within the state.  

 

Table 1: Views about effectiveness of Police in controlling crime [Police and public Responses] 

 

Police views about their ability to control 

crime wave in Ado-Ekiti 

 

N 

 

%   

Very Effective 106 53.0   

Effective 69 34.5   

Very Ineffective 11 5.5   

Ineffective 13 6.5   

No response 1 .5   

Total  200 100.0 

Public views about ability of police to 

control crime wave in Ado-Ekiti 

  

Very Ineffective 183 48.8 

Ineffective 122 32.5 

Very effective 40 10.7 

Effective 26 6.9 

No response 4 1.1 

Total 375 100.0 

 Source: Field Survey, 2013 

 

In table 1, 87.5% of the police say they are effective and very effective in the provision of public safety 

while the members of the public (81.3%) say the police is ineffective and very ineffective. The 

implication is that there is a gap between public expectation and police actual performance in crime 

control. Both the public and the police acknowledge that there is a reduction in crime rate,  but there is a 

contradiction between the opinion of the police and the public as to what led to reduction in crime in 

Lagos metropolis. Majority of the police claimed that the decrease in crime rate was the result of police 

renewed effort, while the public believe it is as a result of the intervention of private security outfits. The 
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public view shows nothing but a loss of confidence in police ability to control crime in Lagos metropolis. 

Furthermore, the insensitivity of the police to the plight of the public on security matters is glaringly 

revealed. This may have serious negative consequences on community policing. The police gave various 

reasons for the incompatibility of the police and PGs in crime control ranging from the perceived enmity 

between the two organizations (22.5%), to lawlessness, unprofessional and illegality of PGs, in crime 

control (29.0%), and still others said they are criminals (11.5%). Generally, majority (68.5%) are of 

opinion that the police and PGs cannot work together. However, a fraction (28.0%) believes the police 

and PGs can work together to control crime in Lagos metropolis  

 

Table 2: Public and Police Relationship [Police] 
 

How would you describe the relationship between the 

PGs and the police 

N % 

VeryCordial/ Cordial 15 7.5 

Very antagonistic 112 56.0 

Antagonistic 68 34.0 

No response 5 2.5 

 Total 200 100.0 

 Reasons   

Public lawlessness and illegal 57 28.5 

Public attack and kill policemen 30 15.0 

The public is Unfriendly  60 30.0 

Some members of the public are criminals 8 4.0 

Cordial relationship 6 3.0 

There is power tussle 15 7.5 

The Public see police as criminals 9 4.5 

No response 15 7.5 

 Total 200 100.0 

Source: Field Survey, 2013 

 

In table 2, majority of the respondents [56.0%] describe the relationship between the police and the public 

as vey antagonistic while 34.0% simply assert it is antagonistic. Various reasons are adduced for this; 

while 28.5% believe the lawlessness and hatred of the police by members of the public will not allow for 

smooth relationship with the police, 30.0% consider the public as unfriendly being always in perpetual 

collision with the police, 15.0% say this sometimes results into killings of policemen as witnessed by the 

recent horrendous massacre of the police by the   Ombatse group in Benue state confirming the reasons 

while 4.5% posits that the some members of the public are hardened criminals. Seven and half percent 

believe there is constant fight between the police and the public vigilante groups for supremacy as the 

police see them as an intruder into their roles. Only a negligible few are of the view that the relationship 

between the two groups is cordial may be because of the belief that the police make use of the highly 

spirited members of the public to arrest notorious armed robbers or they see them as providing security 

for the general public.   

 

Police/Public Joint action for crime control  

Crime has become an intractable problem in Nigeria, particularly in the metropolis. Increasing incidence 

of armed robbery, assassination and corruption has led to a perplexing anxiety, fear and frustration, which 

in turn have affected the economic and social life in Nigeria. There is no doubt that Nigeria has witnessed 

an upsurge in crime during the past two decades (Alemika and Chukwuma, 2000). 
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Metropolis like Lagos, Port Harcourt, Onitsha, Kano and Kaduna with reputation as “bee-hives of 

opportunities” keeps attracting immigrants. With the economic fortunes and dense population, the cities 

have recorded an incommensurable level of crime. In fact, a large body of literature believes that 

urbanization in particular has brought many unpleasant consequences such as violence and instability in 

modernizing countries (Huntington, 1968; Onibokun and Kumuyi 1996). It is also generally assumed that 

within the urban environment, violent disturbances are most likely to occur in the over-crowded, squalid, 

and distressed neighborhood (Fogelson, 1971; Stren and White, 1989). 

The scourge of crime has continued to generate anxiety among residents of urban Nigeria. Many urbanites 

move about with great mistrust, fear and circumspection. The fear of armed robbers has become the 

beginning of wisdom in almost every part of Nigeria. Cars are brazenly snatched from motorist both in 

the night and broad daylight. In isolated and crowded neighborhoods, financial institutions are raided on 

regular basis with reckless abandon, with feeble or no challenge from the law enforcement agents whose 

weapons are outmatched by the sophisticated ones used by the criminals [Adisa, 1994: 152]. The most 

tragic aspect of this is that all efforts of the government to deal with this ubiquitous armed robbery and 

assassination of political big wigs in Nigeria have yielded no desired result. For instance, on assumption 

of duty, President Olusegun Obasanjo administration allocated 2.5 billion naira to the Nigeria police to 

acquire crime-fighting equipments to enhance security work in Abuja and Lagos. Despite this allocation 

according to Alemika [2003d] the incidence of violent crime has not diminished. Yet in Chapter 2 of 1999 

Constitution, it is explicitly stated that the security and welfare of the people should be the primary 

purpose of government (S.14 [2] b). 

In recent times, there has been multiplicity of community crime control groups and private security 

organizations, but a systematic partnership between them and the police has not been worked out. This 

leads to one of the basic questions this study seeks to answer. Is it possible for the police and the 

primordial security groups to work together to fight the endemic crime and criminality in Nigeria 

metropolis? Table 3 shows the opinions of police respondents. 

 

Table 3: Cross tabulation of police responses to Primordial Groups\Police joint  

action in Crime Control and reasons 

 

If no give reasons for your 

answer  

Do you think the PG and police can work 

together? 

 

 

Total 

 

  

 

Yes 

 

No 

 

Don‟t 

know 

 

No 

response 

  

PGs are police enemy/can‟t 

work together 

  

45 

[32.1%] 

 

 

 

 

 

45 

[22.5%] 

  

 

Illegal/lawless/Unprofessional 

 

 

 

58 

[42.3%] 

 

 

 

 

 

58 

[29.0%] 

  

 

They are criminals 

 

 

 

 

23 

[16.8%] 

 

 

 

 

 

23 

[11.5%] 

  

 

No response 

 

 

55 

[100.0%] 

 

12 

[8.8%] 

 

1 

[100.0%] 

 

6 

[100.0%] 

 

74 

[37.0%] 

  

 Total   

  

55 

[28.0%] 

138 

[68.5%] 

1 

[0.5%] 

6 

[0.3%] 

200 

[100.0%] 

  

Source: Field Survey, 2006  
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The police gave various reasons for the incompatibility of the police and PGs in crime control ranging 

from the perceived enmity between the two organizations [22.5%], to lawlessness, unprofessionalism and 

illegality of PGs, in crime control [29.0%], and still others said they are criminals [11.5%]. Generally, 

majority [68.5%] are of opinion that the police and PGs cannot work together. However, a fraction 

[28.0%] believes the police and PGs can work together to control crime in Lagos metropolis  

 

CONCLUSION 

The Nigerian police must work very hard to redeem their public image that had all the years been 

seriously vilified. The police is expected to act as an official representative of government required to 

work within the law. The officers‟ powers and duties are covered by statute. The fundamental duties of 

the police include serving the community, safeguarding lives and property, protecting the innocent, 

keeping the peace and ensuring the rights of all to liberty, equality and justice. They are expected to 

perform their duties impartially, treating all citizens equally with courtesy, consideration and dignity. 

The officers should never allow personal feelings, resentments or friendships to influence official 

conduct, always striving for universalistic ideals rather than being particularistic. Laws are to be enforced 

appropriately and courteously, obtaining maximum cooperation from the public. They are to conduct 

themselves in appearance and deportment in such a manner as to inspire confidence and respect for the 

position of public trust they hold. The police should never employ unnecessary force or violence and 

should use only such force with the greatest restraint in the discharge of their duties as is reasonable in all 

circumstances. While the use of force is occasionally unavoidable, every police officer should refrain 

from applying the unnecessary infliction of pain or suffering and should never engage in cruel, degrading 

or inhuman treatment of any person. 

The police in Nigeria should shun corruption or bribery, no officer should condone such acts by other 

police officers. The public expects and demands that the integrity of police officers be above reproach. 

Police officers, must, therefore, avoid any conduct that might compromise integrity and thus undercut the 

public confidence in a law enforcement agency. The police officers must not receive private or special 

advantage from their official status. In the words of Gaines and Kappeler (2008) respect from the public 

cannot be bought, it can only be earned and cultivated.     
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