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Abstract 
General Babangida’s seizure of power in 1985 coincided with the escalation of tension 
over human rights question in Nigeria.  This administration ushered in unprecedented 
political and economic regimentation to the extent that by the end of his first year in 
office, the scale of violation of human rights was already causing widespread 
dissatisfaction; notwithstanding the fact that the administration claimed to topple his 
military predecessor, Generals Buhari/Idiagbon due to the perceived human rights 
abuses of that administration, the substance of the administration’s human rights policy 
itself was faced with a serious credibility crisis.  This paper examines inter alia some 
extra judicial killings by the police and other forms of inhuman treatment meted out to 
Nigerians.  It concludes that police brutality escalated due to lack of consciousness by 
Nigerians to exercise their civil rights and the attitude of some government functionaries 
including judges in executing jungle justice. 
 
 

General Ibrahim Badamosi Babangida’s regime early promise of respect for 
human rights was to become a looming irony.  In his maiden address to the nation on 
August 27, 1985, General Babangida had said that he did not intend to lead a country in 
which individuals are under fear of expressing themselves.  He said that government 
needed the consent of the people and would not seek to rule by force.  Criticism of his 
actions, he further pledged will be given necessary attention, and were necessary, 
changes made in accordance with what is expected of him.  He promised that the 
responsibility of the media to disseminate information shall be exercised without undue 
hindrance, adding that decrees promulgated by his predecessor, Major General 
Muhammadu Buhari would be reviewed in acknowledgement of the widespread 
resentment against them (Babangida, 1988). 

General Babangida’s early move to restore public confidence and inspire hope 
by extolling human and democratic governance drew widespread support.  Even 
traditional critics of Nigeria administration like the Nigeria Labour Congress (NLC), the 
Academic Staff Union of University (ASUU), Nigeria Union of Journalists (NUJ), 
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Nigeria Bar Association (NBA) and some civil rights activists rose in support of this 
new administration. 

However, General Babangida was to squander the enormous goodwill that he 
had so effortlessly harnessed.  Soon enough his self-acclaimed commitment to human 
rights conflicted with the cold fact of the military dictatorship characterized by awesome 
wide arbitrary powers, which resulted to the peak of infringement of human rights 
(Gahia, 1985:19).  The absence of legal restraints of agents of the regime gave impetus 
to human right violation.  The climax was the May 23, 1986 killings at Ahmadu Bello 
University (ABU), Zaria, which sent shock waves across the nation. 

The human rights abuses of the regime were perpetuated through its agents 
operating in different institutions and agencies of the state.  Most prominent of course, 
were the police, the armed forces, para-military organs of the government such as the 
prisons and Custom services, who exhibited good showing in seeing an all out war 
against human rights.  Soon enough, civil officials of the state with executive powers 
joined in the war, covered by decrees that legalized every imaginable assault on the 
fundamental human rights of citizens.  They retired, dismissed, suspended, rusticated 
and expelled workers and students as the whim caught them (Ogaga, 1989:26).  The rest 
of this paper examines the regime’s human rights abuse through the coercive organs of 
the state, particularly the police.   
 
Police Abuse 
 The police featured in the human right controversies of the Babangida regime.  
This was a surprise because it was the arm of the state apparatus constituting of the most 
highly organized civil force directly in charge of the enforcement of law and order.  
What they did in the performance of their duties significantly affects the scale of breach 
or observance of right generally.  They indeed, accounted for a large number of human 
rights violation.  The major categories of violation were illegal detention, torture in cells, 
extra judicial killings, public harassment of citizens and abuse of the bail process. 
 Mr. Bobby Kayode Adenikan, a Lagos based musician was arrested by some 
policemen from Isikoko Police State in Lagos on September 19, 1985.  They had earlier 
arrested his wife while he was away in the day.  On his return, he went to the police 
station and was told that his wife was arrested because her brother who was then at large 
was involved in a criminal case.  Mr. Adenikan’s wife was pregnant.  He requested that 
he should be detained instead of her.  The police agreed; he was not released until five 
years later (Ayodele, 1989:11).  On October 18, 1989, Mrs. Fumilayo Odeyemi, wife of 
Kwara State Commissioner for Special Duties was beaten up by the police.  She lost a 
three month old pregnancy as a result (Ayodele, 1989:24). 
 On April 8, 1990, Dr. Beko Ransome Kuti was taken from his residence by men 
who according to him, identified themselves as agents of the State Security Service 
(SSS) and the National Guard.  He managed to escape.  Ninety minutes later at Ijaniki 
outskirts of Lagos, they tried to assassinate him (Awotesin, 1992:2).  Three hours 
earlier, other SSS men had seized Mr. Femi Falana, a Lagos-based lawyer.  He was 
taken away from his residence and driven towards Epe, an outskirt of Lagos.  Mr. Femi 
Falana said that about 60 kilometers along the Lagos-Epe Road, the car stopped.  He 
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was taken out of the vehicle and led into the bush; he seized the opportunity to run into a 
nearby forest.  His captors lost trace of him after a close chase (Awotesin, 1992:3). 
 The extra judicial killings during this administration include that of:  Paul 
Okpioba who was arrested on 26th October, 1990 at Oshodi Bus Stop on his way to the 
Zonal Office of the West Africa Examinations Council (WAEC) at Ogba in Ikeja, to 
check his General Certificate of Education (GCE) result.  Police at Mosafejo Station, 
Oshodi, showed that Okpioba was brought to the station on that day.  Police at the 
station said he was released to one Inspector R. Vukhugbe of the Ilupeju Police Station.  
Inspector Vukhugbe denied knowledge of Okpioba.  The Civil Liberty Organization 
(CLO), a non-governmental organization petitioned the Lagos State Police 
Commissioner and the Director of Investigation and Intelligence (DII) to investigate his 
whereabout.  After failing to hear from the police, it instituted an action at the Lagos 
High Court seeking an order to compel the police to produce Okpioba.  The police 
denied ever having Okpioba in custody.  They said in an affidavit that there had been an 
armed robbery incident in the area but Okpioba was not among those arrested in 
connection with the alleged robbery.  In a second affidavit, they said that Okpioba was 
involved in the robbery and was shot by them while attempting to flee as he was brought 
into custody.  In addition, the police buried his corpse in contravention of the Coroner 
Act which disallowed burial of people who died in such circumstances without 
Coroner’s inquest (Sadiq, 1990:24). 
 Elechi Larry Igwe, a businessman was killed in custody at the Surelere police 
station in Lagos on December 20, 1990.  He was arrested on December 19.  An eye 
witness confirmed that they saw Igwe alive at the police station thoroughly beaten and 
handcuffed.  His badly bruised corpse was later discovered by relatives at the Lagos 
General Hospital mortuary.  Records showed that it was deposited by one Sergeant 
Joseph Ohihion of the Surelere police station on the 20th December. 1990.  The official 
police account was that Igwe was killed with other occupants of his car taken as armed 
robbers in a gun battle with the police even though there was no bullet holes found in 
him (Awalala, 1990:16). 
 Miss Uzona Okorie on 3rd February, 1993 was arrested and taken into custody at 
the Adeneyi Adele police station on an unsubstantiated allegation of theft of the sum of 
$12,600.  This was the beginning of an ordeal of torture; two male police officers John 
Okon (IPO) and Sergeant Joseph after stripping her naked, suspended her by both wrists 
to a ceiling fan hook from the roof of a torture cell and flogged her buttocks and thighs 
until she bled.  The neck of a bottle of beer was inserted into her private part till she lost 
consciousness.  Her trouble started when she turned down sexual advances made by her 
boss Chief Ozualagba which she alleged did not go down well with the boss who vowed 
to deal with her.  There was no evidence pointing to the theft.  She was released on 5th 
February, 1993 (Omoruyi, 1993:19). 
 A disturbing aspect of public abuse in Nigeria is the immunity enjoyed by the 
police even as they violate citizens’ rights through extra judicial killings.  A few 
examples would suffice: 

(a) On August 20, 1987, four lawyers and a lady attending the Nigeria Bar 
Association Annual Conference in Ibadan were shot in a hotel lobby. 
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(b) On November 17, a police constable, Eze Ibe, shot dead two brothers, Saka 

and Sule Dawodu at Apongbon in central Lagos. 
 

(c) On March 6, 1988, police raided Afro-Beat King’s shrine in Lagos and shot 
one Abiodun Dickson to death. 
 

(d) On September 6, 1992, policemen at a checkpoint in Yaba, Lagos shot dead 
Col. Ezia Rindam who was not armed. 
 

(e) On October 6, 1989, a police constable at checkpoint at Naze along the 
Owerri-Aba Road shot Captain Anthony Chukwuma to death. 

 
(f) On September 11, 1993, a policeman at checkpoint at Shagamu in Ogun 

State shot and killed Samsideen Oyegola. 
 

(g) A student, Miss Victoria Emajaro of the then Bendel State University, was 
reportedly shot to death on 15th May, 1989 by a mobile policeman who 
searched the bus she was traveling in.  On the said day, a university of 
Benin graduate, Christian Adichie, was reportedly killed by police officers 
on the trail of an armed robbery gang at Coker village in Lagos. 

 
(h) On May 15, 1991, Dr. Nwogu Okere a former editor of the Guardian 

Financial Weekly and later Chief Executive of an advertising agency was 
killed in cold blood by a policeman.  It was alleged that his driver refused to 
stop when signaled at a police checkpoint (Adeyemi, 1994:24). 
 

(i) On March 6, 1991, eight policemen led by an Inspector of Police arrested 
six persons at house No. 568 at Lagos/Abeokuta Expressway, Okeoba area 
of Agege in Lagos State, owned by Mr. Abiodun Garuba.  Among the six 
were Mr. Garuba’s 22 years old daughter, Abidemi and 18 years old son, 
Ibidun.  A neighbour, Alhaji Taofik Soyoyo who offered to convey them to 
the police station was taken into custody with the others.  A few hours later, 
the seven persons were brought back to Mr. Garuba’s house.  The police put 
him (Mr. Garuba) against the wall and shot him dead, while the remaining 
six were ordered to lie flat on the floor.  The police then shot and killed each 
of them.  They removed their corpses from the house and drove away taking 
along with them Mr. Garuba’s television and stereo set.   

 
Abdul-Rasaq, another Garuba’s son witnessed the gruesome scene from where 

he was hiding in the house and narrated thus: 
 

Through the door, I saw my father with his hands above his head, facing the 
wall and all the others, including my brother and sister were lying on the 
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ground.  All of a sudden, around 3.00 p.m., I heard and saw my father shouting 
and saying, Razaq where are you? They are killing your father.  Help, help, 
help...  As he was shouting gunshot rang out from the policemen, killing among 
other persons, my father, my sister Abiodun who was then pregnant and my 
brother Saidi (Awotesin, 1992:62).   

 
The police later released a statement stating that a police team successfully 
eliminated a gang of robbers who opened fire on seeing the police.  They 
displayed the bodies and one gun allegedly used by the robbers.  On March 
14, 1991, the police in respect to public pressure agreed to investigate the 
murder.  On May 23, the police announced that the report from the 
investigation was ready and would be made public “shortly”; no report was 
ever released. 

(j) In April 1988 about 10 people protesting the choice of Alhaji Ibrahim 
Dasuki as Sultan of Sokoto in Sokoto City were shot dead by the police. 

 
Police Massacres 
 On December 24, 1988, a detachment of about 500 policemen from the defunct 
Bendel State Police Command was drafted to Irri, a small community in Isoko Local 
Government Area of Bendel State, killing several villagers including an 82 years old 
man, Mr. Eroseso Irifore.  Houses were burnt down, properties worth millions of Naira 
were destroyed and several women were raped.  The policemen had been sent to search 
for four officials of the Church of God Mission allegedly on the request of the leader of 
the church, the late Arch-Bishop Benson Idahosa. The said Arch-Bishop Benson Idahosa 
reportedly claimed that four men were held as ransom by a splinter group and the police 
ostensibly went to Irri to investigate the matter and if possible, to restore peace (Iyare, 
1988:21). 
 At the end of 1989 following the anti-Structural Adjustment Progamme riots, 
the police put the total number of those killed in Lagos State alone at 32.  The 
Committee for the Defence of Human Rights (CDHR) said, however that at least 60 
‘identified’ corpses were dumped at the Lagos General Hospital mortuary by the police 
during the riots.  Reports from other parts of the country suggested that the police killed 
more people than they were prepared to admit.  
 In August, 1990, police reportedly killed about 200 villagers in the district of 
Gower Local Government Area in Benue State, to avenge an alleged killing of a 
policeman.  On November 1, 1990, police killed 25 persons, including the paramount 
ruler of Umuechem, an oil village in Rivers State.  They had been sent to stop youth 
protesting the neglect and environmental pollution of their village by the Shell 
Petroleum Development Company (SPDC).  The attack was carried out with regular 
police combat guns loaded with live ammunition, hand grenades and an armoured car.  
At the end of it all, 650 buildings, 175 bicycles, 55 motor cycles, a large stock of crops 
and livestock, were destroyed.  Twenty-four villagers were missing.  The Rivers State 
Government released a report charging the police with full responsibility.  It then gave 
N2 million to the community as compensation for the alleged damages.  The federal 
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government also gave N10 million.  But when the victims attempted to cash the cheques 
at the Pan African Bank, they were told that the government had not approved payment. 
 In many instances, the police used excessive force indiscriminately.  These were 
mainly human rights violations.  An average of three persons were killed by the police 
extra-judicially on a monthly basis.  Apart from the use of excessive force, the police 
perpetrated a wide range of illegal actions in 1986, a former civil commissioner in the 
defunct Benue/Plateau State, Mr. J.A. Adeka said that policemen in Benue State 
routinely sold a list of names of police informants to criminals and that the police also 
converted checkpoints in cities, towns and on highways into “toll gates” to extort money 
from motorists (Oseyemon, 1994:6-10). 
 
Ita-Oko Detention Camp 
 During the period under review, there was the existence of a detention camp on 
the Oko Island, about four hours into the Atlantic Ocean from the Epe shores.  It was 
kept and maintained by the police.  Lost in the middle of the ocean, infested with 
dangerous marine life such as alligators, sharks, reptiles and others, the place was where 
detained prisoners stayed without light and sometimes without cooked food.  People 
sometimes were kept to sleep on damp bare floor.  There were 19 inmates as at 
September 23, 1988 before pressure from the public spirited individuals, non-
governmental organizations and the press which scandalized the authorities, prompted 
them to transfer the inmates to Alagbon Close. 
 According to one of the inmates, Titus Adesequn Adebanjo, who was picked up 
on Wednesday, April 15, 1987, on suspicion of bank draft forgery by the local branch of 
International Police 27 (Interpol) after being held in Alagbon Close, Adeniyi Adele 
Police State and Kirikiri Maximum Security Prison, he was flown by helicopter to what 
he described as the “Jungle Island” of Ita-Oko where the horrors of the place drove him 
to the precipice of lunacy.  Adebanjo, a former teacher who holds the National 
Certificate of Education (NCE) was released only in September 1988 when Ita-Oko 
detention camp was closed down (Oseyemon, 1994:10-12). 
 
Conclusion 
 It is evident from the above analysis that for the period 1985-1993, police 
brutality in Nigeria’s public administration was at its peak.  The Babangida’s 
administration repeatedly and without apology disobeyed court orders thereby exceeding 
the limit of its legal authority.  This no doubt has threatened the maintenance of the rule 
of law which is so essential for maintaining civilization in a civil society. 
 The various illegal actions of government officials and agencies particularly the 
police resulted in numerous instances of massive destruction of properties, the unlawful 
detention of scores of innocent Nigerian citizens and the extrajudicial killings.  All these 
came from an administration which from inception claimed to have seized the reins of 
government on a platform of improving the human rights record of its predecessor. 
 Many policies pursued by this administration were detrimental to the rights of 
citizens.  The Structural Adjustment Programme (SAP) which was “hardship laden” was 
expected to bail out the economy and help improve on the living conditions of 
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Nigerians.  Rather, by all accounts, it worsened the situation since a greater proportion 
of Nigerians was driven below the poverty line.  When General Babangia was asked, 
seven years after the adoption and implementation of SAP, he said that it defied all 
known logic.  In his own words: 
 

I have kept asking my economist why it is that the economy of this country has 
not collapsed up till now.  What was it that kept the economy going?  Is it not 
our knowledge?  Is it not our theories?  Is it not any thing we have read?  I still 
have not found the answer (Babangida, 1996:14).  

 
It was surprising that seven years after the hazards SAP unleashed on the 

Nigerian economy, and the consequent police harassment resulting from the mass 
protest against the programme, its progenitor, General Babangida (Rtd) was not in the 
least remorseful, but rather defended his actions. 
 There is no doubt whatsoever that police brutality as remarked by some civil 
rights activists escalated during this period due to the lack of consciousness by Nigerians 
to exercise their civil rights.  The attitude of some government functionaries including 
some judicial officials who played to the gallery by executing jungle justice instead of 
kicking against obnoxious decrees, were mainly responsible for the police brutality. 
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