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Abstract

The police are the principal law enforcement agency responsible for maintaining public order, enforcing laws,
preventing and investigating crimes, protecting lives and property. The police play a crucial role in ensuring public
safety and upholding the rule of law. The slogan ‘Police is your friend’ is widely used in Nigeria to project a positive
image of the police force. However, persistent reports of police misconduct, brutality, and corruption raise questions
about the authenticity of this claim. This paper explored the origins and intended purpose of the slogan, which aim to
promote a positive image of the Nigeria Police Force and foster trust and cooperation between the police and the public.
The paper also explored the relationship between the police and the public by analyzing factors such as police
misconduct, corruption, abuse of power, and human rights violations, which contribute to widespread distrust in law
enforcement. This study aimed at examining whether the slogan is a genuine reflection of the Nigeria police force
commitment to public service or a myth that fails to capture the prevailing issues in Nigerian policing. This paper found
out that there is a complex and nuanced reality that highlights a significant gap between the idealized image of the
Nigeria Police Force and the lived experiences of many citizens. The paper recommended that there should be a
transformation of the slogan ‘Police is your friend’ into a practical reality. It further recommended that there should
be a proper police reform with enhanced police training focused on human rights and community-oriented policing,
increased transparency and accountability within the Nigeria Police Force, and strengthening community-police
partnerships.
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1. Introduction

The Nigeria Police Force (NPF) is an important security outfit of the federal government of Nigeria,' s addled with the
responsibilities of taking charge of the internal security of the country, maintaining order and enforcing the laws as
contained in the Constitution of the Federal Republic of Nigeria, 1999(as amended). The Nigeria Police Force was
established to protect lives and property, uphold the rule of law, prevent and detect crime.?The Police are entrusted with
extensive powers in Nigeria, which can have far reaching effects or consequences on the lives of individuals. These
powers if misused can result in severe human rights violations. Despite its mandate, the force has struggled with issues
of trust and public perception. The slogan ‘Police is your friend” was introduced to improve this image. Studies have
shown that many Nigerians perceive the police as corrupt and prone to violence.

Incidents of extrajudicial killings, extortion, and harassment have further damaged the reputation of the NPF. The
EndSARS?® protests in October 2020 brought global attention to these issues, highlighting widespread dissatisfaction
with the police. Nigerians are highly distrustful of the police, with many people viewing them more as ‘predators than
protectors.”* The Nigeria Police Force’s reputation among the people is in tatters and has been so for many decades.
Citizens do not trust in the police abilities to protect them; rather they are confident that their rights would be abused by
the Police. Policing is critical to the safety of the society; the task of the Police is maintaining law, order and general
cohesion in the state. The Police in executing its detecting and preventing crimes are also required by domestic and
international law to protect and preserve the human rights of citizens.’ The gap between the slogan Police is your friend
and the lived experiences of many Nigerians raises concerns about police conduct, accountability, and the effectiveness
of reforms aimed at addressing these issues. This paper is set to explore whether ‘Police is your friend’ is a reality in
Nigeria or remains a myth. It addresses public perceptions, instances of police misconduct, and the impact of reforms,
offering insights into ways to improve police-public relations in Nigeria.

2. Conceptual Clarification

The Police

The police is an indispensable institution of social control and maintenance of peace and stability.*The police are a body
of officers representing the civil authority of government.”Police has been defined as the governmental department
charged with the preservation of public order, the promotion of public safety, and the prevention and detection of crime.®
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The Nigeria Police Force a creation of the Constitution. The constitution says; there shall be a police force for Nigeria,
which shall be known as the Nigeria Police Force, and subject to the provisions of this section no other police force
shall be established for the Federation or any part thereof.’

Abuse of Power

The Police are entrusted with extensive powers in Nigeria that can have far-reaching effects or consequences on the
lives of individuals. These powers if misused can result in severe human rights violations. Abuse of power is the misuse
of power by someone in a position of authority who can use the leverage they have to oppress persons in an inferior
position or to induce them to commit a wrongful act'’. Over the years, Nigeria has experienced numerous serious
incidents of police abuse of power, reflecting deep-seated issues within the law enforcement system. These abuses often
involve violations of human rights, corruption, arbitrary arrests, unlawful detention, and extrajudicial practices.
According to Barker'! police abuse of power or authority conferred on them by the state refers to: ‘any action by a police
officer without regard to motive, intent or malice that tends to injure, insult, trespass upon human dignity, manifest
feelings of inferiority and/or violates an inherent legal right of a member of the police constituency in the course of
performing police Work.’

3. The Scope of Police Powers and Duties

By scope of police powers and duties we mean the range or the limit,'? the extent of the jurisdictional competence of
their powers and duties. The same laws that entrust duties on the Police also vest them with the powers with which to
carry out those duties. The duties of the Nigeria Police refer to the specific roles and responsibilities the police force is
expected to carry out to maintain public safety, enforce laws, and uphold justice. These duties are legally defined and
are essential to the functioning of society. The duties of the Nigeria Police Force cover a broad range of responsibilities
essential for maintaining law,'> order, and security across the country. The legal framework provides a basis for these
duties and this duty demands that the police compel the citizens to obey laid down laws.'* The duties of the Nigeria
Police Force (NPF) are prescribed by the Constitution of Nigeria and various statutes such as the Police Act, which
outlines the roles and responsibilities of the police in maintaining law and order.

General Duties and Responsibilities -
Under the Police Act 2020'3, the Nigerian Police Force is entrusted with several general duties, which include:

1) Prevention and Detection of Crimes: The primary responsibility of the Nigerian Police is to prevent and detect
crimes. This involves taking proactive measures to reduce crime rates and conducting investigations to identify
and apprehend offenders.

2) Protection of Lives and Property: The Police are empowered to protect the lives and property of all citizens.
This responsibility includes responding to emergencies, preventing violence, and maintaining public order.

3) Maintenance of Public Order: The Act mandates the Police to ensure that public order is maintained. This
includes managing protests, public gatherings, and other activities that may disrupt peace.

4) Prosecution of Offenders: The Police have the authority to prosecute offenders in court. This includes
gathering evidence, preparing charges, and representing the state in criminal proceedings.

5) The due enforcement of law regulations with which they are directly charged.

The major powers of the Police are: Power to conduct prosecution;'® Power to arrest with or without warrant;!” Power
to serve summons;'® Power to grant bail;!° Power to search suspected premises;?° Power to take fingerprints;*! Power to
conduct identification parade;?> Power to conduct investigation and to question anybody in relation to a crime
committed;?® Power to prevent crime;>* Power to control and regulate traffic;>> Power to regulate public order,
procession and assemblies;*®and Power to use force and firearms.?’
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4. Human Rights Violations by the Police

Human Rights are rights possessed by all persons by virtue of their common humanity to live a life of freedom and
dignity, they constitute those rights which one has precisely because of being a human.*® However, the police in the
application of their powers, human rights are often violated. The Nigeria Police is fast becoming viler than the menace
which it was created to combat. Ranging from extortion and physical assault to extrajudicial killings, the enormity of
Police misuse and abuse of their powers cannot be overemphasized.?’ The Nigeria police have been seen in numerous
human rights violations, often under the pretext of maintaining law and order. Particularly during law enforcement
activities such as arrests, detentions, interrogations, and crowd control. These infringements often involve violations of
constitutional rights, as well as rights protected under international human rights instruments. The consistent pattern of
these violations has drawn criticism from both national and international human rights organizations, which have called
for reforms to ensure that the police operate within the bounds of the law and respect the fundamental rights of citizens.
The police are required to balance the freedom of the individual with the need to prevent and detect crime and, the
preservation of law and order.*® The police abuse of their discretion and mandated powers invariably results in the
violation of the human rights of citizens. Below are the rights most subjected to wanton abuses and infringements by
the police in Nigeria:

The Right to Life: The right to life is provided for under the 1999 Constitution,*' stating that no one shall be deprived
intentionally or arbitrarily of his life. The right to life is the mother of all rights and the foundation for the enjoyment of
all other rights. Without life, the pursuit of other rights would be in vain. It ranks highest as against any other right.*
The Nigeria police have been involved in extrajudicial killings, where individuals are killed by law enforcement officers
without lawful justification. These killings often occur during protests, police raids, or while in police custody. These
violations range from extra-judicial killing to torture and unlawful detention. An example is the EndSARS protests in
2020 which highlighted widespread cases of police brutality, including unlawful killings by the Special Anti-Robbery
Squad (SARS).

Right to Freedom from Torture, Inhuman, and Degrading Treatment: The right to dignity of the human person is
provided by the Constitution.>® It specifically prohibits torture, inhuman or degrading treatment. The Constitution
forbids slavery or servitude and all forms of forced or compulsory labor. There have been numerous reports of the
Nigeria police using torture and other forms of inhuman or degrading treatment to extract confessions from suspects or
as a form of punishment, like in the case of General of Police v. Ezeanya ** In this case, the Supreme Court of Nigeria
addressed issues related to the unlawful detention and degrading treatment of the respondent by the police. The court
reaffirmed the importance of respecting human rights and condemned the inhuman treatment meted out by the police.

Right to Personal Liberty: Nigerian Constitution guarantees the right to personal liberty, stating that no one shall be
deprived of their liberty except in accordance with the procedure permitted by law.* The constitution in protecting the
lives of persons means that no person shall be deprived of his liberty by confinement in prison or otherwise except by
due process of law. The provision recognizes the occasional need for detention of persons pending trial, but places a
limit on the duration of such detention.*¢ It also requires quick disposition of cases.’” Also a person accused of an offense
is entitled to be brought to trial within a reasonable time.*® Reasonable time is defined to mean a period of one day if
there is a court of competent jurisdiction within a radius of forty kilometers or a period of two days in other cases.*
Although the police are empowered to arrest persons suspected of committing criminal offences, evidence shows that
this power is widely abused by them. For example, the case of Eze v. Inspector-General of Police,** the appellant was
detained for an extended period without being brought before a court. The Court of Appeal ruled that this detention
violated his right to liberty and awarded damages for the breach. The police have over relied on constitutional exceptions
to indiscriminately arrest and detain innocent citizens. In Nigeria, most arrests effected by the police are hardly based
on any reasonable suspicion of the victims having committed a criminal offence. All the constitutional safeguards
provided in Section 35 are obeyed in breach.
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Right to Fair Hearing: The right to fair hearing is contained in the Constitution*, it provides that: ‘In the determination
of his civil rights and obligations including any question or determination by or against any government or authority a
person shall be entitled to a fair hearing within a reasonable time by a court or other tribunal established by law
constituted in such a manner as to secure its independence and impartiality.’

Under this right, the twin pillars of justice are established: that a man must be given an opportunity of presenting his
own side of a case (audi alterem partem) and that a man should not be the judge of his own cause (nemo judex in causa
sua). In the performance of their duties, the police have to some extent violated some or most of the attributes of this
right. For example, the police have powers of bail regulated by the Constitution*? and the ACJA.** The police officers
do not abide by this provision of the law. Although there are posters and signs indicating that bail is free, accused
persons or their relatives are made to pay money to police officers in order to secure bail. In spite of such warnings,
corruption of the bail process at the police stations still persists.** Section 36(6) requires any arrested person be informed
promptly in the language that he understands and in detail of the nature of the offence, and that he be given adequate
time and facilities for the preparation of his defense. Unfortunately, research conducted by the Nigerian Institute of
Advanced Legal Studies shows a gross abuse of this right by the police. The report, therefore, reveals that 73.6% of
those arrested were not informed of the details of the nature of the offence at the time of their arrest.*®

Right to Freedom of Expression: Freedom of expression is universally recognized as a fundamental human right of great
importance. It is paramount in every civilized society as its protection by a state is a yardstick for sustainable
democracy.*® Freedom of expression promotes democracy rule of law, accountability in governance and protection of
human rights. The Constitution*’of the Federal Republic of Nigeria 1999 (as amended), apart from outlining the role of
the press, guarantees freedom of expression as a fundamental right. The Nigerian police have frequently targeted
journalists and bloggers who publish content of the government or its officials. These arrests are often carried out
without due process, violating the individuals' right to freedom of expression. Example on 26 October 2020 the National
Broadcasting Commission fined three television stations, namely Channels Television, Arise Television and Africa
Independent Television, each three million naira for unprofessional coverage of the end SARS protests and On 10
September 2020 the police in Lagos had arrested four journalists, alongside 14 protesters, during a peaceful protest.*®

5. Public Perception of the Nigeria Police

The police institution is a generic human service establishment saddled principally with the task of safeguarding internal
security and safety in almost civil societies. In Nigeria, the police are officials of government and society, responsible
for the prevention and control of crimes and disorders as well as the detection, apprehension and prosecution of
perpetrators of crimes and violence in the country.*The police service is a delicate balancing act between maintaining
law and order as mandated by the government for employers towards safeguarding the public interest of the citizens.
As such, there is probably no other security control organization that has an intimate dealing with the large segment of
the Nigerian populace as the police. However, the police and police work present an alternate image to the generality
of the people in the country. This is because the police in Nigeria have always been viewed and characterized as brutal,
corrupt and ineffective.’*The relationship between the police and the public in Nigeria is characterized by deep-seated
mistrust and fear. Widespread reports of harassment, unlawful arrests, extortion, and excessive use of force contribute
to a negative perception of law enforcement. High-profile incidents, such as the EndSARS protests in 2020°' against
the Special Anti-Robbery Squad's (SARS) abuses, brought global attention to the systemic issues within the police force.
These events have fueled skepticism about the authenticity of the claim that the police are indeed ‘friends’ of the people.

Thus, the prevailing belief is that the police are not likely to be effective in crime abatement, prevention and control or
at least reduce the incidence of crime in the community at large. On account of these, the Nigeria public is unwilling to
cooperate with the police. The police have no good rapport with members of the public whose support and co-operation
is necessary for effective law enforcement. There is also the problem of widespread corruption. It is commonly believed
that the Nigerian Police performs their lawful duties to members of the public only after they have been bribed or paid
to do so. One dangerous consequence of this is the frequent perversion of justice through the suppression of cases of
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persons who are unable or unwilling to settle them.’ The police is accused of extra-judicial killings, abuse of human
rights, falsification of evidence, extortion, bribery, and non-challance toward the public.®> An instance is the case of
Inspector General of Police (IGP) &Anor v. Agbinone & Ors.**This is a significant case heard by the Court of Appeal
in Nigeria, focusing on issues of unlawful arrest and detention, police brutality, and the enforcement of fundamental
human rights. The Court of Appeal upheld the decision of the lower court, finding that the arrest and detention of the
respondents by the police were indeed unlawful and a clear violation of their fundamental rights under the Nigerian
Constitution. Public perception of the Nigeria police is generally negative due to persistent issues with corruption,
brutality, and inefficiency. Efforts to improve this image are ongoing, though many citizens remain skeptical, especially
in the absence of deep structural changes and accountability reforms.

6. Police Reforms in Nigeria

Police reform refers to changes and improvements made to a police force to address issues such as misconduct,
inefficiency, corruption, and lack of accountability. Several reforms have been proposed and implemented to address
the challenges facing the Nigerian Police Force (NPF), though the impact of these reforms are yet to be seen. The focus
of these reforms includes reducing corruption, increasing accountability, improving training, and fostering a more
community-oriented approach to policing. Efforts to reform the NPF and improve its relationship with the public have
been ongoing. For instance, the introduction of community policing initiatives, reforms in the Police Act 2020, it
makes provision for both divisional and state community policing committee. The Act encourages community policing
as a way to foster trust between the police and citizens. Also the disbandment of SARS?® represents attempts to align
police practices with the values embodied by the slogan. While reforms such as the disbandment of SARS have been
welcomed, their impact on police behavior has been limited. Despite these efforts, the extent to which these reforms
have succeeded in changing public perception and curbing police excesses remains unseen. Also the establishment of
Police Trust Fund Act on 24 June 2019, this law aimed at securing adequate funding for police operations, training,
and equipment.®’ The fund is supported by contributions from federal allocations, private sector contributions, and other
sources.” Also the National Human Rights Commission, 2010 (NHRC), The NHRC oversees human rights
violations, including those involving police officers.>’Section 6(1) of its enabling law gives the Commission the power
to conduct its investigations and inquiries in such manner as it considers appropriate on any human right abuses. While
numerous reforms have been implemented, public skepticism remains high, with many Nigerians viewing these changes
as surface-level or inadequately enforced. For true transformation, reforms must go beyond announcements and into
actionable, transparent policies that consistently hold officers accountable, improve working conditions, and prioritize
human rights. Sustained political will, funding, and independent oversight are also essential for meaningful change
within the NPF.

7. ‘Police is your Friend’: A Myth or Reality?

The slogan ‘Police is your friend’ has been a longstanding motto of the Nigerian Police Force (NPF), aimed at portraying
the police as protectors and allies of the public.®® This phrase is meant to encourage citizens to see the police as
approachable, trustworthy, and committed to ensuring public safety. However, the reality for many Nigerians often
contradicts this ideal, as numerous cases of police misconduct, corruption, brutality, and abuse of power have been
reported over the years. Instances are, on the 20" of June, 2021 when a Police Inspector stormed a residential estate in
Enugu State and indiscriminately opened fire on the people and the incident led to the passing of five while four persons
were seriously injured. Also, in 2023 two police men were seen in viral video demanding money from a Dutch woman
rider at Ojongbodu area along Iseyin Ogbomosho Road in Oyo State.®! Also a case of Onyeka Ibe, who was killed on 5
April 2023 in Delta state for refusing to pay hundred-naira bribe to the police and so many reported and unreported
cases.

The attitude of the police and the way it carries out its activities therefore form part of the criteria by which they are
judged, the Nigeria Police Force falls short of optimum performance.> Consequently, in the course of performing its
statutory functions to the larger community, the Nigeria police have often been indicted in several ways. This is manifest
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in the widespread inefficiency, corruption, unfairness in dealing with suspects, occasional over-use of legitimate force,
bad temper, bullying and other abuses of citizen’s rights with impurity. Till date, despite the constitutional powers
granted the police to maintain public tranquility, safety and general security in Nigeria, the quality of crime prevention
and control is nothing to write home about. Police officers are accused of brutality, abuse of human rights, aiding and
abetting of criminal activities and engaging in bribery and corruption.®*The police institution in Nigeria still has a long
way to go in meeting its expectations especially in the areas of crime prevention and detection.® The police are often
not polite to victims of crime, because they are treated as mere sources of crime evidence and not as human beings.
Most violent conflicts had occurred due to the ineptitude and inefficiency in the performance of police statutory duties.
The ordinary man on the street greets them with fear and hatred, perceives them as inept and high-handed and never
sees them as allies or friends of the people.®*Presently, Nigeria is suffering from a growing crime-problem, which is
progressively threatening its sovereignty, security and development.®® Despite the constitutional powers granted the
police to maintain general security, public safety and peace, the quality of security provided by them has nothing to be
proud of. Their roles in many cases denigrate the law, endangering the citizens and blotting the institutional reputation
of the police that they represent.

The slogan ‘Police is your friend’ is widely perceived as more of a myth than reality and this is due to persistent issues
with corruption, brutality, and lack of accountability. Until a proper police reform occurs, the slogan may continue to
feel like empty words for many Nigerians.

8. Conclusion and Recommendations
The slogan ‘Police is your friend’ remains more of a myth than a reality for many Nigerians. The gap between public
expectations and police conduct indicates a need for more comprehensive reforms that go beyond slogans. The slogan
Police is your friend continues to face challenges in becoming a reality in Nigeria. While some reforms have been made,
systemic issues within the NPF hinder progress. Implementing more robust accountability measures, addressing deep-
rooted issues such as corruption, adequate training is crucial for transforming the NPF, embracing technology, and
fostering community-oriented policing are essential steps towards transforming the police into a true friend of the
people. The paper makes the following recommendations:
i.  Strengthen Accountability Mechanisms: Establish independent bodies to investigate and prosecute police
misconduct.
ii. Adopt Technology to Monitor Police Conduct: Implement the use of body cameras, Al surveillance, Forensic
Technology, Public complaint system and digital reporting systems for tracking police activities.
iii. Reform Police Training Programs: Include ethics, human rights, and community engagement in police training
curricula.
iv. Enhance Community Policing Efforts: Foster partnerships between the police and local communities to rebuild
trust and encourage collaborative crime prevention.
v. Increase Public Awareness of Rights: Educate citizens on their legal rights when interacting with law
enforcement.
vi. The police should work relentlessly towards redeeming their public image of underperforming, immodest
brutality and use of predatory force and ineffective policing strategies.
vii. Reward System: Finally, the police should put together a proper reward system to encourage honest and
diligent members of the Force. Same measure should go to members of the public who are bold enough to
provide useful information that can help in addressing the security and criminal issues in the society.
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