
NATIONAL PRISONS REFORMS: CHALLENGES AND PROSPECTS OF 
REHABILITATING PRISONERS 

Osemwenkha, Sylvia and Ibemere, Nelson Okwudiri 

Abstract 
The Nigeria prisons and infact most prisons all over the world are established to 
reform convicted criminals and to take custody of those awaiting trials. The prison system 
is basically designed to carry out penal and penitentiary measures with a view to 
remolding the character of convicted criminals and recidivists. The Nigeria prisons are 
no longer places for punishment of offenders but a place for tlie treatment of offenders in 
order to change them into non-deviant citizens. The standard of welfare of prisoners in 
Nigeria is still at its lowest form compared to the United Nations Minimum Standard 
Rules for the treatment of offenders. The Nigeria prisons are confronted with numerous 
challenges and problems that if they are not addressed will continue to worsen the welfare 
position of the inmates and the prison system in the country. Our government has not 
actually given any particular attention to the Nigeria prison and successive governments 
have either neglected or have not attached any importance to its existence and 
sustainability, no wonder the Nigeria Prison Service is not entrenched in the constitution of 
the Federal Republic of Nigeria. It is in the light of the above that this study seeks to 
examine all possible ramifications of the National Prisons Reforms, their challenges and 
proffer solutions. 

Introduction 
The Nigeria prison system suffers from lack of basic humanity. Prison conditions are debilitating, 

dehumanizing and destructive. The penal philosophies of rehabilitation and reformation do not feature prominently 
in our prison system thereby increasing the rate of recidivism. 

The Prisons have the statutory function of reforming the inmates and preparing them for a crime free life 
on completion of their terms of imprisonment. However, years of infrastructural decay and neglect of prisons in all 
their ramifications including lack of funds, have succeeded in converting the prisons into breeding grounds for 
criminals. The near absence of facilities for reforms explains the high rate of recidivism in the prisons. This trend 
further complicates the problems of the already overcrowded prisons. 

The present prisons system is a natural product of the type of society that Nigeria is. Just as the State that 
emerged after Colonial rule in Nigeria manifested an essential continuity with the Colonial State by defending 
essentially the same unpopular interests, so the prison system which is an essential part of that shares a continuity 
with the colonial prison system which had as its function the intimidation of the Nigerian people into accepting or at 
least acquiescing in colonial domination. The prison system as it is today, is the tool of the new socio-political 
interests. The dynamics of these interests have led to the emergence of an inequitable socio-economic and political 
order, and the pauperization and dehumanization of the vast majority of the people. This has engendered revolts at 
the political, intellectual, moral and psychological levels, which have threatened to shatter the order that in reality 
was set up in the very foundation laid by Colonial rule. In response, the new ruling powers have built state 
machinery including the prison system, which has as its sole function, the repression of the revolts against the 
existing dispensation. The prisons are really one of the means by which the ruling powers defend the 
socio-economic, political, ideological and moral system they have built to defend their own interests. Understood in 
this way, the prisons immediately shed their cloak of socio-economic and political neutrality. It then becomes 
possible to perceive not only the true function of the prisons in Nigeria but also the logic behind this function, and 
very importantly, the logic behind the brutal way they go about executing it. 
From the moment he steps into the confines of a prison, whether as a convict or an Awaiting Trial Persons (ATP), 
the prisoner is considered a thing beyond the fringe of humanity and, consequently of humane treatment. He is 
beaten, robbed, harassed and visited with all kinds of indignities and outrages. The sprawling prison system of 
Nigeria is not only infested with a myriad of human rights violations, the entire structure seems, indeed dependent 
on these violations for its very survival in its present, ugly form. For being unable to curb or eliminate the material 
and non-material social pressures, which encourage crime, the state or its prison and police officers, consider the 
horrible conditions of the prisons a valid and legitimate means of discouraging crime. This is despite official 
declarations to the contrary. Because these very conditions naturally generate currents of tension, which now and 
again explode in flashpoints of prisoner violence it becomes necessary to erect an entire superstructure of 
restrictions, abridgments abrogation and violations of the human rights of the prisoners in order to render them 
unable to protest. 

The case of the Awaiting Trial Persons (ATP) brings out both the brutality and the perversity of the Nigeria 



prison system. As a rule, ATPs constitute a significant percentage of the prison population. They stay longer in 
prisons than most convicts, and suffer worse conditions of imprisonment than the average convict. The reasons 
for this are legion and range from prison congestion to inadequate funding of the prison. However, the most 
important of these are the laziness and inefficiency of police investigation, excessive and indiscriminate use of 
imprisonment by the courts as well as the profound hostility the warders bear toward the unsentenced prisoners. 
These prisoners are in a sort of limbo being yet unsentenced, they suffer all the agonies of incarcerations without 
enjoying the few blessings that convict status bestows. For the same reason, the government extremely poorly 
provides for them. All these make their life in prison more hellish than that of the average convict. 

Human Rights Watch made the following observations about unsentenced (unconvicted) prisoners when it 
states that in numerous countries including, Bangladesh, Chad, the Dominican Republic, Ecuador, El Salvador, 
Guatemala, Haiti, Honduras, India, Mali, Nigeria, Pakistan, Paraguay, Peru, Rwanda, Uganda, Uruguay, and 
Venezuela - unsentenced prisoners make up the majority of the prison population. Such detainees may in many 
instances be held for years before being judged not guilty of the crime with which they were charged. They may 
even be imprisoned for periods longer than the sentences they would have served had they been found guilty. This 
state of affairs not only violates fundamental human rights, it contributes significantly to prison overcrowding, 
a problem that is itself at the root of numerous additional abuses. The lengthy detention of unsentenced prisoners 
has its origin in two common phenomena; the denial of pretrial release to criminal defendants, and the excessive 
duration of criminal proceedings. Both of these ingredients in themselves violate international human rights norms, 
but combined together they constitute a grievous affront to justice. Solving the problem of excessive pretrial 
detention will require courage, innovative thinking, an overhaul of the code of criminal procedure, strengthening the 
judiciary and in particular increasing its size and efficiency. The precise nature of adopting these reforms will 
require careful examination and analysis for them to fit conformably within a country's existing legal framework. 

The Human Rights Watch Report quoted above offers very insightful analysis of the problem of pretrial 
detention and possible solution. Suffice to note at this juncture that different factors fuel the high awaiting trial 
population in Nigeria, notably, the police the judiciary and the prisons. The police have the statutory function of 
effecting arrest of suspects, initiating prosecution, conducting investigation and arraigning suspects in appropriate 
courts of law. Admittedly, the police force is handicapped by numerous logistic constraints such as inadequacy of 
trained, dedicated and well-motivated officers. The inadequacy of office accommodation, stationery, 
transport and communication facilities further limit their efficiency. Transfer of officers handling a case and the 
lack of transportation facilities to bring prisoners to court constitute additional constraints. The Ministries of 
Justice are similarly faced with the problems of acute shortage of dedicated, honest and well-trained state counsels 
thus necessitating calls for adjournment of cases. The courts have to grapple with inadequacy of judges and 
magistrates, logistics constraints such as few secretarial staff, manual recording of court proceedings and 
insufficient library resources for research, corruptive tendencies and poor conditions of service. However, frequent 
resort to imprisonment as sentencing option even for the most minor offences, under-utilization of the powers of 
prerogative of mercy and bail are often cited as other reasons. 

Statement of the Problem 
Appraising the efforts so far invested in the prison reforms we are of the opinion that the Federal 

Government has not been able to perform effectively in the areas of massive decongestion of the prisons. 
A stocking report from the National Work Group on prison reforms in August, 2006, has it that out of the 

227 prisons nationwide, a total of 40,444 inmates were accommodated in them. But even more perplexing is the fact 
that out of the 40, 444 inmates, a 62.7 percent of them are awaiting trial while the remaining (37.3 percent) are 
serving various categories of jail terms. 

This has made Nigeria prisons' conditions one of the worst in the world according to United Nations ranking 
on human rights. 

Purpose of the Study 
This study is intended to examine the performance of the Government in reforming the Nigeria prisons 

with a view to determining how far it has played the role. It would pin-point specific areas where the government 
failed to act when it was expected as well as where it lived up to its billings. The study would at the end proffer 
solutions to problems militating against the effective performance of the Government in prison reforms as well as 
recommend measures on how it could assist in achieving the much desired goals. 

Objectives of the Study 
The objectives of this research is for Government to wake up to the call on challenges of rehabilitating 

prisoners and more imperatively, about drawing attention to weaknesses in the system 
as it relates to this study. 



Research Methodology 
In the preceding parts of the study the researchers will highlight the purpose of the study and 

also review related literature.  

Research Design 
The research design adopted for this study is the descriptive survey which seeks to find out the opinions 

and perception of prison personnel and ex-inmates regarding the phenomenon of prisoners reformation. This was 
carried out through the use of questionnaires and personal interview. 

Target Population 
The target population for the study comprises all the prison officials, 120 prisoners with whom I had 

audience with and ex-convicts of both the Kirikiri maximum prison and Ikoyi prisons. 
The study population is spread across both the junior and senior staff of the prison service. Efforts were also 

made to reach the top management officials of the prisons. 

Sampling Technique 
The simple Random Sampling technique (SRS) was applied to select respondents for this study. 
The convenience method was used since they were the only ones available at that time. Sample Size 
This study was based on a sample size of 120 prison inmates. A total of 120 questionnaires were 

administered to respondents in the two prisons located in Lagos State.  

Instrument for Data Collection 
Data were collected from both primary and secondary sources in the course of this research. This include the 

use of materials published and unpublished such as newspapers, magazines, journals, annual reports and specialized 
documents that talks about prisoners and prisons reform. 

However, other major instruments used to collect data for this work were questionnaires and personal 
interview. Questionnaires which had a basis on the relevant areas of study were designed. It was designed to elicit 
responses from the target population. 

The oral interview method was used in extracting information from the respondents. This was 
done so that a reasonable coverage of the study population can be achieved. However, this interview was 
conducted on a sample of the population for the sake of uniformity and dependability. 

Limitations of the Study 
There is never an ideal study as every study has limitations which might have occurred through 

the conscious or unconscious efforts of the researcher. In a research of this magnitude, both human and 
materials resources can be limited. Again, finance which is in rather short supply and since materials is to 
be generated from both primary and secondary sources, its stands out to reason that to have access to all the 
required materials will cost a fortune. 

Data Analysis 
The data collected from respondents were scrutinized to be sure of their completeness. They were 

then brought together by tallying and tabulated by way of converting tally marks into actual  
figures. 

The  response  to  various  questionnaires  were  analyzed and percentages  were used for 
analyzing the data using the formula 
% = F/N    x 100/1 
where % = Percentage of respondents that answered Yes or No 

F - frequency of responses 
N = Number of cases Inferences were thereafter reached based on the findings observed 

from the data collected. 

Data Analysis and Discussion of Findings 
In collecting the data a total of 120 questionnaires were administered to respondents and only 110 

were duly answered and retrieved which accounts for 91.7% the total questionnaires administered. Ten 
respondents or 8.3% failed to duly answer and return the questionnaires. Most of them claimed to have 
misplaced the questionnaires while others could not to put anything down on paper but obliged the 
researcher oral interview which were equally useful. 



The outcome of these interviews and others were most useful and taken into account in the course of 
this data analysis. 

Table 1: Sex of Inmates 
Respondents No of Respondents Percentage 
Male 70 63.6% 
Female 40 36.4% 
Total 110 100% 

Source: Field Data 
Table 1, shows that out of 110 respondents 63.6% are male while 36.4% are female.   This 

indicates that there are more male personnel in the prison system than female. 

Table 2 Educational Level 
Educational Level No of Respondents Percentage 

WASC/GCE/SSCE 44 40% 
OND 32 29.1% 
HND 22 20% 
University Degree (s) 9 8.2% 
Others 3 2.7% 
Total 110 100% 

Source: Field Data 
 

Table 2, shows that 40% of the respondents are holders of WASC/GCE/SSCE, 29.1% are holders of 
OND, 20% are HND and 8.2% are University degree holders, while the remaining 2.7% have higher degree. 

Table 3;Marital status of respondents 
Marital Status No of Respondents Percentage 

Married 62 56.4% 
Single 36 32.7% 
Divorced - - 
Widow/widower 12 10.9% 
Total 110 100% 

Source: Field Data 
Table 3, indicates that 56.4% of the respondent are married, 32.7% are single while only 10.9% fall 

within the widows and widowers group. 

Hypothesis 1 
In testing hypothesis 1, which states that lack of adequate development is an impediment to the prison 

reformation process, the following tables are used: 

Table 4: The Federal Government Prison/Prisoner Reform Programme? 
Respondents No of Respondents Percentage 
Yes 95 86.4% 
No 15 13.6% 
Total 110 100% 

Source: Field Data 
Table  4,   shows  that  86,4%  of the  total  respondents  said  they  have  heard  of the 

prisons/prisoners reform while the remaining 13.6% of the respondents said they have not" heard of it. 

Table 5. Support for the Current Federal Government the Reforms 
Respondents No of Respondents Percentage 



Yes 110 100% 
No - - 
Total 110 100% 

Source: Field Data 
The above table, shows that 100% of the total respondent support the prisons/prisoners reforms 

programme of the Federal Government. 

Table 6:   Positive Responses 
Respondents No of Respondents Percentage 
Yes 10 9.1% 
No 100 90.9% 
Total 110 100% 

Source: Field Data 
The above table, shows that 90.9% of the total respondent said the government has not preformed the 

role effectively, while 9.1% said the government has. 
Table 7: Assessment of the Role of Government in Rehabilitation of Prisoners? 

Response No of Respondents Percentage 

Excellent 2 1.8% 
Very good 6 5.4% 
Average 72 65.5% 
Below average 30 27.3% 
Total 110 100% 

Source: Field Data 
The above table, revealed that 1.8% of the total respondent said the role of government in rehabilitating 

prisoners is excellent 5.4% said the role is very good, 65.5% said it is average while 27.3% said the role is below 
average. 

Table 8: Assessment of the Role of Prison Officials in the Discharged of Their Duty? 
Response No of Respondents Percentage 

Excellent 25 22.7% 
Very good 60 54.5% 
Average 20 18.2% 
Below average 5 4.6% 
Total 110 100% 

Source: Field Data 

Table 8, shows that 22.7% of the respondent said the prisons officials are excellent in discharging their 
duties, 5.4% said they are very good in discharging their duties, 18.2% said average while 4.6% said below average. 

 

 

 

 



Table 9 
Question: Do You Agree that Lack of Adequate Infrastructure in Prison Militate 
AgainstReformation of Prisoners. 

Response No of Respondents Percentage 

Strongly agreed 42 38.2% 
'• Agreed 35 5.4% 
Disagreed 21 65.5% 
Strongly disagreed 12 27.3% 
Total 110 100% 

Source: Field Data 
The table above, shows that 70% of the total respondents agreed that lack 

of adequate infrastructures in the prisons will militate against the achievement of the 
prison/prisoners reformation programme, while 30% of the respondents disagreed 
with the question. It should be noted however, that infrastructure are needed if any 
meaningful reformation programme is to be achieved in the prisons. 

Table 10: Outcome of Jailbreaks Across the Country is as A Result of Poor Conditions of the 
Prisons? 

Response No of Respondents Percentage 

Strongly agreed 37 33.6%% 
Agreed 33 30% 
Disagreed 30 27.3% 
Strongly disagreed 10 9.1% 
Total 110 100% 

Source: Field Data 

The above table, indicates that 63.6% of the total respondents agreed that the jail breaks 
across the country is as a result of poor conditions of the prisons while 36.4% of the respondents 
disagreed with the assertion. 

Summary, Recommendations and Conclusion 
This study is centred on the National Prisons Reform programme of the Government in 

respect to the challenges and prospects of a successful reformation of both the prison's 
infrastructures, the inmates and the prison personnel. 

The four hypotheses were individually tested based on the number of responses obtained and 
analyzed from administered questionnaire from the target population. 
In the final analysis, the results obtained revealed that inadequate infrastructural development, slow 
dispensation of justice unavailability of skilled personnel, inadequate funding, lack of logistics, 
stigmatization of ex-inmates were identified as some of the major challenges faced by the reformers. 
The Government and all those involved in the reformation process must take into cognizance these 
identified variables and find out strategies to counter their effect in order to ensure that the 
reformation programme is successful. 

Admittedly, no individual can meet the needs and aspirations of everybody in his family, so 
also is the government, but concerted efforts should be made to at least alleviate the sufferings of the 
people (inmates and prison personnel). 

Recommendations 
The researchers believe that if the National Prison Reform Programme is to have any 

meaningful impact, the following recommendations should be followed to the latter. 
New prisons with modern facilities should be built to replace the old ones and or general 

rehabilitation of the existing ones should be carried out. 
The Constitution of Federal Republic of Nigeria should be amended as it relates to the Nigerian 
Prison services and their human rights. 

The Ministry of Justice should engage the services of private lawyers to help expeditiously 



dispense the cases of awaiting trials. 
All courts and offices of judges and magistrates should be equipped with modern facilities to aid their 
jobs. 

The Legal Aid Council should be given more empowerment to carry out the duties. The issue of 
parole and amnesty should be accorded more serious consideration. Government should lay less 
emphasis on imprisonment, options like community services, paroles and so on should be explored. 

Inmates with life threatening ailments should be released to their family for proper medical 
care. Bail conditions should be relaxed so that inmates could utilize it. 

All personnel involved in the handling of criminal cases should be well trained and 
remunerated. 

The holding charge which comes under the section 236(6) of the Criminal Procedure Law 
should be expunged from the statute book. 
 

Society's perception of ex-inmates should be changed and this can only be achieved 
through creation of awareness. 

Conclusion 
Nigeria prisons are brimming with inmates. By the last count, over, 40,000 

inmates are housed in the over 227 prisons across the nation. This translates to an 
average of 160 inmates per prison most of which are compact, squalied and seeding. 
This is to say the least, it is shockingly dehumanizing. Even more perplexing is the 
fact that out of the 40,000 inmates 25,000 (65.7%) are awaiting trial while the 
remaining 15,000 are serving various categories of jail terms. This has made Nigerian 
prison conditions one of the worst in the world according to United Nations ranking 
on human rights. 

Needless to say that there is no socio-economic sense in allowing the prison 
to be congested. Rather a congested prison presents a clear and present danger to the 
society. It breeds diseases some of which are contagious. Besides it increases, the 
inclination of inmate to restiveness and agitations as well as in the case of jail breaks 
in Ogwashi - Uku and Port Harcourt prisons respectively. 

The case of inmates some of who have no business being in prison custody 
in the first place is not helping by the dehumanizing conditions of these "prisons. 
The United Nations Standard Minimum rule is that each inmate shall be entitled to a 
space of 3x3 meters but this is not the case in Nigeria. 

I state here that the Executive also significantly contributes to prisons 
congestion through its consistent harsh policies that throws people out of job, close 
down factories and made thousands of fresh graduates unemployed. The effect is 
that some youths in their energetic and productive years have found alternative 
employment in crime and criminality. The executive should as a matter of urgency 
review some of these policies. 

It has also become common place these days for lawyers to seek 
adjournments endlessly which are swiftly granted by judges on flimsy grounds. 
Many cases as a result, have suffered prolonged adjournments, because of no Black 
Maria to convey suspects from prison to court. Judges and Magistrates are subjected 
to rigor of recording proceedings in long hand writing. Most courts in Nigeria in 2006 
still use the manual type-writer to document cases and judgements. Added to that, 
the dearth of judges and magistrates and what you get is one judge being made to treat 
an average of five to ten cases in a day, this is humanly impossible and therefore, 
unacceptable. 

References 

1999 Constitution of the Federal Republic of Nigeria. 

Abisoye Ayo (2003). The imperative of prison reform the guardian, Wednesday August 6 2003, p. 15. 

Adedokun Adeyemi (2004). Pushing prisoners beyond Endurance, the guardian Sunday February 15, 



2004 p. 18. 

Akinlolu Olujimi (2004). Improving prison conditions in Nigeria Vanguard Friday 
October 22, 2004, p. 26. 

Alabi Williams (2004). Pushing prisoners beyond endurance the guardian Sunday 
February 15, 2004 p. 18. 

Bayo Ojo (2005) .Time for Prison reforms daily champion, Monday September 26, 
2005 p. 11. 

Bode Osesami (2003). The imperative of prison reform the guardian, Wednesday August 6 2003, p. 
15 

Bukhari B. (2005). Time for prison reforms daily champion Monday September 26, 
2005 p. 11. 

Chinaka, Okoro (2004) .Pushing prisoners beyond endurance The Guardian, 
Sunday February 15, 2004, p. 18. 

Debo Oladimeji (2003). The imperative of Prisons reform the Guardian, Wednesday, August 6,  

20003, p.15. 

Dele Seleolu (2005). Prisons of pains Sunday independent, September 25, 2005 p. B         11. 

Fola Arthur - Worrey (2004). Pushing prisoners beyond endurance.  The guardian Sunday February 
15, 2004 p. 18. 

Hon Okoya Thomas (2006). Reps and a New War on the Prison The Guardian Tuesday April 4 2006 
p.8. 

Hon Pascal Adigwe (2006). Reps and new war in the prisons The guardian Tuesday April 4, 2006 p. 
8. 

Hon. West Idahosa (2006). Reps and a new war on the prisons the guardian Tuesday April 4 2006, p. 8. 

Hornby A.S (2001). Oxford advance learners dictionary Ibadan University Press Ltd. 

Ibe Stanley (2004). Improving prison conditions in Nigeria Vanguard Friday October 22, 2004, p. 26. 

Irobee I. (2005). Prison condition wardens, prisons authorities tangle Vanguard Friday December 2, 
2005. 

lyorchia Ayu (2003). The imperative of prison reform The guardian, Wednesday August 6, 2003 p. 15. 
^ Magaji M. (2005) .Prison condition: 

Wardens, Prisons authorities Tangle Vanguard Friday December 
2 2005. 

Nike Sotade (2006). A prison system in need of total reform the guardian Friday Aprilr21 2006, p. 11. 

Onwubiko Emmanuel (2005). Time for prison reforms daily champion, Monday September 26, 2005, p. 
11. 

Osagie Obayuwana (2005). Prisons of pains Sunday independent, September 25, 2005, p. B 11. 

Shola O. (2006). Holistic approach to decongestion of Nigeria prisons The Punch, Monday May 1, 
2006, p. 48. 



Shola O. (2006). Prison reforms Sunday champion, Sunday, January 11, 2006       p. 7. 

Stephen Oghenekaro (2005). Prisons of pains Sunday independent, September 25, 2005 p. B. 11. 

Uwais Mary am (2003). The imperative of prison reform the Guardian, Wednesday August 6, 2003, p. 

15. 

Vicent Obia (2005). Prisons of pain daily independent, September 25, 2005 p. B9, 10 & 11. Yemi 

Osibanjo (2003) .Prisons of pains Sunday independent, September 25, 2005, p.         B 11, 
 

 
 


