Nigerian Government must Demonstrate a Commitment to Stop Violence against Women
- Lloyd Okereafor(
As we mark the World AIDS Day today, December 1st 2006, it may well be an occasion to reflect on governmental policies and/ or omissions which denigrate the global fight against AIDS and other sexually transmitted diseases (STD’s). One of such incidents is the failure of the Nigerian Government to discharge its international human rights obligations by translating same into national law, policy and practice, and which has once again come under severe criticism. This time the emphasis is on the reported failure of the Nigerian authorities to bring to justice, state actors like the police and other security forces implicated in widespread allegations of rape and other sexual violence against women and girls across the country, resulting in tolerance of the social vice and its continued perpetration by those entrusted with the security of citizens’ lives and properties. 
This was disclosed by Amnesty International, in a report titled, Nigeria: Rape- the Silent Weapon recently released in Nigeria as part of its global Stop Violence against Women Campaign. Though the report is not the first of its kind indicting Nigerian authorities of grave human rights violations, its wide research, particularized case studies and even reference to official statistics would make it difficult for the government to disavow the report. Denying the allegations would be unacceptable to the teeming mass of Nigerians who would rather wish to see some governmental action directed at investigation of named incidents and concomitant prosecution of identified culprits. This piece therefore examines details of the report and some of the challenges it has thrown up for the Nigerian authorities in the face of its disclosures.  
The 40 page report identified rape as an endemic problem in Nigeria which persists because of the state’s failure to tackle discrimination against women or address the entrenched culture of impunity for human rights violations committed by the police and security forces, for whom rape has become a weapon of intimidation of entire communities especially in the Niger Delta, to protect oil production. 
The report confirms what civil society groups have long maintained is a troubling degree of human rights violations in Nigeria, and a more distressing reluctance of the federal government to stop these abuses and bring perpetrators, especially state actors, to justice. Notwithstanding the profound and very long- term physical, psychological and social consequences of rape, physical injuries, unwanted pregnancies, psychological trauma and rejection by families, including spouses and communities (which sufferings are compounded by the denial of any form of justice or reparations), the perpetrators of rape and other sexual offences against women seem to be taking advantage of the difficulties associated with reporting cases of rape by victims. These obstacles include societal stigmatization, intimidation by the police, indifference of the state and the knowledge that the perpetrator is unlikely to be brought to book. 

Despite available local legislation and Nigeria’s ratification of the UN Convention on the elimination of all Forms of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW), The Rome Statute of the International Criminal Court, the Protocol of the African Charter on Human and People’s Rights on the Rights of Women in Africa, the UN Convention against Torture, and other treaties which prohibit violence against women,  Amnesty International noted that prosecutions for rape are brought only in a limited number of cases. Victims are sometimes pressured into withdrawing the case or their parents prefer financial settlement out-of –court to a criminal prosecution. Where cases are brought to court, prosecutions sometimes fail because police refer cases to courts lacking jurisdiction and progress is then obstructed by the slow administration of the judicial system. In some cases the alleged perpetrator is charged with a less serious criminal offence. In a few cases where convictions are secured, judges seldom impose the maximum sentence, thus demonstrating an apparent failure of the judiciary to acknowledge the gravity of the crime. In addition, compensation is rarely awarded because of the absence of appropriate legislation. 
Addressing the issue of rape by the police, the report maintained that women have been raped by the police on the street; while being transferred to police stations; while in police custody or even when visiting male detainees. Though the Commissioners of Police of Lagos and Enugu states reportedly denied knowledge of any such incidents, reports by human rights organizations showed the contrary and suggested cover-ups by police officers for one another.

Amnesty International also reported widely –alleged cases of rape by security forces engaged in peace keeping operations in Ogoniland, Odi, Odioma, and Ugborodo, all in the Niger delta, and inadequate government response to address the incidents, alluding to a lack of political will to do so. The report sadly noted as follows:

“Investigations by the government into human rights violations (covering the period of 1966-1999) by the security forces in ogoniland has been limited to the work of the Oputa Panel. Although other cases from the Niger Delta may have been considered, those from Ogoniland were prominent during the Oputa Panel Hearings. The panel’s public hearings included sessions in Port Harcourt where the experiences of victims, including women who had been raped by members of the security forces, and their families were documented”. 

And regretted that:

The report of the Panel was submitted to the Federal Government in May 2002 but has yet to be made fully public and accessible to the Nigerian people. No one has been brought to justice for the human rights violations committed in Ogoniland and no reparations have been awarded to the victims, many of whom continue to suffer the physical and psychological effects of these violations more than 10 years later.          
One observable limitation of the report was the lack of official statistics of rape and other violence against women which made it difficult for Amnesty International to establish accurately its true scale, as well as the extent of direct state involvement in perpetrating gender -based violence against women or state failure to prosecute and punish perpetrators of rape. Added to the lack of official statistics is the low- level of reporting of cases of rape which inhibits the collection of data. Amnesty International reported that its entreaties to some government agencies disclosed the existence of a policy not to make public any records it holds of incidents of gender- based violence in general or of rape in particular, and consequently no reports were received from any of the agencies, resulting in recourse to reports by the media and local and international civil society groups, which in any case disclosed startling statistics.

This scenario clearly reenacts what had been a big source of challenge to human rights reporting in Nigeria, and raises concerns for the speedy assent to the Freedom of Information Bill already passed by the National Assembly. It is hoped that when operational, the Freedom of Information Act would successfully address the issue of lack of access to public records especially in cases of suspected withholding of information.   
Amnesty International called on the Federal and State authorities, civil society groups in Nigeria, and the international community to urgently address the legal and social systems that tolerate rape and sexual violence on a wide scale, and recommends a range of specific actions which should be taken as swiftly as possible to give meaningful effect to the international treaties Nigeria has ratified and end impunity for violence against women.
The Recommendations include initiation of public education programmes on ending violence against women, domestication of the UN Convention on the elimination of all Forms of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW), systematic and comprehensive documentation of cases of violence against women, harmonization of punishment for rape with the gravity of the crime, provision of gender sensitivity training to the police and security forces, judges, and other officials in the criminal justice system, and lawyers, repeal of the Public Officers Protection Act to ensure it does not prevent or hinder prosecution of state actors charged for rape, and urgent publication of the report and recommendations of the Committee on the Review of Discriminatory Laws against Women as well as an action plan for its implementation.

There are of course, other recommendations which the report has not covered, but are vital to the reform of the Nigerian police and security forces. Notwithstanding this however, the report clearly indicts the government of President Obasanjo for gross human rights abuses, and failure to respect the human rights of Nigerian women. It is a welcome and bold statement by an international body and it reinforces and reproduces the concerns of domestic and international human rights organizations about the worsening human rights situation in Nigeria. 

President Olusegun Obasanjo must respond to these concerns in a constructive way, sidestepping his administration’s often stereotypical but redundant practice of maligning the motives of those who investigate and report on Nigeria’s human rights failures. The administration must make a realistic and sincere re-assessment of its commitment to human rights and decide to remedy the many errors and weaknesses of its current bearing. The government must translate Nigeria’s transition to democracy seven years ago into real civil benefits for the Nigerian people, whose rights are being crudely and brutally violated by State run institutions. 

Signed,
Lloyd Okereafor
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