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Abstract 

The establishment of the Economic and Financial Crimes Commission (EFCC) in 2002 

opened a vista of hope in the fight against corruption in Nigeria. This paper appraises the 

EFCC’s fight against corruption especially that the commission is often criticized in the 

public space for politicizing corruption and unleashing political vendetta on political 

opponents. The paper contends that on balance, the EFCC has succeeded in making huge 

recoveries and has convicted high profile individuals. This feat has assisted in minimizing 

corruption immensely. But on the flip side, the commission has also swarm in dirty political 

waters thereby creating the perception that it is “politically selective” in prosecuting corrupt 

cases with a view to unleashing  political vendetta on political opponents of a sitting 

President. The controversial and unceremonious manner in which Chairmen of the 

commission exit office further underpins the political intrigues that color the fight against 

corruption in Nigeria. The paper concludes that unless the commission is made independent, 

the tendency to also use it for selfish political goals will continue to subsist. Weak institutions 

are often amenable to manipulations. The analyses are drawn from primary and secondary 

sources. 
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Introduction 

Corruption has for long been recognized as a challenge militating against development. It is a 

problem not just in the developing World but it also finds expression in the developed 

hemisphere. In the particular case of Nigeria, corruption is widespread and endemic. 

Onyekakeyah (2006) bemoans the enormity of the problem thus: 

What else could have brazenly subjugated and enslaved Nigeria 

and its people? The slave trade did not bring ruin to the entire 

Africa in such a magnitude. The Nigerian civil war did not cost the 

country such whopping material fortune. Nothing indeed has 

inflicted such grave injury that has bled this nation and pauperized 

its people… our past leaders corruptly stole our collective 

patrimony, which could have recreated the beauty and glory of 

Western Europe fourteen times. 

 

Every government in Nigeria publicly acknowledged the problem of corruption and promised 

to combat it. During the military era, corruption was cited as an excuse for effectuating 

regime change.  But the mechanisms put in place for fighting corruption yielded minimal 

success.  

The democratic experience inaugurated in 1999 provided an opportunity for a renewed 

attempt at combating corruption especially that the country was at the time under intense 

international pressure to erect an institutional structure for fighting corruption. It is worth 

noting that Nigeria as from the year 2000 was listed as a non-cooperative country by the 

Financial Action Task Force (FATF). Thus, international pressure provided grounding for the 

setting up of the Economic and Financial Crimes Commission (EFCC) by the Olusegun 

Obasanjo administration in 2002. The EFCC law was re-enacted in 2004. 

From its establishment, the EFCC has been criticized for being an institution for unleashing 

political vendetta more than it has fought corruption (Dianami, 2006; Bello-Imam, 2005). 

Proponents of this view contend that the selection of cases for prosecution is often based on 

political considerations wherein political opponents are specially singled out for prosecution 

while corrupt citizens close to a sitting President are shielded. Torulagha (2017) provides a 

summation of the allegation against the EFCC in the public space so succinctly that we bare it 

all: 

…since its inception, the EFCC has always been very tactical in 

targeting suspected financial embezzlers. It does so by not focusing 

its probing tentacles on Nigerians who are aligned with a sitting 

President. This pattern of selective investigation of corruption 

began during the administration of Chief/Gen. Olusegun Obasanjo 

when the commission focused its investigative effort towards the 

political opponents of the President. This tradition has become a 

standard operating procedure for the commission… However, it 

appears to have overplayed the tradition of selective enforcement 

of the anti-corruption laws in the current administration, thereby 

revealing to the entire World that its war against corruption is 

tactically directed at stifling political opposition and not at 

stopping corruption per se. 

To what extent is this true of the EFCC? This paper interrogates this question.  
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For a logical analysis, the paper is structured in sections. The first section introduces the 

thrust of the discourse. The second section contextualizes corruption as referenced in the 

paper. The third section scopes the operational objectives of the EFCC and scales the 

magnitude of corruption as well as interventions to contain the menace. The fourth section 

interrogates criticisms against the EFCC particularly as it relates to political vendetta. The 

concluding thoughts are in the fifth section. 

Contextualizing Corruption in Nigeria  

Corruption is a worldwide challenge that has since gained acknowledgement as an anti-

development clog. Governments across the world prioritize fighting corruption irrespective of 

their ideological hues. Governmental and non-governmental organizations have emerged to 

mobilize against corruption using varying strategies. The problem of corruption is even more 

worrying in the developing world given the implications it generates for foreign investment, 

economic growth, poverty reduction, infrastructural development and security. And as 

Johnston (1997) adds, it could also undermine political institutions significantly by 

weakening the legitimacy and accountability of governments. Nonetheless, it suffices to note 

that corruption is not a negative phenomenon in all ramifications because by circumventing 

cumbersome bottlenecks business transactions could be fast tracked remarkably. 

In Nigeria, the challenge of corruption had long been recognized and mechanisms erected to 

contain it but it was until 2002 that an institutional body specifically designed to fight 

corruption was established. The establishment of the Economic and Financial Crimes 

Commission (EFCC) signaled a renewed vigor to frontally confront the vagaries of 

corruption. However, the effectiveness of the institution in fighting corruption is criticized 

and often labeled as an institution for political vendetta.  To dilate on the extent to which this 

is true of the EFCC or not, it is important to first contextualize the sense in which corruption 

is employed in the discourse.  

The World Bank (1997) conceptualizes corruption as “the abuse of public power for private 

benefit”. For Transparency International, Corruption is “the abuse of entrusted power for 

private gain” (TI, 1996). Otite (1986: 12) provides an expansive definition thus: 

State of affairs through bribery, favor or moral depravity; when at 

least, two parties have interacted to change the structure or process 

of society or the behavior of functionaries in order to provide 

dishonest, unfaithful or defiled situations, then, corruption has 

taken place. It therefore involves the injection of additional but 

improper transactions aimed at changing the normal course of 

events and altering judgments and positions of events. 

 

These definitional postulations indicate various dimensions of corruption. They particularly 

highlight manipulative processes, alteration of norms, ethics and laid down rules for self-

interest or third party interest. However, it is imperative to observe that in defining 

corruption, there is no uniformity of views. How it is also defined derives from the enabling 

laws operational in a particular environment. 

In Nigeria, the 1999 constitution in the Fifth Schedule prohibits public officers from 

accepting property or benefits of any kind for him/herself or any other person on account of 

anything done or omitted to be done by him in the discharge of his duties (The Constitution, 

1999). Similarly, the EFCC Act in section 46 defines economic crime as a nonviolent 

criminal activity committed with the objectives of earning wealth illegally. The Act mandates 
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the EFCC to combat financial and economic crimes and empowers it to prevent, investigate, 

prosecute and penalize economic and financial crimes. The Corrupt Practices &Other Related 

Offences Act (ICPC) on its part prohibits the various perceived acts of corrupt practices 

arising from interactions or transactions involving public/government officers and the general 

public or private individuals. These legal constructs essentially provide the sense in which 

corruption is referenced in Nigeria. From this frame, it is also clear that there are several 

dimensions of corruption that may not necessarily be financial crimes. However, in this 

discourse we are particularly concerned with financial crime which is a major form of 

corruption under the purview of the EFCC. By political vendetta we mean a strong desire to 

victimize a person on account of his political linings or ideological standpoint. In the context 

of this discourse, political vendetta is used in reference to EFCC’s alleged selectivity in 

picking out political opponents of a sitting government for prosecution on account of 

corruption. 

The EFCC, Scale of Corruption and Interventions 

The need for a specialized institution of government to checkmate corruption gained 

particular recognition globally as from the 1980s. In Nigeria, the idea was compelled by the 

listing of the country in the Financial Action Task Force’s list of non-cooperative countries. 

A central requirement for delisting was the establishment of a financial intelligence unit. 

Consequently, the administration of Olusegun Obasanjo established the EFCC in 2002 and 

the statute was re-enacted in 2004. 

The statute establishing the EFCC accorded it the following responsibilities; 

(a) Investigate and prosecute economic and financial crimes. Section 47 listed out 

financial crimes to include bank frauds, tax evasion, capital market fraud, etc. 

(b) Be national coordinator for anti- money laundering. 

(c) Be the designated Nigerian Financial Intelligence Unit. 

(d) Implement the provisions of the Advance fee Fraud Act, Failed Banks Decree, money 

laundering Act and the Banks and other Financial Institutions Decree. 

From this frame of reference, the EFCC has been performing different shades of financial 

security responsibilities. 

Whilst there is seeming consensus on the dangers of corruption and the need to fight it, how 

to do it, is a contentious subject that continues to generate variegated viewpoints. In fact, 

even the constitutionality of the EFCC has been questioned by many legal luminaries. 

Professor Ben Nwabueze, a leading light in Constitutional law lampoons the legality of the 

EFCC thus: 

The Economic and Financial Crimes Commission (EFCC) is one 

of the monstrous instruments of personal power employed by 

President Obasanjo in the service of his lawless State. The 

lawlessness of the commission has two aspects-the illegality (i.e. 

the unconstitutionality) of its powers or many of them under its 

constituents statute the , the EFCC (Establishment) Act 2004, and 

the illegality of its actions taken purportedly pursuant to, but which 

are not within its illegal powers; that is to say, of double 

illegality…(Nwabueze, 2007)  

Nwabueze’s views represent the most forceful criticism of the EFCC’s prosecutorial powers. 

Nonetheless, the argument suffices that the EFCC is a creation of an Act of parliament and it 
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is this that empowers the commission to prosecute financial crimes. In spite of the misgivings 

over the constitutionality of the commission, the fact that it has given fillip to the fight 

against corruption cannot be dismissed and as of date, no court of law has pronounced the 

commission as an illegal outfit. 

The magnitude of corruption in Nigeria is alarming and pervades all sectors. This gives vent 

to the often canvassed opinion that it is a cultural phenomenon. Corruption as earlier 

indicated is not just a Nigerian problem; it traverses all nations and creeds. It is informed by 

greed, avarice and selfish propensities (Gray& Kaufmann, 1998). In the case of Nigeria, the 

tendency for corruption is ignited by unbridled craves for materialism and flamboyance. 

Many a Nigerian quantifies everything about life in terms of money, property acquisition, 

fame and so on. An insignificant few strive for honesty, humility and selflessness. The cost 

and scale of corruption is therefore gargantuan. A plethora of implications arising from the 

expanding coast of corruption in Nigeria could be delineated from various frontiers. For 

example, corruption misallocates resources that could otherwise be used for the provision of 

essential services, fosters misguided and unresponsive policies and regulations, lowers 

investment levels, reduces competition, efficiency, and exacerbates poverty and inequality 

amongst others (Ayua, 2001).  

The need to fight corruption is therefore a task that deserves seriousness because it clogs 

collective development of society. For instance, in 2004, the EFCC reported that it had 

recovered more than N 100 billion and arrested more than 500 persons for money laundering. 

In 2006, Nuhu Ribadu, the erstwhile Chairman of the EFCC at a presentation to the United 

States Congressional House Committee on International Development on May 18, submitted 

that the commission; “recorded fifty-six convictions on corruption, money laundering, oil 

pipeline vandalism and (other) related offences. Assets well over $5billion have been frozen 

and seized from corrupt officials, their agents and cronies…” (Ribadu, 2006).  In 2011, 

Farida Waziri, the EFCC chairperson at the time while presenting a paper to the Nigeria-

British chamber of commerce informed that the commission had secured over 600 

convictions, recovered over $11billion since inception and that the high profile convictions 

were Tafa Balogun, Diepriye Alamisigha, Bode George, Cecilia Ibru, Luck Igbinedion 

among others. The EFCC under the tenure of Ibrahim Magu is reported to have secured 103 

convictions in 2015, 109 in 2016, 189 in 2017, 315 in 2018, 1281 in 2019 and 243 in 

2020(This Day Newspaper, 2020). The high profile convictions were that of Jolly Nyame 

from Taraba State and Joshua Dariye from Plateau State. The commission also secured the 

conviction of former Abia State Governor, Orji Uzo Kalu but the Supreme Court recently set 

aside his conviction on technical grounds and ordered a retrial. 

Table 1. 

EFCC’S TABLE OF RECOVERIES (June 2008-March2011) 

S/N SECTOR AMOUNT 

1. Banking N650 Billion 

2. Taxation N3.5 Billion 

3. Local Business/Firms N150 Billion 

4.  Multinational Penalties N36 Billion 

5 Others (Forfeitures, AFF etc) N135.5 Billion 

Total  N975, Billion 

Source: F. Waziri, (2011) “The Economic and Financial Crimes  

Commission’s critical role in growing the Economy” Paper presented  

At the Nigeria-British Chamber of Commerce, Lagos. 
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Table 2. 

 

EFCC’s CONVICTIONS, 2015-2020 

S/N YEAR OF CONVICTION NUMBER OF PERSONS 

CONVICTED 

1. 2015 103 

2. 2016 109 

3 2017 189 

4 2018 315 

5 2019 1281 

6. 2020 243 

Source: ThisDay Newspaper, June 21, 2020. 

 

On the whole, these convictions are indicative of the scale of official corruption in Nigeria. It 

is also a pointer to the fact that indeed the establishment of the EFCC is worthwhile. But what 

remains a contested subject is the alleged “selectivity” of the commission’s operations.  We 

shall engage this issue in the next section. 

Between Combating Corruption and Political Vendetta: Deconstructing the 

Argumentum 

A major criticism against the EFCC since inception has been its alleged selectivity in 

prosecuting corrupt cases. Proponents of this view argue that the EFCC is often used to melt 

political vendetta to political opponents rather than fight corruption. This accusation 

continues to recurrently find expression in the political space. For example, during the build 

up to the 2007 general elections, the EFCC came out with a list of allegedly corrupt persons 

seeking elective offices, who in its judgment should not be presented as candidates by their 

parties. This particular action was interpreted to mean that the commission arrogated to itself 

the role of an investigator, prosecutor and judge. But as the Guardian Newspaper opines; 

Once the EFCC defines its role as that of excluding the corrupt 

from the process of governance, it places itself squarely within the 

bracket of seeds that higher powers could manipulate to win 

pyrrhic victories on the electoral draughts board. There is a clear 

conflation of roles involved here because fighting corruption is not 

in the same line of business as excluding the corrupt from the 

process of governance. Fighting corruption can yield exclusion 

from governance but excluding people from governance without 

proving corruption is itself a very corrupt and fraudulent act 

(Guardian, 2007). 

 

The above considered view illuminates very clearly the conflation of roles and the attempt by 

the EFCC to invade the political space and assume the role of a clearing agent. The EFCC 

controversial list of corrupt politicians included top contenders like Vice-President, Atiku 

Abubakar (Presidential candidate of the Action Congress (AC), Orji Uzor Kalu, the then 

governor of Abia State and Presidential candidate of the Progressive People’s Alliance 

(PPA). The EFCC’s arrogation of a political role shaped the perception that it is been used for 

political vendetta. Auwalu Yadudu, a law Professor alludes to this suspicion thus: 

 



International Journal of Research in Education and Sustainable Development | ISSN: 2782-7666 

Vol. 1, Issue 11 (November, 2021) | www.ijaar.org  

 

7 
 

I find it very curious why an agency established for the purpose of 

fighting economic crimes and also whose mandate is clear cut 

should choose to adopt or assume a mandate that you can hardly 

find under the law establishing it… there are people that are being 

suspected of one malpractice or another and they are so 

conspicuously absent from that list… these people appear to be 

either too close to Mr. President or somehow they are too powerful 

to be put on that list…what the EFCC is doing is precisely that 

kind of gimmick that the military have used in the screening 

process of which “we know who would succeed us” and therefore 

if you happen not to be one of those in their good books, they 

would find a way of frustrating your efforts or making sure you 

don’t even stand for an election(Guardian, 2007). 

A further example that lends credence to the political vendetta intuition is the case of 

Olusegun Mimiko in 2007. The Labour party’s candidate for the gubernatorial elections in 

Ondo State was not in the EFCC’S list of corrupt politicians. However, at a campaign rally 

for the People’s Democratic Party (PDP), The President at the time, Olusegun Obasanjo 

stated publicly that the EFCC was after Mimiko to stop him from becoming governor for 

resigning from the PDP and his cabinet, where he was the Minister of Housing and Urban 

Development to contest the elections after he had begged him not to resign (Okoi-Uyouyo, 

2008). This comment by a sitting President is not only unfortunate, it essentially indicates 

how institutions could be deployed to serve narrow political interests. 

Aside the exclusion tactic, State legislators were intimidated, coerced and blackmailed to 

impeach State governors to enable the legislators escape prosecution even if both were 

suspected to be guilty of same offence. Former governors like Diepreye Alamieyeseigha  of 

Bayelsa State, Joshua Dariye of Plateau State and Ayo Fayose of Ekiti State suffered this fate 

during the period. At the same time, many more politicians who were perceived to be loyal to 

the government were treated as sacred cows. The EFCC has in the past deployed crude tactics 

to raid the homes of judges at night in a bid to intimidate them into passing judgments that 

align with the commission’s wishes. An EFCC private prosecutor, Festus Keyamo insinuates 

presidential control of cases to prosecute when he states thus: 

You don’t go picking (arresting) a high profile serving government 

official without clearing from the President. Whoever is the EFCC 

chairman, he can’t go beyond the wish of the President. If he does, 

he would be removed the next day…At the end of the day, anyone 

who is the Chairman of the EFCC will have to read the body 

language of Mr. President to do what he wants (Human Rights 

Watch Interview, 2011) 

 

Another worrying development that suggests political undertones in the operations of the 

EFCC relate to the political struggles over appointment and removal of the commission’s 

chairpersons. Beginning from Nuhu Ribadu the first chairman to Ibrahim Magu, all 

succeeding chairmen were removed from office unceremoniously and in circumstances 

indicative of political maneuvers by power brokers. For example,  Nuhu Ribadu was booted 

out of office, demoted in 2008, Farida Waziri was sacked in 2011, Ibrahim Lamorde was 

removed under probe in 2015 and Ibrahim Magu was arrested, detained, grilled and removed 

in 2020. The recurring cold and open warfare between Attorney Generals of the Federation 

(AGF) and EFCC chairpersons further point to the politicization of the fight against 
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corruption. The power struggles between AGFs and EFCC chairpersons first came to 

limelight during the reign of Nuhu Ribadu. AGF, Michael Aondokaa and Ribadu were often 

entangled in disagreements over cases to prosecute. A copious instance was the James Ibori 

case, a close ally of the then sitting president, Umaru Musa Yar’adua. The disagreements 

culminated in the removal of Nuhu Ribadu from office. Farida Waziri succeeded Ribadu, 

during her reign too, there was much disagreements between her and AGF, Mohammed 

Adoke culminating in her removal from office unceremoniously. The third most celebrated 

struggle was between Ibrahim Magu and the current AGF, Abubakar Malami.  Magu was 

eventually arrested, detained and relieved of his appointment in a very humiliating manner. 

Clearly, the AGFs are the albatross of EFCC chairmen. This shows how political interests 

influence EFCC operations. 

The role of the judiciary in delaying and sometimes undermining EFCC’s prosecutorial fight 

against corruption stand out for particular mention. And a ready example to pinpoint is the 

former governor James Ibori’s case in Delta State. When the EFCC proffered 170 criminal 

count charges against Ibori, a High Court judge in Delta State simply dismissed all the 

charges on the flimsy excuse that the EFCC had failed to produce a written statement by the 

man who allegedly conveyed the bribe and that by failing to do this, the prosecution’s eye 

witness testimony amounted to “worthless hearsay evidence”. This sort of judicial 

pronouncement is antithetical to the fight against corruption and indicative of judicial 

manipulation of judgments relating to prominent political figures.   

A perusal of the evidences above shows that indeed the commission has also served narrow 

political interests. But this does not diminish the fact that it has to a reasonable degree 

successfully prosecuted proven cases of corruption across the political spectrum. In a country 

where corruption is endemic, the issue of political selectivity and vendetta is often the case 

especially when institutions are weak. Thus, for the fight against corruption to be effective 

and transparent; the EFCC must be insulated against political interferences. So long as the 

institution is controlled by the presidency, the tendency to use it for political vendetta will 

continue to suffice. Unless the institution is strengthened and the procedures of the 

commission made transparent, the credibility of the EFCC will continue to raise dust. 

Conclusion 

The idealism underlining the establishment of the EFCC is without doubt well consummated. 

Corruption is indeed a cankerworm that must be engaged frontally. This paper interrogated 

allegations in public discourse that the EFCC is selective in choice of cases for prosecution 

and is been used for political vendetta. The paper contended that available evidence provides 

grounding for the “political vendetta” insinuation but the fact that the EFCC has reasonably 

fought corruption cannot be denied. The lack of independence of the commission is blamed 

for the political interferences that have largely portrayed it as an institution for unleashing 

political vendetta on political opponents of the government in power. The paper therefore 

concluded that the commission will be better placed to combat corruption if it is delinked 

from political control and adequately funded to carry out the fundamental objective of 

minimizing rapacious corruption in the Nigerian society.  
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