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Key messages
• The EFCC has had remarkable success with its anti-corruption 

efforts, especially in its early years. However, more recently, 
political interference and procedural ambiguity have blunted 
its operational effectiveness.

• The time has come to consider the most pressing constraints 
for the EFCC and to design effective solutions. Some are 
rooted in structural and operational issues, for example 
the composition of the EFCC board, staffing by the Nigerian 
Police Force – often considered a conflict of interest given the 
Commission’s mandate of pursuing corruption in other public 
institutions – as well as its jurisdictional relationship with the 
Attorney General of the Federation.

• An emerging area that needs urgent reform is the 
management of seized assets. This is currently the sole 
responsibility of the EFCC, but efforts are underway to create 
a separate public body in the interests of accountability. The 
EFCC is opposing this move, which raises questions for some 
around the mismanagement of assets and the legitimacy of 
the Commission.
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Nigeria’s Economic and Financial Crimes Commission 
(EFCC) was created in 2002 to complement the 
Independent Corrupt Practice and Other Related 
Offences Commission (ICPC). This was in response to 
a decision in June 2001 by the Financial Action Task 
Force (FAFT) – the global inter-governmental watchdog 
on money laundering and financial terrorism – to place 
Nigeria on its ignominious list of Non-Cooperating 
Countries and Territories.

While the EFCC quickly made significant efforts to 
address corruption through aggressive investigation, 
prosecution of high-profile offenders and the 
recovery of huge assets, concerns have remained 
regarding the effectiveness of the Commission – and 
particularly about its ability to remain independent 
from political interference.

Delivering against its 
mandate
The EFCC’s mandate was to investigate and prosecute 
all economic and financial crimes including corruption, 
money laundering, advance fee fraud, terrorism and 
terrorist financing. It filled a gap that the Nigerian 
police had woefully failed to address despite its 
dedicated Special Fraud Unit (SFU), and one that the 
ICPC could not resolve due to legal obstacles.1

Early successes informed the enormous support 
and cooperation received from major international 
law enforcement agencies and donors in terms of 
joint investigation, prosecution and training. The US 
Department of Justice, United Nations Office on Drugs 
and Crime (UNODC), European Union (EU), and the 
police forces of the UK, Australia, Germany, France, 
Switzerland and Canada remain valuable EFCC partners 
in combating fraud, money laundering and corruption 
to this day (Malgwi, 2004).

However, one concern regarding the effectiveness 
of the EFCC has been about its ability to remain 
independent from political interference (CDD, 2019). In 
Nigeria, where corruption is a collective action problem, 
interventions by politically exposed persons (PEPs) 

1 Which were only resolved after the Supreme Court decision in Attorney-General of Ogun State & Ors V. Attorney-General of the 
Federation (SC. 137/2001) [2002] NGSC 17 (13 December 2002) (see https://nigerialii.org/ng/judgment/supreme-court/2002/3).

are common. But this is not unique to the EFCC nor to 
Nigeria. Anti-corruption agencies across developing 
countries have frequently been used to further specific 
political agendas and to target the opposition due to 
a weak rule of law (Khan et al., 2019). Consequently, it 
would be unfair to expect the EFCC to outdo its peers.

Research by the SOAS Anti-Corruption Evidence 
consortium (SOAS-ACE) suggests a more realistic 
benchmark of anti-corruption efforts should be based 
not only on how well the EFCC pursues cases where 
the profile and political stakes are high, but that also 
measures effective resolution with prosecutions in 
general (Onyema et al., 2018). Tracking the proportion 
of investigations to prosecutions and prosecutions to 
convictions could shift the focus away from politically 
sensational cases and back to the everyday yet 
consequential corruption that continues to affect the 
quality of life of Nigerian citizens.

In this briefing paper we highlight some of the 
fundamental challenges the EFCC faces in fulfilling 
its mandate, before putting forward pathways 
towards reform.

Structural and operational 
challenges

The composition and function of the 
EFCC board

A fundamental issue that undermines the credibility 
– and as a result the effectiveness – of the EFCC is the 
appointment and authority held by the Chair of the 
Commission and the (dis)function of its board.

The EFCC is managed on a day-to-day basis by the 
Chair and the Secretary of the board, who are both 
full-time members. The Chair is appointed by the 
President of Nigeria and has a renewable tenure of four 
years; the Secretary has a renewable tenure of five 
years. Interestingly, however, the Chair also doubles 
as the Executive Chair of the Commission. This means 
that the Executive Chair offers oversight to themselves 
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as Chair of the board, which clearly does not create 
room for transparency and accountability. And the 
EFCC Chair has significant powers: they oversee all 
arrests, detentions and the prosecution of cases, 
including assets seizure. This power has sometimes 
been exercised in a manner not in accordance with 
the law or in an excessive or unnecessary way. Persons 
have been detained inordinately without charges 
(despite laws that say they cannot be) and orders of 
detention have been renewed severally to continue 
detention of persons in custody.

The EFCC board further comprises four eminent 
members from the private sector, plus ex-officio 
members representing the Attorney General of the 
Federation (AGF), Central Bank of Nigeria, Nigeria 
Customs Service, Department of State Services, Nigeria 
Immigration Service, National Drug Law Enforcement 
Agency, Nigeria Police Force (NPF), National 
Intelligence Agency, Corporate Affairs Commission, 
Security and Exchange Commission, Nigeria Deposit 
Insurance Corporation, Nigerian Communications 
Commission, Ministry of Finance, Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs, Commissioner of Insurance and Postmaster 
General (EFCC, n.d.). The board is therefore unwieldy, 
and some of the agencies need only collaborate with 
the Commission through the instrumentality of a 
memorandum of understanding.

Although the board has a role in setting policy, it 
has no role in operations. The Chair presides over 
quarterly board meetings on EFCC activities, which 
often cover routine matters only. Rarely are operational 
matters discussed – which are the key functions of 
the Commission. When this does happen, it is only to 
inform members of the number of cases investigated 
and prosecuted, and the volume of assets recovered. 
Consequently, board meetings tend to endorse what the 
Chair has presented, rather than providing a platform 
for discussion of major issues. These inadequacies of 
the board have not been helped by the fact that most 
representatives sent by the various agencies are either 
too junior or too timid to express their opinions. 

Staff recruitment and capacity 
building

The EFCC recruits most of its staff directly. Formally, 
recruitment involves a rigorous process: a written 
test, oral interview, and the health, physique, 

intelligence and federal character of an individual 
are all determining factors. However, a significant 
percentage of staff are deployed from the police, and 
it is not uncommon to find political influence shaping 
recruitment decisions.

Over the years, the EFCC has trained its staff at two 
levels: 1) in-house training at the EFCC Academy in 
Karu, Abuja and 2) international training abroad, 
funded either by the EFCC or jointly with its 
international partners. Between 2006 and 2012, the 
Commission implemented a $32 million EU/UNODC 
grant geared towards capacity building and equipment 
support. Within the same period, the Commission 
also implemented a $5 million World Bank grant for 
capacity building as part of a project linked to the 
Federal Government of Nigeria’s Economic Recovery 
and Growth Plan (FG-ERGP). The Centre for Democracy 
and Development upgraded the infrastructures at the 
EFCC Academy in Karu.

At inception, EFCC policy was that 20% of an 
employee’s time should be dedicated to training. 
This was intended to ensure that staff were 
highly professional with the best expertise in 
the investigation and prosecution of economic 
and financial crimes. But this policy has not been 
implemented. Instead, recruited cadets are trained in 
the EFFC Academy in Karu for three to nine months 
in the first instance, and thereafter are deployed to 
various departments to gain practical experience.

The Commission was meant to be a compact agency 
with a small number of staff, who were well-resourced, 
trained and motivated. In reality, with over 4,000 staff, 
the EFCC has a problem in terms of supervision and 
adequately meeting staff welfare requirements.

Too close to the police

The continuous deployment of police officers to the 
Commission has also remained a point of controversy 
between core EFCC staff and the police. And this 
has not been helped by the fact that four EFCC 
Chairpersons to date have been appointed from the 
police. Despite EFCC core staff having been trained 
to bear arms, they have not been able to do so, 
ostensibly to avoid any potential confrontation with 
the police deployed to the Commission. Increasingly, 
core staff argue that the continuous deployment of 
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police officers to the EFCC stalls their professional 
growth and diminishes their motivation to work. 
Moreover, a situation where the police authority posts 
and withdraws officers from the EFCC without the 
request or consent of the Commission is inimical to the 
development of this relatively young institution.

Despite the provisions of the EFCC Establishment Act 
of 2002 (‘the EFCC Act’), which grants the EFCC an 
independent mandate, the Commission is treated by 
the NPF high command as if it is one of its departments. 
This is reinforced by the fact that a good number of 
the departments and units in the EFCC are headed by 
police officers. Although not publicly articulated, a valid 
question is if the police were competent and capable 
of addressing corruption and other economic and 
financial crimes, would the EFCC have been created? 
Furthermore, 18 years after being established, should 
the police continue to man the Commission? This is a 
structural issue that needs to be addressed.

Tensions with the Attorney General 
of the Federation (AGF)

Under Section 43 of the EFCC Act, the AGF is 
authorised to set operational regulations for the 
Commission. Pursuant to that power, the AGF 
introduced regulations concerning the investigation, 
prosecution, and management and disposal of assets 
for a certain class and threshold of cases. But the EFCC 
has never been comfortable with these regulations 
and does not always abide by them.

It is not only desirable but expedient that the EFCC 
works harmoniously with the AGF. If the AGF is 
ignored or is not respected – as is alleged against the 
former acting Chair, Ibrahim Magu – a breakdown 
of relations is likely (Onwuamaeze, 2020). The AGF 
will move to exercise its power under Section 174 of 
the Constitution as amended, which grants the AGF 
the powers to prosecute, take over or discontinue 
criminal proceedings. While this power is meant to be 
exercised for public good, politics often looms large in 
such decisions.

The central authority in the office of the AGF 
responsible for the processing of Mutual Legal 
Assistance requests is crucial in the fight against 
corruption and other financial crimes. Indeed, 
corruption cases with an international dimension 

cannot be investigated or prosecuted without it. While 
the ICPC has succeeded in working in relative harmony 
with the AGF, the EFCC needs to work collaboratively 
too for the sake of anti-corruption and the interests 
of the nation. In the words of the former acting EFCC 
Chair Ibrahim Magu, ‘it is pertinent for us to forget 
about personal interest and consider the overall 
interest of this country and the interest of the EFCC as 
an institution’ (Adeoye, 2017).

Managing missing money

Lastly, another key shortcoming of the EFCC is the 
management of seized assets. Resources derived from 
asset recovery represent a major source of revenue to 
fund development projects in Nigeria – in 2018, 6% of 
the national budget was funded by assets recovered 
from anti-corruption efforts. Asset recovery is not 
just an anti-corruption tool, therefore, but part of the 
development agenda of the country.

And yet the EFCC has consistently opposed the 
establishment of a Proceeds of Crime Agency (PCA) 
to separately manage, dispose of and account for 
recovered assets by all law enforcement agencies. 
In the same vein, it also opposed the creation of 
the Nigerian Financial Intelligence Unit (NFIU) until 
it was established in 2018. As a consequence, the 
Commission faces challenges around transparency and 
accountability, with poor public perception regarding 
mismanagement of recovered assets and corrupt 
practices by the very agency tasked with addressing 
such crimes. The recent investigation of past EFCC 
Chair Ibrahim Magu – who was arrested and brought 
before a judicial panel for allegations of corruption, 
including diverting recovered funds and assets – has 
further damaged the Commission (Adeshokan, 2020).

Strengthening the fight 
against corruption: 
pathways to reform
The EFCC remains one of the most credible and 
effective organisations in Nigeria. In fact, the UNODC 
described the EFCC as the ‘most effective government 
agency in Nigeria’ in a 2017 survey and the 
international community still trusts the EFCC’s capacity 
and ability to a large extent.
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But the office of the EFCC Chair has become even bigger 
than the Commission itself, and the challenges outlined 
above indicate that reforms are clearly needed.

The EFCC Chair and board

Crucially, the Chair of the board should be separate 
from the Executive Chair, so that the former serves 
as an internal oversight mechanism, while the latter 
manages the operations of the Commission. Moreover, 
the appointment process for the Chair should be 
reviewed and the criteria for selecting and removing 
the Chair should be amended in the EFCC Act. The 
sensitivity of anti-corruption work might also make it 
expedient to limit the tenure of the Chair to one term 
every four or five years. This will reduce the possibility 
of the EFCC Chair working with the idea of securing a 
second term or to please political authorities.

Furthermore, the qualifications of the person to 
be appointed as Chair, as stated in the EFCC Act, 
should be amended. The present provision limits 
the appointment to persons with a security or 
law enforcement background and benchmarks 
that qualification to a minimum rank of Assistant 
Commissioner of Police or its equivalent from other 
relevant law enforcement agencies. This has created 
the wrong impression that the Chair must be a police 
officer, serving or retired. The best practice is to 
appoint a person with relevant experience in anti-
corruption work and integrity, as is the process for the 
head of the ICPC. 

The recent appointment of Mr Abdulrasheed Bawa, 
an experienced EFCC investigator, as the new Chair 
of the Commission may have finally put paid to this 
confusion, but amendments to the EFCC Act are still 
required that open space for the appointment of its 
Chair from a wider pool of competent anti-corruption 
experts. Furthermore, amendments should also 
disallow any person to act in that office for more than 
three months without confirmation by the Senate. An 
acting Chair is more beholden to political authorities 
and works to ingratiate themselves to the ruling party 
to secure confirmation or be retained in office. This is 
antithetical to the spirit of anti-corruption work.

Section 3 of the EFCC Act should also be amended to 
the effect that the removal of the EFCC Chair from 
office will be subject to the approval of a two-thirds 

majority of the Senate sitting in full plenary. As further 
protection to the EFCC Chair, the President – as a 
requirement for appointment and consistent with the 
Open Government Partnership with which Nigeria is a 
signatory (OGP, 2020) – should be made to assure the 
nation and the international community in writing that 
the EFCC Chair will not be removed from office except 
for good and justifiable reasons. These reasons should 
be publicly disclosed and the removal processed in 
accordance with the law.

To improve the efficiency of the Commission, agencies 
that do not need to sit on the EFCC board should 
be delisted. This includes the National Insurance 
Commission, the Postmaster General, the Nigeria 
Deposit Insurance Corporation, the Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs and the Nigeria Immigration Service, for example.

Institutional independence from the 
police

Pertaining to the EFCC’s relationship with the police, 
we recommend that the two bodies are further 
delinked, and that the NPF allows the EFCC room to 
perform its independent mandate. The EFCC needs 
to immediately institute a programme for a phased 
return of police officers to allow its core staff to grow 
and to manage the Commission effectively. In 2009, 
a committee was to be constituted to work out the 
modalities for police de-secondment. It was also 
agreed that police officers who express interest in 
switching to the EFCC be screened, interviewed and 
selected on merit to remain. This process has stalled 
but should be revived. It is in the interest of both the 
police and the EFCC to operate independently but in 
close collaboration.

Institutional independence for the AGF

Presently, the position of the AGF is fused with the 
Minister of Justice. The argument to separate the two 
has a near-public consensus.

Reform in this regard has the potential to address 
the strained relationship between the EFCC and the 
AGF. Since the EFCC is an independent anti-corruption 
body, it should not report to the AGF or any other 
office. Although this is the best practice as provided 
by the United Nations Convention against Corruption 
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(UNCAC) (UNGA, 2003), a complete absence of 
oversight by another government entity is impossible 
in practice, however. Not even the National Assembly 
or the Judiciary – a separate arm of government – is 
that independent. When separated from the Minister 
of Justice, the AGF could therefore be a civil servant, 
answerable to the Minister.

Although there can be no guarantee that the office of 
the AGF will be completely apolitical, its neutrality will 
likely improve post-restructuring. It is thus important 
to think through the nature of the relationship that will 
guide the EFCC and the new AGF by detailing a clear 
framework. Without this, any separation of the AGF 
and Minister of Justice will be merely superficial.

Transparent management of assets

Finally, the establishment of an agency that is separate 
from the EFCC and that is dedicated to disposing of and 
utilising recovered assets will help to reduce popular 
perceptions of mismanagement and corruption. 
Recovered assets must be transparently managed 
and utilised for the public good. Only then will citizens 
change their view of a recurring cycle running from 
one corrupt regime to another, with the same assets 
re-plundered. 

Those managing recovered assets must be 
accountable for every penny recovered. To this end, 
an independent agency with the right expertise needs 
to be created, which briefs the public on a regular 
basis and which involves credible and reputable civil 
society groups in disposal and utilisation programmes. 
For the sake of transparency and to prevent further 
accusations of corruption, the EFCC should also 
reconsider its opposition to the PCA.
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