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This presentation is based on my experience on my current project on the digitization of customary court cases in South Western Nigeria. I will like to acknowledge Social Sciences & Humanities Research Council (SSHRC) for providing funding for the initial part of this project. Thanks to Prof. Victor Essien for inviting me to make a presentation to the African Group; and to all librarians who keep asking questions about this part of the world . Customary law is based on the tradition, customs and values of the people and it varies in different ways. And these customs and values are unwritten but are applied by the courts. The project is an opportunity to document the activities of the lower court which assists the common man in the society to solve their problems. In a continent that is prone to man made disasters, digitization is the only option available to preserve these kind of materials. My long term goal is to extend this to other levels of court in Nigeria and ensure that they make some if not all of their cases available freely on the Internet.
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Map taken from - http://www.nnadeaf.org/images/Map_of_Nigeria.jpg. The South West is coded in blue on the left hand corner of the map. There are 6 states but I have chosen 2 prominent states (Oyo & Ogun) out of the six.



 Overview of Project 
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• Scope – Focus is on the Ethnic/Non-Moslem customary law in 
South Western Nigeria 

• Coverage – February 2013 onwards 

• Jurisdiction – South Western Nigeria with emphasis on 
Oyo State (Ibadan) & Ogun State (Abeokuta) 

• Objective - to make court decisions freely available 
electronically 
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The project features ethnic/non-Moslem customary law because the population in the South West are predominantly Christians. I have chosen 2 prominent states in the South Western part of Nigeria. I went to the courts to participate at the seatings, took my notes and recorded some of the sessions. I will be translating and writing a summary of each case and with the permission of the state government post them on the Internet.



Introduction to Nigerian Legal System  

#AALL13 

Nature of the legal system 
• Federal system 
• Plural legal system 
Sources of Law 
• Constitution - http://www.nigeria-law.org/ConstitutionOfTheFederalRepublicOfNigeria.htm 

• Legislation 
• English law 
• Customary law 
• Islamic law 
• Judicial precedent 

 

http://www.nigeria-law.org/ConstitutionOfTheFederalRepublicOfNigeria.htm
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It is important to mention briefly the nature of the Nigerian legal system and sources of law. Recommended readings are at the end of the slides.
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Here is an illustration of the court system in Nigeria. As you will see Customary courts are the lowest in the hierarchy of courts.



Role of Customary Law  
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• Customary law is a description and not a single term.  
• Customary law covers various legal systems depicting each tribe’s 

customs and values.  
• Ethnic or non-Moslem customary law and Moslem customary law. 
• Ethnic or non-Moslem customary law derives from the customs and 

values of a particular ethnic group which makes it indigenous. 
• Moslem customary law is part of a religion which was introduced to 

the country. 
• Used as a point of fact in family, land and commercial transaction 

cases especially in colonial and post-colonial times. 
• Post independence customary courts were officially set up in 

different regions and states. 
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For more details on the role of customary law and any historical facts, please see my additional readings at the end of the slide. You can also find additional information in the latest research guide on Customary law published by the Law Library of Congress.



 Customary Court System 
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• Lowest court in the legal system 
• Adjudicates only civil actions 
• Most accessible to the common man in terms of costs 

and logistics 
• Parties do not require legal representation, they can 

represent themselves 
• Empowers and facilitates quick and fast access to justice 
• Adjudicated by laypersons 
• The head of the court is called President and seats with 

3 other lay persons 
• Appeals from this court goes to the High Court and then 

to the Customary Court of Appeal 
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The courts are usually located within easy access to the citizens. They don’t need any legal representation, they are able to relate their story themselves and usually in the local dialect.



 Customary Courts - Operation 
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• Managed by the Judiciary in each state 
• Adjudicated by lay persons who are appointed 

by the Attorney General & Chief Judge of each 
state  

• Lay persons educated and highly 
knowledgeable in local customs and traditions, 
very well respected in their community 
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Here is the organizational structure of the Ogun State Judiciary which monitors the activities of the Customary courts. A list of the courts with the names of the Presidents is at the bottom of the chart; this allows the Chief Registrar’s office to monitor the activities of the court.



 Reasons for Project, Projected Outcome & Benefits to Legal Research 

#AALL13 

• Digitizing oral and unwritten work 
• Permanent record for customary court 

decisions especially for reference 
purposes 

• Open access 
• Understanding of culture and values of 

that part of the world 
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Here my reasons for embarking on the project, benefits and projected outcome of the project.



 Challenges 
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• Lack of funds 
• Intense travel that need funding 
• Political climate 
• Reorganization and restructuring 

exercises in most states 
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Nigeria is a young democratic state with many teething problems, more over many of the leaders are just introducing changes to governance structure. This includes the judiciary, where a lot of reorganization is ongoing. For example in Oyo state which is the second state I will be working on, the customary court activities have been suspended for a few months because the state government is reorganizing and reviewing the structure as well as making new appointments.



Schedule 
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February 2013 to March 2014 
• Divided into 3 phases 
 Phase 1   
Site visits, recording, transcribing, editing, website/blog creation, 
posting of cases 

 Phase 2  
More site visits, Sourcing for funding to support project 

 Phase 3 
More reporting 
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Questions and Answers 

Contact: 
Room 1011C, Ignat Kaneff Building, Osgoode 
Hall Law School, York University, 4700 Keele 
Street, Toronto, Ontario, Canada. M3 
Email: ydina@osgoode.yorku.ca 
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Thank you!
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