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UNDERSTANDING THE CODE OF CONDUCT FOR COURT 

EMPLOYEES IN NIGERIA. 

BY  

ABDUL K. YUSUF* 

 

1.0 Preface 

I am humbled and delighted to speak on this matter that is of such great 

relevance to the Judiciary of our great nation, Nigeria. My sincere gratitude 

goes to My Lord, the Honourable Administrator of the National Judicial 

Institute, Hon. Justice Salisu Garuba (Rtd), and the Deputy Director/ Overseer 

Studies Department for granting me the privilege to deliver a paper at this 

Workshop. 

1.1Introduction/Scope of Discussion 

Every profession has its Code of Conduct and Professional Ethics, written or 

unwritten, for the control and management of the conduct of its members. The 

legal profession, for instance, one of the oldest in the world, is not an exception1. 

The legal profession in Nigeria falls into two neat categories: the Bench and the 

Bar2, and until recently, only the Bar had written ethics governing its members3. 

Prior to the publication of the Code of Conduct for Court Employees of the 

Federal Republic of Nigeria, the operation of an unwritten code of conduct for 

court staff gave rise to speculation or conjecture as to what amounted to unruly 

behaviour or vice versa. However with the publication of the said code, arguments, 
 

*Abdul Yusuf K, LL.B, B.L, LLM (In view) Principal Studies Fellow, National Judicial Institute, Abuja. 
1 The profession has well established code of conduct and professional ethics governing the conduct of its 
members. 
2 The Bench consists of judicial officers while the Bar consists of lawyers. 
3 See The Rules of Professional conduct in Legal Profession, 1980. Additionally, being public officers, the members 
of the Bench are governed by the Code of Conduct for Public Officers set out in the Fifth Schedule to the 
Constitution of the Federal Republic of Nigeria, 1999. There were at times disagreements and disputes as to 
whether certain behaviours were punishable as unethical, particularly in borderline or hybrid situations. This and 
other reasons led to the publication of the Code of Conduct for Judicial Officers of the Federal Republic of Nigeria in 
1998 by the National Judicial Institute under the able chairmanship of the Honourable, the Chief Justice of Nigeria, 
Hon. Justice M.L. Uwais, GCON.  
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disagreements and disputes as to whether certain behaviours are punishable as 

unethical or not have been laid to rest. The publication of the Code of Conduct is 

regarded as a major breakthrough in the Judiciary because it provides in a single 

handy pamphlet a document containing the “dos” and “don’ts” of members of the 

Nigerian Judiciary and this goes to the credit of the Honourable Chief Justice who 

by the publication of the code realised the dreams of the staff of the Judiciary 

which had been in incubation for some years.4 The Code of Conduct for Court 

Employees applies to both Lawyers and Non-Lawyers who work in the Judiciary. 

This paper will appraise the Four Rules of the Code of Conduct for Court 

Employees which are sub-divided into sub-rules and paragraphs. Efforts will be 

made here to include certain areas which are not covered in the code. In addition 

this paper will examine the spheres of ideal form of life and conduct set up by the 

court to govern its employees. They are the “supreme good” of the employees 

because they are good in themselves. Thus every court employee is expected to 

aspire to their attainment, and to succeed in attaining them. Where a Court 

Employee is found wanting in the Code of Conduct for Court Employees, he 

stands the risk of professional discipline. 

1.2Preamble 

The Preamble to the Code of Conduct for Court Employees submits that the Code 

is adopted and prescribed effective 1st March, 2004. Furthermore the preamble 

admonishes Court Employees that their statutory duties prescribed by law take 

precedence over all other activities. 

1.3Applicability 

A Court Employee, for the purposes of the Code of Conduct, means all categories 

of employees involved in the day-to-day administration of the Court, other than 

Judicial Officers. As it is, the definition of a Court Employee in the Code is 

comprehensive. 

 
4 One of the dreams of the profession is provided for in the preamble in the following terms “And whereas it is 
desirable that a standard of conduct which a Court Employee should observe be prescribed and published for the 
information of the Court Employee and the public in general so that the objectives set out in this preamble may be 
achieved”.  
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It also includes employees of all Special Courts, Tribunals, Commissions of 

Enquiry, staff of the respective Federal and State Judicial Service Commissions 

and Federal Capital Territory Judicial Service Committee; as well as such other 

bodies set up to perform judicial and quasi-judicial functions.5The comprehensive 

definition in the Code is commendable. 

By implication therefore the Code of Conduct for Court Employees applies to 

Chief Registrars, Deputy Chief Registrars, Directors and Secretaries of Judicial 

Service Commissions/Committee. 

1.4Accountability 

Rule 1 of the Code of Conduct provides for the avoidance of waste or 

misappropriation of public resources in all activities of a Court Employee. A Court 

Employee is a custodian of the public resources that are placed at his disposal. 

Funds should be expended carefully and only for the purposes intended by the 

funding unit. Pitfalls could include such temptations as personal telephone calls at 

the Court’s expense, or personal use of government property (that is the Court’s 

property) such as pens, pencils, stationery, printers, computers, vehicles, etc; other 

than the official purpose which it is meant for.6 The Code of Conduct even 

stipulates that where applicable, a Court Employee must declare his assets upon 

appointment and subsequently, as may be required by Law.7 

A Court Employee must avoid revealing information accruing to him/her by virtue 

of his/her official duties. Confidentiality is required of Court Employees as 

sensitive information acquired by Court Employees in the course of performing 

their official duties should never be revealed until it is made a matter of public 

record. Furthermore, a great deal of discretion is required of Court Employees even 

when the information becomes public. 

Thus a Court Employee is prohibited by the Code of Conduct from speaking to the 

media or granting interviews in his personal capacity as a free citizen in a way that 

may be injurious to the collective integrity of his employment8. In addition, the 

Code of Conduct prohibits Court Employees from disclosing to any unauthorised 
 

5 See Explanations, page 2 of the Code. 
6  See Rule 1 (A) of the Code of Conduct for Court Employees. 
7 See Rule 1 (A) (4), ibid 
8 See Rule 1 (B) (1), ibid 
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person any confidential information which may have come to his knowledge in the 

course of his employment.9It is important to note that as human beings; sometimes 

breaches of confidentiality do not involve intentional disclosures of official Court 

records.  Some are as a result of innocent and casual remarks about pending or 

closed cases, or about parties in litigation, which could give lawyers, litigants and 

reporters confidential information. Such remarks can seriously compromise a case 

or a person’s standing in the community. Court employees should therefore mind 

the way they discuss cases in public with discretion. 

The ethics of the profession demand that a Court Employee should not comment 

publicly or even privately on a case in his court. On no account should he discuss a 

matter pending in his Court with his wife (or the husband in respect of a female 

court employee). He or She should keep the matter to himself/herself. 

There is so much temptation, but he must not succumb to temptation. A Court 

Employee should not address the press or talk to the press on general issues. The 

press is not for him neither is he for the press. Consequently, a Court Employee is 

prohibited from giving out any official document of the judiciary in any form 

without authorization.10 

1.5Relationships 

Rule 2 of the Code of Conduct for Court Employees seeks to regulate the 

interactions of the Court staff both within and outside the Court premises. For 

instance in accordance with the fundamental rights entrenched in the 

Constitution,11 a Court Employee is like any other citizens entitled to freedom of 

expression, belief, association and assembly PROVIDED, however, that in 

exercising such rights, he shall always conduct himself in such a manner as to 

preserve the dignity of his office as well as the impartiality and independence of 

the Judiciary. 

 
9 See Rule 1 (B) (2), ibid 
10 Rule 1 (B) (3), ibid 
11 See Sections 39 and 40 of the 1999 Constitution. 
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Therefore Court Employees are prohibited or proscribed from belonging to or 

taking part in any society, club or organisation the membership of which is 

incompatible with the function and dignity of his office.12 

A Court Employee’s participation in societies or organisations should not intrude 

into the workplace through the displaying of literature, badges, signs or other 

material advertising a cause, party, or club membership. Soliciting or receiving 

funds at the workplace for the sake of any association by a Court Employee is 

therefore inappropriate; alas this practice is common place nowadays amongst 

Court Employees. 

In line with this Rule therefore, no government equipment or resources of any kind 

are to be used for promoting any club or organisational activities in the workplace 

before, during or after working hours. Likewise, a Court Employee should not use 

any personal relationship that he might have with a Judge or other superior officer 

at the Court to lobby or influence official decisions that affect him or others.13 

A Court Employee in the course of his employment comes into frequent contact 

with lawyers, litigants, and other members of the public who have dealings with 

the Court. However, he must be very cautious not to become familiar with these 

individuals since doing so would give the appearance of partiality. 

Thus a Court Employee is admonished by the Code to avoid close personal 

association with individuals, lawyers, litigants, and members of the public, where 

such association may reasonably give rise to suspicion or appearance of partiality 

or favouritism.14 

Court Employees should treat everyone with the same courtesy, tact and respect. 

The giving of special privileges or exemptions by an employee to certain people 

gives the impression that they are more favoured than others and reflects poorly on 

the notion that the Judicial System and its employees are impartial. 

Thus a Court Employee shall not discriminate on the basis of, nor display by words 

or conduct, a bias or prejudice based upon tribe, religion, colour, nationality, 

 
12 Rule 2 (B), Code of Conduct for Court Employees. 
13 Rule 2 (A) (2),ibid 
14 Rule 2 (A) (1), ibid 
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gender or other protected group, in the conduct of service to the Court and public.15 

The official actions of a Court Employee should not be affected or appear to be 

affected by kinship, religion, rank, position or influence of any party or person. 

On a daily basis, Court Employees are called upon to assist lawyers, litigants and 

the general public. It is each Court Employee’s responsibility to provide these 

Court users with the utmost service, regardless of the individual’s race, religion, 

gender, nationality etc. No form of discrimination is acceptable and when 

discovered should be exposed and eliminated. 

Furthermore a Court Employee is required to carry out his or her responsibilities to 

the public in a timely, impartial, diligent and courteous manner.16 

1.6 Business and Financial Activities 

A Court Employee is prohibited from engaging in any type of trade or business in 

Court premises during office hours, neither is it permissible to encourage others to 

do so.17 

1.7Personal Enrichment 

This concept generally addresses the use of a Court position to secure “privileges” 

or “exemptions”. Generally these would be special considerations given by others 

to the employee specifically because of his position as a Court Employee. The 

solicitation or acceptance of a gift with the understanding that something will be 

done in return contravenes the ideals expressed in this section. Public service 

should be delivered impartially, with equal service to all users. The administration 

of justice is subverted if employees appear to deliver service in exchange for a 

reward. All users of the justice system must be treated equally. 

Thus a Court Employee shall not use or accept to use his position or office to 

secure unwarranted privileges, gratify or confer any corrupt or unfair advantage 

upon himself or any relation or associate.18 

 

 
15 Rule 2 (C)1, ibid 
16 Rule 2(C)2, ibid 
17Rule 3 (A) (5), ibid. 
18  Rule 3 (A) (1), ibid. 
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In addition a Court Employee is prohibited from soliciting, requesting or 

accepting any compensation or fee beyond that received from the employer 

for work done in the course of his duty.19 A Court Employee may not abuse 

his or her position by using the resources, property and funds under his 

control for purposes other than those for which they are meant.20 

 

Furthermore a Court Employee is prohibited from appropriating to himself 

or disbursing by way of loan to himself or any person, court fees, fines or 

other funds in his custody.21 

 

1.8Acceptance of Gifts 

 

Gifts of any sort raise a question as to the independence of the Court 

Employee, and are therefore prohibited. An understanding may be tacit on 

the part of the donor that the Court Employee will look favourably upon the 

donor in the future. It will certainly seem so to observers. Seemingly small 

and innocent gifts may soon lead to larger ones, more and more threatening 

the integrity of the Court Employee. The compensation of Court Employees 

is to be provided by their funding unit through their salary and benefits. An 

employee should not request or accept any additional compensation for 

doing his duty as a Court Employee. Acceptance of any additional 

compensation for doing his duty gives rise to the impression that the Court 

Employee will be responsive to the needs of the donor. 

 

Thus a Court Employee (as a condition for the performance of his duties) 

shall neither ask for nor accept, for himself or on behalf of any person, any 

gift or benefit of any kind on account of anything done or omitted to be done 

by him in the discharge of the duties of his office.22 

 

A Court Employee is however permitted to accept: 

 
19 Rule 3 (A) (2), ibid. 
20 Rule 3 (A) (3), ibid. 
21 Rule 3 (A) (7), ibid. 
22 Rule 3 (A) (8) (a), ibid. 
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(a) Personal gifts or benefits from relatives or personal friends to such extent 

and on such occasions as are recognized by custom; 

(b) Books supplied by publishers on a complimentary basis; 

(c) A loan from lending institutions in its regular course of business on the 

same terms generally available to people who are not Court Employees; 

(d) A scholarship or fellowship award on the same terms applied to other 

applicants.23 

1.9Practice of Law 

A Court Employee should not practise law or act as an arbitrator. A Court 

Employee is prohibited from soliciting patronage from litigants or members 

of the public for purposes of preparing affidavits or other processes for 

monetary consideration or utilizes the Court’s resources or property for such 

purposes.24 

 

Court Employees are not permitted to practice law, with the exception of 

those employees who are qualified legal practitioners required by their 

statutory duties to offer legal guidance. However, the general prohibition 

against the giving of legal advice does not mean that employees should be 

afraid to provide excellent and accurate information about the Court and 

Court process as authorised by law. 

 

Consequently a Court Employee may not offer legal advice, canvass, tout, 

and or present himself in such a manner as to give the impression of being 

capable of influencing the course of justice.25 

 

2.0Conflict of Interest. 

 

A Conflict of Interest exists when the Court Employee’s ability to perform 

his duty is impaired or when the Court Employee, his family or business 

would derive some benefits as a result of his position within the Court 

System. 

 
23 Rule 3 (A) (8) (b), ibid. 
24  Rule 3 (A) (4), ibid. 
25  Rule 3 (A) (6), ibid. 



10 | P a g e  
 

 

It is therefore required that Court Employees avoid situations that would 

impair their ability to fulfil that obligation. The Court Employee like every 

other Nigerian has the constitutional right of freedom of association. Though 

he has such constitutional freedom, the ethics of his chosen profession seem 

to place some restrictions on his freedom of association. A Court Employee 

could be seen in public but not in every public place. He could be seen in 

public but not regularly, as a matter of daily routine. A Court Employee 

could be seen in public but not to tell the immediate world around that he is 

a court employee.  In other words, a court employee should on no account, 

attract attention of the public to his presence. 

 

The ideal situation is for a Court Employee to be seen mainly in three 

places: his residence, his office (the court) and his place of worship. Since 

this is humanly impossible, he has to use his discretion to the extent that he 

is scarcely seen in public and only when it is absolutely necessary to do so. 

He should try as much as possible to avoid parties. He should also be able to 

choose wisely which parties to attend whether official or domestic. On no 

account should a Court Employee attend any party, official or domestic, 

where he has to compromise his position as a court staff either immediately 

after the party or in the future. His best suggested attitude ought to be to 

politely reject the invitation. It is in his interest and in the interest of the job 

that he does so. The average Nigerian loves parties. He cannot do without 

them, particularly weekends and public holidays. Parties are therefore part of 

the way of life of an average Nigerian. A court employee is not an average 

Nigerian and so he should not attend parties indiscriminately. 

 

The court employee’s life of isolation means so much to him and his work. It 

extends to keeping less friends and acquaintances. Again, the ideal situation 

is for a court employee not to keep any friends, permanent or transient. 

However, since this is not humanly possible, he is well advised to select the 

company he keeps. On no account should he keep the company of people of 

low moral virtue. 
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The Court Employee’s position within the Court system must be his primary 

employment. Outside employment26 must be fulfilled outside the normal 

working hours of the Court and must not be in conflict or interfere with the 

performance of the employee’s duties and responsibilities in the Court. 

Consequently, no form of private business shall be performed utilizing the 

resources of the Court nor shall the private business require or induce the 

employee to disclose information acquired in the course of his official 

duties. Such private business should not reflect adversely on the integrity of 

the Court. 

 

Thus Court Employees should not take up employment with private 

chambers or other agencies as there may be conflict of interest in the event 

that such private chamber has a matter in the same court where 

compromised court staffs works. 

 

2.1Decorum and Comportment 

 

A Court Employee shall attend to all enquiries from lawyers, litigants and 

members of the public with the utmost courtesy and without employing foul 

or indecent language.27 The Court is a very sacred constitutional institution; 

it is indeed a formidable part of the third arm of government, which is the 

Judiciary. The law places it in a revered position, thus it is surrounded by an 

aura of legalism and formalism. The Court is not like every other institution 

or body; it is placed in an exalted position, and it should remain so for all 

times, not necessarily for the personal edification of the Judge, Court 

Registrar or other supportive staff. Thus the Court Employee must uphold 

the aura and dignity of the Court as this is in the overall interest of the 

administration of justice. 

 

Court Employees are highly visible in action and conduct and these reflect 

not only themselves, but the Court as well. Improper behaviour or the 

appearance thereof may compromise an employee’s professional integrity. 

 
26  Outside employment here would refer to farming/agro allied ventures as public servants are only allowed to 
venture into agriculture aside their paid employment. 
27  Rule 4 (1), ibid. 
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Before taking a particular action, Court Employees must consider its 

propriety. Employees should conduct themselves in a manner that 

commands public trust and confidence. 

Furthermore a Court Employee is expected to be punctual to work and not 

absent himself from duty without leave or permission from his superior 

officer, first sought and obtained.28 

 

There is however one clear example of instance of intentional disobedience 

of court rules and that is in respect of the sitting time. Most Court staff 

disobeys this rule and arrives late. Where Judicial Officers fail to sit at 

9.00am (save for ill-health and for good reason) they may not be able to 

correct erring Court Employees who are habitual late-comers. The Court 

Employee however must not wait for his Judge to correct him before he 

takes his job serious. Punctuality is a work ethic required of all officers in 

the Judiciary, be it Judicial Officer or Court Staff. 

 

2.2Administrative Duties 

 

A Court Employee should diligently discharge his administrative duties, 

maintain professional competence in judicial administration and facilitate 

the performance of the administrative duties of Judicial Officers as well as 

other court officials. 

Chief Registrars, Deputy Chief Registrars, Directors and Secretaries of 

Judicial Service Commissions/Committee should observe the standards of 

fidelity and diligence that apply to them. 

 

A Court employee on becoming aware of reliable evidence of unethical or 

unprofessional conduct of another Court Officer should immediately take 

adequate steps to report the same to the appropriate body bestowed with 

disciplinary powers on the matter complained of.29 The reality of this rule is 

that same is difficult to achieve in practice as the Nigerian attitude as a 

brother’s keeper and not becoming a person responsible for the downfall of a 

colleague will always play to the disadvantage of the rule. 
 

28  Rule 4 (4), ibid. 
29  Rule 4 (6), ibid. 
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In the exercise of his administrative duties, a Court Employee must avoid 

any improper conduct. To this end improper conduct would of course 

include sexual harassment of a colleague or some other subordinate junior 

officer. In Nigeria, sexual harassment is always looked from the point of a 

male officer harassing a female colleague. It is not looked from the point of 

female Court Employees harassing a junior male officer. Such is also a 

possibility. 

 

Furthermore it is required of every Court Employee to be formally dressed 

while on duty. A Court Employee must avoid all forms of inappropriate and 

indecent dressing30.It is also required of Court Employees to study and 

comply with the laws, rules of Court, and schedule of duties which are 

applicable to him or her. 

 

In addition he/she should conduct himself or herself at all times in a manner 

which promotes public confidence in the integrity, impartiality and 

independence of the Judiciary.31 The employee’s position within the Court 

system must be his/her primary employment. Therefore he or she must carry 

out promptly any official directive or instruction from a superior officer and 

be committed in the discharge of his duties.32 

 

2.3The Corrupt Court Employee 

 

One innate and cancerous problem in the world is corruption. It is a problem 

which the whole world openly disclaims and detests, but which 

unfortunately is the bane of the entire globe. It is the issue most talked about 

in the contemporary world and yet no solution has been found. Corruption is 

a social malady, not only in the developing economies but also in developed 

ones. 

Corruption in any of its social forms is inimical to the judicial process. It is 

antithesis to the judicial process. Both cannot operate in the same boat or run 

 
30  Rule 4 (5), ibid. 
31  Rule 4 (3), ibid. 
32  Rule 4 (2), ibid. 
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a race in the same track. Therefore a court employee who is corrupt is the 

greatest enemy of the judicial process. Such a person is certainly living in 

opposite camps with judicialism; he remains a perpetual obstacle in the way 

of justice until perhaps nemesis catches up with him or her. 

 

2.4 Sanctions 

 

The breach or violation of any rule contained in the Code of Conduct for 

Court Employees constitutes gross misconduct or misbehaviour and shall 

attract disciplinary action. Furthermore any disciplinary action meted out to 

an erring court employee shall be without prejudice to the penalty which 

may be imposed by any law where the breach is also a criminal offence.33 

 

2.5Conclusion 

 

We have examined some specific aspects of the Code of Conduct and 

Professional Ethics for Court Employees. It should be mentioned that Court 

Employees must ensure that they meet up with the standards expected of 

them as unethical behaviour obstructs the judicial process. 

 

The Judiciary is indeed a very sacred institution, thus it is placed in a very 

exalted position in the society. Where the Court Employee is seen to behave 

in an unruly manner such behaviour detracts from the aura and dignity of the 

Court. 

 

Indeed all that a Court Employee is expected to do is to uphold the age long 

conservative tradition of the Judiciary in order that the institution is not 

disparaged or brought to public opprobrium and public contempt. 

 

Thank you. 

 

 

 
33  See the subhead ‘Sanctions’; ibid 


