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APPRECIATION 

I would begin by expressing my gratitude to the Administrator of the National 

Judicial Institute, Hon Justice Salisu Garba Abdullahi, for finding me worthy 

and giving me the opportunity to present this paper. 

 

1.0  INTRODUCTION 

The holding of public employment in the Judiciary is a public trust justified 

by the confidence that the citizenry reposes in the integrity of Judicial officers 

and employees of the judiciary. A code of conduct as prescribed by the court 

is a vital instrument embodied with a set of rules, values, principles and 

standards that outline and obligate employees and staff of the court to observe 

high levels of standard and behaviour in preservation of the integrity and the 

core value of the court. Court employees are expected to abide by the 

standards and principles set out in the Code of Conduct in tandem with 

fulfilment of the duties assigned to them. Irrespective of the aforementioned, 

court employees are mandated to also adhere to other laws such as the 

Constitution and other laws and regulations in force in the country and should 

never be a party to their evasion. It is therefore not only apt but appropriate 

that the Rules of Code of Conduct for both Court Employees and Judicial 

Officers be discussed regularly at Workshops. In similar vein, today’s Topic 

for discussion: “Application of The Code of Conduct for Court 

Employees” is not only germane due to frequent infractions of its provisions 

by court employees, but never seizes to be obsolete. Therefore, this paper aims 

to give an overview of the provisions embedded in the Code of Conduct for 

Court employees as well as a practical guide to the adherence to its principle. 

The paper further examines ethical conduct required of a court employee. 
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2.0  APPLICABILITY OF CODE CONDUCT 

This Code of Conduct shall apply to all categories of Court Employees in all 

Courts in the Federal Republic of Nigeria.1 

The term Court Employees applies to all categories of employees involved in 

the day-to-day administration of the Court except for Judicial Officers. The 

applicability of the Code of Conduct shall also include 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 and such other bodies set up to perform Judicial 

and quasi-Judicial functions.2 

 

3.0  IMPORTANCE OF THE CODE OF CONDUCT FOR COURT 

  EMPLOYEES 

The Code of Conduct for Court Employees came into force on 1st of March 

2004. It was designed to regulate the conduct of court employees throughout 

the Federation. The judiciary staff are duty bound to observe the Code of 

Conduct for court employees during and outside their workplace.  

The reason for the enactment of this Code and why it is important to study it 

is not farfetched. As a foundational document, it provides the framework court 

employees must adhere to in carrying out their responsibilities. The Code of 

Conduct for Court Employees provides a common set of rules or standards 

regulating the activities of employees. It sets out clearly and articulately, 

 
1 Preamble to the Code of Conduct, page 2. 
2 ibid 
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unacceptable behaviours as well as providing a vision for which court 

employees strive to achieve.3 It helps develop an in-depth understanding of 

right and wrong that helps us make informed decisions.4 It defines Best 

Practices for our profession and provide a ‘’seal of approval’’ that those 

outside the profession can look for when accessing court services.5 It also sets 

out consequences that may arise as a result of the violation of any of the  Rules 

contained in the Code. 

Therefore, as court workers who assist judges in determining disputes, 

participants must ensure that they do not act in a manner that will bring down 

the reputation of the Judiciary whom they represent which is a highly revered 

institution in the society. 

4.0  JUDICIAL ETHICS 

Ethics basically means principles of right action. "Ethics of a Profession" 

means the general body of rules, written or unwritten relative to the conduct 

of the members of the profession intended to guide them in maintaining certain 

basic standards of behavior.6 Judicial ethics consists of the standards and 

norms that bear on court employees and covers such matters as how to 

maintain independence, impartiality, and avoid impropriety.7 

As court employees, it is important to behave ethically so that justice can be 

provided through a system that assures equal access for the fair and timely 

resolution of cases. Also, the public and court users will refer to our court 

system as accessible, fair, consistent, responsive, free of discrimination, 

 
3 Ethics Codes and Conduct as Tools for Promoting an Ethical and Professional Public Service: Comparative 
Successes and Lessons. Stuart C. Gilman, Ph.D. Prepared for the PREM, the World Bank Washington DC, winter 
2005. https://www.oecd.org/mena/governance/35521418.pdf . Accessed18th July 2022.  
4 Why do we study ethics. www.enotes.com . accessed 18th July 2022. 
5 Code of Ethics: Why are they Important? Tirrah Switzer, your membership by Community Brands.15th June 
2020. www.yourmembership.com. Accessed 18th July 2022. 
6 Blacks law dictionary 6 th edition. 
7 Judicial ethics /wex legal dictionary. 

https://www.oecd.org/mena/governance/35521418.pdf
http://www.enotes.com/
http://www.yourmembership.com/
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independent and well-organised.8 This will certainly improve public trust and 

confidence in the Judiciary. 

For a clearer understanding of the applicability of the Code of Conduct for 

Court Employees, it is imperative to give an overview of the Rules as provided 

in the Code as follows: 

5.1 RULE 1: ACCOUNTABILITY9 

This rule consists of two sub-rules:  

5.1.1 Rule A. Resources, Property and Funds   

Court employees are enjoined by this rule to be accountable in all their 

dealings. The position a judiciary staff holds is “a position of trust” reposed 

on him regarding the resources, property and funds entrusted in his care.10 The 

resources and property under the care of a court employee must be judiciously 

used in accordance with extant rules and regulations. Funds must be applied 

to the purpose for which they are meant for. Therefore, a judiciary staff must 

be prudent with the funds and resources under his control. The only acceptable 

means of dealing with the property entrusted in the judiciary staff is by making 

sure that due process is followed. 

5.1.2 Rule B. Confidential Information. 

The disclosure of information about a particular case by a Court Employee 

without following the prescribed procedure infringes on the Rule of 

Confidentiality of Information. The provision of this sub-rule implies that 

sensitive information received by Court employees while performing official 

 
8 Ethics for court employees. Minnesota Judicial Branch. 
https://www.unodc.org/res/ji/import/codes_of_conduct/minnesota_ethics__training/minnesota_ethics_train
ing. Accessed 19th July 2022. 
9 See Rule 1(A) of the Code of Conduct for Court Employees 
10 Understanding the implications of the code of conduct for court employees in Nigeria, Najeeb Bello 
Mahmoud, A Paper Presented At The refresher course for secretaries protocol officers, court registrars, 
process clerks and bailiffs on 13th may   2016 at the national judicial institute Abuja 

https://www.unodc.org/res/ji/import/codes_of_conduct/minnesota_ethics__training/minnesota_ethics_training
https://www.unodc.org/res/ji/import/codes_of_conduct/minnesota_ethics__training/minnesota_ethics_training
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duties should never be revealed until it is made a matter of public record.11 

That is, even when the information becomes public, a great deal of discretion 

is required before such can be revealed. Note that not in all cases are breaches 

of confidentiality intentional. Sometimes, these breaches arise due to 

unintended/casual remarks about pending or draft judgments, undelivered 

judgments, court/chamber memos to litigants or media personnel/reporters. 

Such remarks can seriously compromise a case or a person’s standing in the 

society. If Court employees must discuss a case, this must be only for 

legitimate reasons, and in compliance with the laid down rules. Court 

employees are therefore, expected to handle sensitive matters discretely and 

with due diligence. 

5.2 RULE 2: RELATIONSHIPS12 

Rule 2 covers Associations, Membership in Organizations and Impartiality. 

5.2.1 Rule 2 (A) Associations- A court employee in the course of his 

employment may for one reason or the other come in contact with lawyers, 

litigants, and other members of the public who may have pending cases in the 

Court, as such must show restraint and cautiousness so as not to become overly 

familiar with the above-mentioned persons to the detriment of his 

responsibilities. In so doing, an employee will wave off the impression of 

impartiality in the eyes of the society and litigants. This means that a court 

employee must limit social activities detrimental to their obligations in order 

to prevent the “close personal associations” mentioned in the Code. 

Likewise, a Court Employee should not use any personal relationship that he 

might have with a Judge or other superior officer in the Court to lobby or 

influence official decisions that affect him or others.  

 
11 See Guidelines to Rule 1 (B) Code of Conduct for Court Employees, page 4. 
12 See rule 2, page 4 Code of Conduct for Court employees 
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Further, no court user under this rule should suffer a disadvantage, prejudice 

or discrimination on grounds such as race, ethnicity, religion, gender or tribe. 

This is not just the Code of Conduct for Court Employees provision but also 

a provision of the Constitution that forbids discrimination against citizens by 

reasons of ethnicity, sex, religion, political opinion, or circumstances of a 

person’s birth. Therefore, discrimination against any of the categories of 

persons provided under the constitutional provision mentioned above by a 

court employee in the course of his/her official obligations will be violating 

both the Constitution and the Code which may expose the employee to civil 

liability for infringement of constitutionally protected rights.13 

5.2.2 Rule 2 (B) Membership in Organizations – a court employee’s 

activities outside of official duties should not detract from the dignity of the 

court, interfere with the performance of official duties, or adversely reflect on 

the operation and respect of the court or office the court employee serves. 

Subject to the forgoing standards and the other provisions of this Code, a court 

employee should refrain from partisan political activities; should not act as a 

leader or hold any office in a partisan political organization; should not make 

speeches for or publicly endorse or oppose a partisan political organization or 

candidate; should not solicit funds for or contribute to a partisan political 

organization, candidate or event; should not become a candidate for partisan 

political office and should not otherwise actively engage in partisan political 

activities. 

A conflict of interest may likely arise when the duties a court employer owed 

to the court are or could be in conflict with the duties an employee owes to a 

 
13 Section 42 of the Constitution of the Federal Republic of Nigeria (1999 as amended) 
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group or an association. Therefore, this Rule strongly forbids the membership 

of such associations or organizations. 

Though the Constitution has guaranteed Freedom of Association, a court staff 

is required by the Code to restrict their behavior so as avoid compromising 

their job. 

Furthermore, this sub rule also presupposes that a Court Employee’s 

participation in societies or organizations 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 is not appropriate. In addition, no government equipment or 

resources of any kind are to be used for promoting any club or organizational 

activities in the workplace before, during or after work hours. 

5.2.3 Rule 2 (C) Impartiality – By this Sub Rule, Court Employees 

should treat all persons 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 favored than others and reflects poorly on the 

notion that the judicial system and its employees are impartial. The official 

actions of an employee should not be affected or appear to be affected by 

kinship, rank, position or influence of any party or person. 

From day to day, Court Employees are called upon to assist lawyers, litigants 

and the general public. It is the responsibility of the Court Employee to 

provide these Court users with the utmost service, regardless of the 

individual’s race, religion, gender, nationality, or tribe. No form of 

discrimination is acceptable and when discovered should be exposed and 

eliminated. 14 A court employee according to this rule, is to always ensure that 

 
14 See Guidelines to Rule 2 Code of Conduct for Court Employees, pages 5-6. 
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court users without exceptions are accorded respectful, diligent and courteous 

services. 

5.3 RULE 3: ABUSE OF POSITION 

This Rule covers Personal Enrichment and Conflict of Interest. 

5.3.1 Rule 3 (A) Personal Enrichment –This Sub Rule addresses the 

concept of the use of a Court position to secure “privileges” or “exemptions”. 

Generally, these would be special considerations given by others to the 

employees 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 and 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.15 

Gifts of any sort from litigants raises a question as to the independence of the 

employee and are therefore prohibited. An understanding may be tacit on the 

part of the donor that the employee will look favorably upon the donor in the 

future. Seemingly small and innocent gifts may soon lead to larger ones, 

resulting in threats to the integrity of the employee. The compensation of 

Court Employees is to be provided by the 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. Doing so gives rise to 

the impression that the Court Employee will be responsive to the needs of the 

donor. 

It is noteworthy that, violation of this rule will not only infringe on the Code 

of Conduct but Criminal Law as well. Section 98 of the Criminal Code forbids 

 
15 Ibid Code of Conduct for Court Employees pages 7-9 
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Corruption and Abuse of Office. The penalty provided under the Criminal 

Code for contravening this section is 7 years imprisonment. Therefore, using 

an employee’s position to ask, request for or obtain benefits in the form of 

‘settlement’ or ‘tips’ in consideration of service rendered by a court staff 

which ordinarily such staff is employed to render, amounts to corruption and 

abuse of office. 

Furthermore, Court Employees are also not permitted to practice law, except 

for 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 authorized by law. 

5.3.2 Rule 3 (B) Conflict of Interest –A conflict of interest exists when 

the employee’s ability to perform his duty is impaired or when the Court 

Employee, his family or business would derive some benefits because of his 

position within the Court system. It is, therefore, required that employees 

avoid situations that would impair their ability to fulfil that obligation. The 

employee’s position within the Court system must be his primary 

employment. Outside employment must be fulfilled outside the normal work 

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. 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. Court Employees should also 

not take up employment with private chambers or any other agencies. 
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A conflict of interest may also arise where the commitments and obligations 

owed by an individual member of staff of the court, are likely to be 

compromised, or may appear to be compromised, by; That employees 

personal gain, or gain to immediate family member or a person with whom 

the employee has a close personal relationship, whether financial or otherwise, 

or  the commitments and obligations that person owes to another person or 

body in the case of membership of associations or groups which is also 

forbidden by Rule 2. A conflict of interest also arises when the best interests 

of an individual employee are, or could be, different from the best interest of 

the court itself. Conflicts of interest can give rise to several problems, few 

amongst which are; 

• They result in decisions or actions that are not in the best interest of the 

court 

•  Risk the impression that the court has acted improperly.  

Even a mere inclination of conflict of interest can damage the court’s 

reputation, therefore conflicts of interest is required to be curbed in a careful 

manner. Duty to declare a possible conflict applies to the perception of the 

situation rather than the actual existence of a conflict. However, the rule is not 

infringed if the situation cannot reasonably be regarded as likely to give rise 

to a conflict of interest. 

A financial conflict of interest for the purpose of this Code, is one where there 

is, or appears to be opportunity for personal financial gain, financial gain to 

close relatives or close friends, or where it might be reasonable for another 

party to take the view that financial benefits might affect that person’s actions. 

Furthermore, it should be noted that the level of financial interest is not the 

determining factor as to whether a conflict should be disclosed. What might 

be ‘not material’ or not ‘significant’ for one person might be very significant 

for another. Good practice in many situations will mean the disclosure of any 
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financial interest, however small. A conflict will arise if the interest might 

provide, or be reasonably seen by others, to provide an incentive to the 

individual, which affects their actions and where he or she has opportunity to 

affect a court decision or other activity. 

5.4 RULE 4: DECORUM AND COMPORTMENT16 

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

upon not only themselves, but the Court as well. Therefore, improper behavior 

or the appearance of it may compromise an employee’s professional integrity. 

Before taking a particular action, Court Employees must always consider its 

propriety. Court Employees should conduct themselves in a manner that 

commands public trust and confidence.17 

This rule also encourages court employees to imbibe and exhibit a dignified 

propriety of behaviour, speech, dress etc. in the course of their respective 

official duties. It requires court staff to be disciplined, diligent, polite, and 

professional in carrying out their duties. Those are standards of care court 

employees must observe. They must also attend to court users’ inquiries 

timely and with utmost courtesy. They must be cordial and professional to 

litigants, lawyers, witnesses, and other court users in offering services to them. 

This is similar to what is obtained in private organizations and referred to as 

‘customer relations”. The relationship between court users and court 

employees must be such that court users always leave satisfied without 

complaints after being served. Court employees by this rule are also required 

to extend utmost respect and attention to every court user irrespective of their 

nature or record, be it a convicted felon or a difficult person who has a 

disagreeable personality or orientation. 

 
16 See Rule 4, Code of Conduct for Court Employees. Page9 
17 Ibid 
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6.0 DISCIPLINARY ACTIONS 

In line with the provision of Explanations (ii) of the Code of Conduct for Court 

Employees the code provides for Administrative Procedure for reporting 

violations or breach of the rules of the Code. The Code provides thus “Reports 

against court employees shall be made in accordance with the existing rules 

and laws applicable in the various Federal and State Judiciaries.” 

Where a report is been made by any court staff or a head of court, section or 

unit who observed any misbehaviour or gross misconduct from any court 

employee which contravenes any of the rules in the Code of Conduct, action 

or inaction which amounts to improper behaviour, the employee shall be 

informed in writing, giving details of the unsatisfactory behaviour and 

requesting for written explanation or representation within a specified time. 

This in the civil service parlance is referred to as a ‘Query’. If a court employee 

can exculpate himself satisfactorily by explaining reasons for his 

unsatisfactory behaviour, that may be the end of the matter and he will be 

informed accordingly. He could however be given a letter of advice if he could 

not exculpate himself and it is considered as a letter of warning. If an employee 

could not exculpate himself and deserves punishment, the employee maybe 

interdicted or suspended.  

Where the act amounting to misconduct is established against a junior officer 

from grade level 1-6, the Chief Registrar can exercise such disciplinary 

powers such as warning, counselling, or suspending the erring staff for a 

specified period. However, where the erring staff is a senior employee from 

grade 07 and above, the officer must be referred to the Judicial Service 

Commission/ Committee to face the Board of enquiry. The Board is enjoined 
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to grant fair hearing by giving the affected persons right to be heard, call 

witnesses, to put questions to witnesses and have access to documents.18 

The same disciplinary procedure as applied in cases of 

misbehaviour/misconduct also applies for gross misconduct. However, the 

consequential sanctions in gross misconduct are grave, which includes 

interdiction, half pay salary, immediate suspension or ultimate dismissal 

(forfeiture of claims to retirement benefits) In some jurisdictions, it is a 

slightly different procedure where for the purpose of discipline and promotion 

the Judicial Service Commission set up two committees, namely; 

Junior Staff Management Committee (grade level 01-06) 

Senior Staff Management Committee (grade level 07-16) 

These two committees are mandated to handle matters affecting discipline of 

the appropriate category of staff within their competence. The staff, depending 

on his rank will be referred to the appropriate staff committee which will give 

the staff the opportunity to be heard, after concluding their hearing, they will 

make recommendations and forward findings to the Chief Registrar, who in 

turn forwards same to the Chief Judge. Where the matter is not serious enough 

the Chief Judge, as the Chairman of the Judicial Commission will handle it. 

However, where the misconduct is serious or gross, the Chief Judge will 

summon a meeting of the Commission, which will investigate the matter 

dispassionately and decide the appropriate punishment.19 

 

 
18 Adesalu, T. I (discipline and the general code of conduct for supporting staff) 
paper delivered at the zonal workshop for supporting staff of all the Judiciaries in 
Nigeria: southern zone Umuahia, Abia State. 3rd-5th April 2001 pg6 
 
19Nweze U.N.O. “Judicial Service Commission: Role in the administration of justice” 
Paper Presented at the workshop for chief registrars, secretaries, judicial service  
commissions etc at National Judicial Institute 30th July- 1st August 2012 pp. 25-27 
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7.0.   CONCLUSION 

It is important to state that even though the Code may not completely prevent 

inappropriate behavior or certain corrupt practices amongst some court 

employees, no doubt, the Rules and Guidelines in the Code have had influence 

that appear to lead an improved ethical and standards of behavior that will 

influence your performance and commitment to the internal control system of 

the Judiciary which we all serve. It is therefore significant to understand that 

as responsible members of the Judicial Institution, violation of any of these 

Rules will amount to gross misconduct and therefore, as Court employees, you 

are expected to adhere strictly to these Rules and measure up to the highest 

standards of ethical values, accountability, probity, and transparency. 

Bear in mind also that a Code of ethics cannot possibly anticipate every moral 

dilemma and ethical choice that may arise in the execution of one’s day to day 

professional responsibilities, personal discretion in the interpretation of the 

Code of Conduct is both necessary and desirable. Court employees should 

cultivate within themselves the ethical judgement that will foster the fair and 

impartial Administration of Justice.  You can also ask your superior officers 

when in doubt as to whether a particular action or behaviour is ethical or not 

so that you may be properly guided. 

Finally, Court Employees are one of the most valuable assets of the Judiciary, 

and their management and welfare is of paramount importance though, quite 

challenging. since the primary aim of the Code is to build and develop a 

disciplined, loyal, efficient, effective, and productive Court Employees, it is 

important that motivation and welfare of the Court Employees should be a top 

priority. It is the only strategy that can drive the Court Employees to work 

harder for the upliftment of the judiciary. I would lend my voice in advocating 

for a reward system for officers who have one way or the other distinguished 

themselves in the course of duty, such as special promotions for such officers 
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or even a simple letter of commendation being formally communicated to an 

employee could mean a lot, raise hope and to some extent build loyalty and 

encourage officers to work harder. Court Employees should be given the 

opportunity to build the skills they need to grow in their career as this will help 

many of them perform at a level of excellence. Emphasis should also be made 

on creating satisfied and motivated Court Employees with strong morale. This 

in my opinion, will encourage Court Employees to do a great job for efficient 

and effective justice delivery in Nigeria. 

Thank you for the efforts and sacrifices put towards the preservation of the 

integrity of the court and image of the Judiciary.  

Thank you for kind attention. 

 

 


