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Abstract

Child abuse is a serious global problem with significant negative influence on children's physical, emotional, and mental health. Both international and national laws provide children with the rights to grow up in enjoyable, safe, healthy, productive, and supportive environments, yet the opposite is becoming the reality as child abuse happens in settings where children should feel safe, like homes, families, schools, and communities. This has an impact on children's safety, development, and general well-being and raises significant concerns. This study uses a doctrinal approach; it examines the laws that protect children from abuse and investigates the social dynamics and underlying risk factors that prevent the protection provided in the laws.  The study discovers that Nigeria has a robust legal framework, but it is ineffective due to several systemic problems, such as poor enforcement, poverty, negative cultural norms, social standards, an inadequate child protection system, and a lack of knowledge. The paper recommends a coordinated restorative approach from early detection to quick investigation, protection, improve prosecution of offenders, and restoration of victims. 
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1.0 INTRODUCTION

Children are the foundation of every society, and they are both its most precious resource and its most vulnerable group. They represent both the aspiration for a more wealthy and just future and the guarantee of continuity. For the stability and progress of both communities and countries, their protection, development, and well-being are consequently crucial.
 The socialization a child receives from adults and the type of household and community they grow up in determine whether they will be abused or protected.

Child abuse is a serious global problem that cuts over all social, cultural, and economic barriers and impacts society everywhere.
 Words like “child stealing"
 “child abuse," "child labour," “child molestation”, "street children," "child trafficking," and "child marriage" highlight how vulnerable children are everywhere.
One billion children globally are estimated to experience sexual violence,
 160 million children work as minors, and many between the ages of five and eleven work in dangerous condition.
 The prevalence of child vulnerability has alarmingly increased in Nigeria, as it has in other parts of the world. Available data reveals that 39.2% of children work as minors,
 and 27% in female genital mutilation or cutting.
 International research shows that six out of ten children under the age of five consistently experience physical punishment and/or psychological abuse at the hands of parents and caregivers,
 the same figure is said of children who experience one or more forms of physical, sexual, or emotional abuse before the age of 18 in Nigeria,
 the country has the largest number of child brides in Africa
 yet only a fraction of child abuse victims ever get support. Child abuse occurs in households, schools, communities, and institutions,
 perpetrators include parents, family members, caregivers, teachers, and other entrusted persons with the child's care. Even while most parents want to love and care for their children in a safe atmosphere, abuse frequently results from the extreme demands of raising children, which can be brought on by stress, exhaustion, poor parenting skills, or a lack of family support.
 

The underlying cause of child abuse is multifaceted, such as cultural, economic, religious, and judicial factors, among others. A comprehensive framework of violations of children's rights in Nigeria provided by the situation analysis from the United Nations International Children's Emergency Fund (UNICEF) discusses several elements that lead to child abuse and neglect in Nigeria, linking them to family dynamics, poverty, and socioeconomic hardship.
 For example, some newborns have died because of insufficient or absent parenting (from birth and foster parents, as well as guardians). Some parents are not ready to assume responsibility for their children and provide them with the psychological and social support they require.
 The conventional perception of children as their parents' property, or as households that rely on money,
 and lack of social means increases the likelihood of child abuse, neglect, and maltreatment, including coerced marriage, child trafficking, and dangerous jobs. Children are the most dependent and vulnerable group in every society and are more likely to be the target of abuses because of their diminutive stature, lack of strength, and limited mental capacity.
 Nigeria has a high rate of child maltreatment, including forced child labour, child trafficking, early child marriages, and domestic violence, all of which have a detrimental effect on children's capacity to exercise their fundamental rights to life and survival.
 This alarming rate underscores the need for concerted efforts among stakeholders to intensify their commitment to protecting the most vulnerable among us. Thus, this paper examined the legal and institutional framework for the prevention and control of child abuse in Nigeria.

2.0 CONCEPTUAL CLARIFICATION 

2.1 Child Abuse

The term "child abuse" has a wide scope. It differs among people, religious organizations, businesses, and social and cultural groupings.
 Though the CRA 2003 did not give a statutory definition of the term, a comparative look at section 3(2) of the US Child Abuse Prevention and Treatment Act  defines child abuse and neglect as  “any recent act or failure to act on the part of a parent or caretaker, which results in death, serious physical or emotional harm, sexual abuse or exploitation  or an act or failure to act which presents an imminent risk of serious harm.” 
 Similarly, the World Health Organization defines it as any type of physical or emotional mistreatment, sexual abuse, neglect, or exploitation that causes actual or potential harm to a child's development, survival, health, or dignity.
 It includes any deliberate physical, sexual, emotional, or neglectful abuse or mistreatment of a kid. It may have detrimental effects on a child's future growth and relationships, as well as their physical and emotional well-being. 
 It covers both omissions (such as neglecting to meet basic requirements) and actions of commission (such as striking or assaulting).
 All forms of physical and emotional abuse, sexual abuse, neglect, or negligent treatment, as well as commercial or other forms of exploitation, are considered forms of child abuse.
 It is any action or inaction on the part of a parent or caregiver that causes death, severe physical or psychological suffering, or exploitation or sexual abuse. Although it is frequently underreported, child abuse is widespread in Nigeria.

Child abuse is a menace that can have harmful impacts on a child's future development and relationships, as well as their physical and emotional well-being.  These effects can last a lifetime,
 and sometimes linked to brain trauma and severe impairment in young children, impacting their cognitive and academic performance, all of which are major risk factors for noncommunicable diseases. Due to its harmful immediate and long-term effects on victims' physical, sexual, and mental health, including sexually transmitted infections (STIs) like HIV, PTSD, anxiety, and depression, it is both a human rights issue and a public health concern. Gynecological problems and unintended pregnancies can also affect adolescent girls.
 If not reported in a timely manner, repeated abuse or beating may result in battered child syndrome and cause premature mortality if the child is not quickly withdrawn from the unsafe environment.
 To stop additional injury and advance the kid's wellbeing, child abuse must be identified, reported, and quickly investigated and addressed appropriately.
2.2 Child Protection

Child protection is the protection of children from abuse, neglect, exploitation, and violence.
 It is the practice of safeguarding specific children who have been recognized as either experiencing or likely to experience serious harm due to abuse or neglect and includes policies and procedures intended to stop and address abuse and neglect.
  In order to stop child abuse, laws are essential. Strict legal penalties, such as imprisonment and fines are necessary to deter people from abusing children.

2.3 Child Victims
The UN Guideline 9 provides that “Child victim or witness means a person under the age of 18 who is a victim of or witness to a crime, regardless of his or her role in the offence or in the prosecution of the alleged offender or groups of offenders.
 Any child who has been harmed by crime, abuse, exploitation, neglect, or rights violations, either individually or collectively, is considered a child victim.

3.0 METHODOLOGY

This article reviewed existing literature and laws using a doctrinal library-based research methodology. The research utilised primary and secondary sources of data. Primary data comprised the Constitution of the Federal Republic of Nigeria, 1999, the Child Rights Act 2003, Violence Against Persons (Prohibition) Act 2015, Criminal Code Act Cap C38 Laws of the Federation, and case law.  Secondary data included textbooks, academic journal articles, regulatory reports by child rights advocacy institutions such as UNICEF, National Human Right Commission, internet materials and other relevant documents on child protection. The doctrinal method is especially suitable for this work because it enables a thorough analysis of the laws and institutions protecting the right of children who are victims of child abuse in Nigeria.
4.0 FINDINGS 

4.1 LEGAL PROTECTION FOR CHILDREN IN NIGERIA

There are special offences like child prostitution, child slavery, and child sexual exploitation 
 intended to specially protect children’s right because they are inherently unable to support themselves in some situations.
They need special care and attention in social protection policy as they constitute the most vulnerable population worldwide and are naturally powerless at enforcing their rights.
 Coordinated teams that promote child welfare, child justice, victim advocacy, mental and medical health treatment and child protection in a child friendly manner should come together in handling cases of child abuse. 

Nigeria's legal framework on child protection is based on federal statutes such as the 1999 Constitution of the Federal Republic of Nigeria (CFRN) (as amended), Child Rights Act (CRA) 2003,  supplemented by the Criminal Code, Penal Code, Violence Against Persons (Prohibition) Act (VAPP) 2015, and Trafficking in Persons Act, with implementation varying by state domestication due to the nation’s federal structure and the legislative power of each state's legislature to enact laws on subjects outside the exclusive list of the 1999 CFRN (as amended).

At the international level, Nigeria is one of the countries that has ratified two important international agreements pertaining to children's rights. The first is the 1989 United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC), which Nigeria accepted in March 1991 and included into the Child's Rights Act of 2003. The second is the 1990 African Charter on the Rights and Welfare of the Child, which was approved in February 2003. Nigeria is bound by the terms of both agreements as a signatory. 
 The CRC has received almost universal ratification and is the foundation upon which regional and some national legal instruments pertaining children’s rights are formulated. Article 19 (1)
   enjoins state parties to take all necessary legislative, administrative, social, and educational measures and states that:
‘Parties shall take all appropriate legislative, administrative, social and educational measures to protect the child from all forms of physical or mental violence, injury or abuse, neglect or negligent treatment, maltreatment or exploitation, including sexual abuse, while in the care of parent(s), legal guardian(s) or any other person who has the care of the child.’ 

At the national level, the 1999 CFRN (as amended) recognized as "the grundnorm," from which all other laws receive their legitimacy.  Chapter 4 of the constitution is devoted to fundamental human rights, which is applicable to everyone, including minors under the age of eighteen.
 Section 17(3)(c) mandates the state to protect children from exploitation and foster their healthy growth. However, the protection of Nigerian children's rights is more entrenched in the CRA, 2003. Sections 1 and 158 of the CRA affirm the best interest of a child as the paramount consideration in all actions affecting the child.
 The CRA provides that no child should be subjected to any form of abuse and that every child is entitled to respect for the dignity of his person.
 The Act prohibits certain conduct against children such as child marriage,
 which is void and has no legal significance, section 23
 stipulates the punishment as a fine of N500,000 or five years in prison, or both, section 25
 forbids exposing a child to the use, production, or trafficking of narcotic drugs; and section 28 forbids child labour. In cases of investigations, arrests, and the initial reaction to child abuse, neglect, trafficking, and other crimes against children, the CRA envisions a police department dedicated to children's cases, manned by policemen qualified to deal with child-related issues.
 The officers at the specialised children's police units are supposed to be police officers who are trained on how to go about the child justice system.  Particularly investigating crime where the child is the offender and handling offences committed by adults against the child. A child divisional crime officer should be available at the divisional unit level, especially in rural areas where the specialized unit may be somewhat remote.

Through court-ordered evaluations and emergency protection, the CRA offers a systematic method for evaluating and safeguarding child abuse victim in need of a safe home.
 The CRA mandates the establishment of various types of housing, including registered children's homes, community homes, emergency homes, and volunteer homes, for children in need.
 For instance, where the specialised children police unit or officer believes that the child would likely suffer significant harm, he is to relocate the child to a suitable accommodation.
 Keeping a child victim in a safe shelter away from the vicinity of the offender relieves the victim of the memory of the abuse and the shock he or she might encounter at every contact with the offender and also reduces stigmatisation in cases of sexual abuse. The CRA establishes a child justice system that is distinct from the adult criminal justice system.
 It creates Family Courts to handle matters concerning children, such as criminal cases involving child victims or offenders,
  at both the high court and magisterial levels. The courts in prosecuting crimes against children, have specialized procedures under the CRA where children can give evidence in-camera, without the presence of the public encouraging child-friendly justice.
 Proceedings involving children preserves their privacy and dignity,
 thus, no person should publish the name, address, school, photograph, or anything likely to lead to the identification of a child in a matter before the Court, except as required under the law.
 proceedings may be held in camera, or privately, with only those directly involved such as the parties to the case, their solicitors and counsel, parents or guardians of the child
 allowed to attend to prevent trauma
 and the identity of the child is protected, which includes preventing the disclosure or publication of his/her personal information, especially in the media.
 The CRA enjoins the use of a pseudonym or no disclosure at all. This is a laudable innovation, as it prevents the name and identity of the child victim from being mentioned in any media or law report. Thus, the media report of a case of a child sexually abused by her stepfather was reported with a false name.
 Prior to this, law report usually includes the name and identity of the victim. For instance, in Major Bello M. Magaji v. The Nigerian Army
 the details of the prosecutrix were included in the proceedings.  

The testimony of a child witness may be presented unsworn and regarded as though it were provided under oath, which makes it admissible in both civil and criminal trials.
 This provision preserves the integrity of the legal system while enabling children, especially those under 14, to testify in a way that is more familiar to them and suitable for their developmental stage.
 Section 207
 provides for the establishment of a specialised police unit, during investigations or prosecutions, child victims must be shielded from dangers such as secondary victimization, retaliation, and intimidation.
 The unit is also saddled with the responsibility of relocating a child victim whose safety is under threat to an emergency protection centre.  Remarkably, the CRA considers specialized protection mechanisms, such as family courts, child-focused procedures, and a dedicated children police unit. However, state adoption and enforcement are crucial to the practical implementation of these rights.

Complementing the CRA is the VAPPA, 2015 which forbids all types of violence against people in both private and public life and offers victims of violent crime in Nigeria the best possible protection and remedies. The VAPP Act, which is applicable in the Federal Capital Territory and is implemented differently in each state,
 is a crucial piece of legislation for safeguarding child abuse and violence in Nigeria. It specifically criminalizes various forms of abuse including sexual violence, harmful traditional practices like female genital mutilation,
 and abandonment. To shield children from abuse, pressure, or harm, typically in cases of family or domestic violence. A youngster or anybody acting on their behalf may request a protective order from the court under Section 28(5).
 The protection order when granted helps to: prevent further abuse, harassment, or intimidation of the child and to prevent the accused abuser from having direct contact with the child; to safeguard the child's welfare; to determine temporary custody or supervision and protect the young victim from harm; and to provide legal support for social interventions and law enforcement initiatives.

The Trafficking in Persons (Prohibition) Enforcement and Administration Act 2015 (TPPEA) is another principal Act that forbids acts and omissions that violate children’s rights such as engagement of children for prostitution, child abandonment, child trafficking among others. Majority of victims of human trafficking, both domestically and internationally, are children.
 The TPPEA aims to combat the evil of human trafficking by prohibiting child trafficking for labour or sexual exploitation. Trafficked individuals are entitled to reimbursement for economic, bodily, and psychological harm.  In the same vein, the Nigeria’s criminal code in addressing children's rights prohibits the indecent abuse of boys under the age of fourteen.
  Section 218
provides that anyone who has illicit carnal knowledge of a girl younger than thirteen is guilty of a felony and faces a life sentence in jail, with or without caning. The Criminal Code Act restrains a homeowner to deliberately allow young girls to be defiled on his property.
 Also, section 295,
 which deals with child correction, provides that the age of the child, his physical and mental health should all be considered before making any unjustified corrections. Section 372
forbids child desertion, it states that anyone who, as the parent, guardian, or other person legally responsible for the care or charge of a child under the age of twelve and capable of providing for the child, wilfully and without a valid reason deserts the child and leaves it without support shall be guilty of a misdemeanour, which carries a one-year jail sentence.

The legal framework is heavily involved in at least three stages of a child abuse case: detection, investigation, and adjudication. The identification and reporting support determines the rate of suspicion that would be reported, prompt and thorough investigation also assist in the success of cases tried and deter the public from involving in conducts that could amount to abuse.
The existing laws undoubtedly revealed that the government has excellent intentions when it comes to combating child abuse; but the country must adopt a practical approach when it comes to putting these laws into practice and protecting the best interests of the child victim.  There is more to justice for a child abuse victim other than prosecution of the offender. Several child rights implementation institutions and committees such as the child rights implementation committee, National Human Right Commission (NHRC), family courts, child-focused units in ministries, and specialized or partner institutions and child advocacy NGO centres saddled with the implementation of the laws must be more proactive in the prevention of abuse cases, and where detected, a prompt response with the aim of restoring the victim and reducing the impact of the abuse should be their main focus. 

The child rights implementation committee oversees and directs the execution of the CRA.
  Its goal is to guarantee that children's rights outlined in legislation are put into practice through oversight, collaboration, and action by pertinent organizations.
 It oversees that ministries, departments, agencies, and municipal entities fulfil their responsibilities related to child protection and routinely evaluate how well the government is carrying out the CRA.
The NHRC also receives and investigates report of child-rights violations directly from individuals; however, funding sometimes affects the timely investigation of cases reported, and where evidence needs to be preserved, failure to get such necessary and essential evidence may affect the success of the case at trial. Aside investigation, NHRC runs school based human rights clubs to enlighten and increase child rights advocacy. This has helped and empowered some child victims to speak up.
 The case of Tunbosun who reported that her stepfather had sexually molested her for a period of five years, is one out of many.
 Advocacy is highly necessary as little public knowledge discourages cooperation and reporting. If the public is enlightened, it will reduce negative societal attitudes in the treatment of children and enhance the remedial approach to take if child abuse is suspected.
 The CRA committee and the NHRC should do more by ensuring that detected cases of abuse are tracked and follow through police, social welfare, and courts.
Government social welfare institutions and NGOs supervise and serve as referrals to the specialized child police units when the case requires prosecution and when the child victim requires protection they manage, supervise, care for, and provide a safe home for the victim.
 However, after child victims are identified, protection is limited by inadequate child-specific support systems such as shelters, and referral systems.
 The family court present a justice system evolving towards empathy, healing, and restoration of the child victim to mitigate the impact of the victimization suffered by the abused child. The court allows a parent, guardian, schoolteacher, police officer, or social worker to file an exparte application for a protection order for a child which is expeditiously considered.
5.0 DISCUSSION OF FINDINGS 
Despite the efforts of the child protection institutions, child abuse is still on the increase, the NHRC reported an alarming rate of child desertion in 2024
 yet recorded very few prosecutions of guardians or parents of the deserted children. This  alarming gap is attributed to low penetration of the institutions into rural areas, where many abuses take place, insufficient financing; weak enforcement mechanism;
poverty; corruption; the failure to rehabilitate sexual offenders; parents' unfavourable attitudes, and ineffective legal procedures.
 Other reasons are poor implementation, sociocultural, and religious concerns, inconsistent statutes, and resistance in some communities.

The goal of ending child abuse or reducing it to the barest minimum is achievable if a multifaceted approach with concerted and intentional efforts of all stakeholders, institutions, and development partners is adopted. Everyone involved in raising, caring for, and protecting children, including parents, professionals, and volunteers in the fields of education, healthcare, and child protection should support and uphold the rights of children.
 The child rights committee must implement, monitor and coordinate the child rights institutions and ensure they perform their duties and respond to abuse, neglect, exploitation, and violence against children appropriately. Synergising their efforts will enhance and improve the implementation of child rights protection. Advocacy should be taken to grassroots to promote positive parenting and non-violent disciplinary methods. Report additional socioeconomic issues that jeopardize the enforcement of children's rights, such as poverty, inequality, and illiteracy, and suggest empowerment initiatives to reduce them.

Government and key stakeholders should strengthen the capacity of child rights institutions within child justice systems by conducting a needs assessment to identify specific financial requirements for creating and maintaining child-friendly environments. Funds should be allocated for training staff specialized in the child protection and support unit. 
The Federal Ministry of Women Affairs and social development and its state counterpart should develop a policy to embark on initiatives and institutionalize mechanisms to enlighten the public, particularly care givers on child rights. Outreach programs and accessible support services, including counselling and legal assistance should be provided in schools and community-designated centres.
The NHRC and its state and local government counterparts should engage rural and religious leaders in the advocacy of child rights to increase the awareness in rural communities where child labour and child marriage are prevalent.  

The commissioner of police in every state command should ensure that divisional crime officers are trained to handle child abuse cases in a child friendly manner to avert situations where child victims are being re-traumatized by officers handling investigations. Establish and furnish each divisional unit with child-friendly, safe, and welcoming areas with age-appropriate amenities; and put in place effective case management systems to expedite procedures and cut down on delays in investigation.

6.0 CONCLUSION 

Nigeria has ratified several regional and international agreements to prevent violence against children yet lack of strong enforcement, ineffective policy making, lengthy court systems, corrupt or poorly trained police child unit officers, among others are the major problem. The foremost way to protect children from all forms of abuse is to prevent it from occurring, hence efforts should be made at combating the root causes of child rights violation. 
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