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                                        PRESS STATEMENT
SERAC files Maroko Communication before the African Commission

On December 3, 2008, the Social and Economic Rights Action Center (SERAC) in collaboration with a US-based leading law firm, Debevoise and Plimpton, filed another landmark communication before the African Commission on Human and Peoples’ Rights. This Communication is brought against the state of Nigeria on behalf of the victims of the July 1990 brutal demolition of Maroko Community in Lagos state, who were forcibly evicted from their homes and businesses by the government of Nigeria in violation of the African Charter on Human and Peoples’ Rights. Maroko evictees have pursued their claims in the Nigerian national courts and other independent bodies for more than 18 years but have yet to obtain any relief, remedy or redress, making legal action in Nigeria both futile and unduly prolonged.

Located in the east of highbrow Victoria Island and adjacent to Ikoyi, Maroko was formerly a settlement in Eti-Osa Local Government Area of Lagos State. Maroko was a densely populated area, and its relatively low cost of living and proximity to the highbrow and thriving economic centers of Victoria Island and Lagos made it a magnet for migrants coming to the Lagos area, exacerbating the population pressures. As with many parts of Lagos positioned in low-lying areas and marshlands, Maroko was beleaguered by persistent flooding compounded by the continued sand filling of Ilado and Victoria Island annex.

One of the largest forced evictions in Nigeria’s history occurred in July 1990 in Maroko upon the orders of the then military administration of Lagos State headed by Colonel Raji Rasaki. The reason advanced for the evictions was that Maroko was below sea level, and thus in dire need of sand filling and infrastructural transformation.  SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1The exercise which continued till July 25 was accomplished by a vast array of bulldozers, and trucks ably supported by fully armed security personnel ostensibly mobilized to suppress any resistance to the demolition. 
As with exercises of this nature, excessive violence characterized the evictions: a significant number of the evictees suffered various degrees of injuries including temporary and permanent disabilities.  There were also reported casualties of persons that died when they were crushed to death by falling walls. The security operatives characteristically exhibited elemental bestiality, capitalizing on the haplessness of the people to dehumanize them; harassing, maiming, beating, raping and looting in the process. Victims helplessly watched properties they acquired with totality of their life savings and earnings perish in one fell swoop. At the end of the demolition exercise, the sprawling town of Maroko was reduced to outright rubbles with over 10,000 houses flattened, and about 300,000 people rendered homeless. It was only a police station in the neighborhood that survived the demolitions.

In a suit filed before the Lagos High Court since July 11, 1990,  Maroko evictees have challenged the July 1990 forced evictions and demolitions of their homes, houses, businesses, schools, churches, mosques and other properties; the loss of lives; the disruption of families and communities; the failure to follow legally mandated procedures or pay compensation; and the failure to provide alternative housing in violation of their rights to housing, property, health, family, education, dignity as human beings, privacy, freedom of movement and residence anywhere within Nigeria, and peaceful enjoyment of their property as guaranteed by several provisions of the Constitution of the Federal Republic of Nigeria 1979.

The events of the Maroko eviction have been examined by no less than five independent bodies, including three NGO’s and two governmental bodies. Their conclusions have consistently confirmed that the demolition of Maroko and the eviction of its residents constituted serious violations of the evictees’ human rights. More specifically, after reviewing the petition and evidence submitted by Maroko evictees, the Human Rights Violation Investigation Commission of Nigeria aka Oputa panel was of the view that the Lagos State government should, on behalf of its predecessors, apologize to Maroko residents and publicly condemn the high-handedness of Col. Rasaki’s government especially given that these innocent citizens went through this harrowing experience so as to satisfy the greed of a few elites whose residences have now sprung up in Maroko now-turned Lekki peninsula. They therefore recommended that the Lagos State government should properly resettle Maroko evictees of Maroko in decent houses.

Till this day, the Lagos State government has reneged on its obligation to promote and protect the peoples’ right to adequate housing, as it has neither considered it necessary to compensate or resettle the Maroko evictees nor taken any visible steps indicative of a firm desire to redress the situation. 18 years later, except for about 20% of the affected landlords, most of the evictees are yet uncompensated for their destroyed homes and properties. The Maroko residents had since then roamed the courts of Lagos State in search for justice.

The Communication seeks to hold the Nigerian government accountable for its prolonged inaction. The inordinate delay characterizing the legal and judicial processes could rightly be considered as an affront to international fair trial and human rights norms, and as such amounts to a travesty of justice. Perhaps most telling is that many of the Applicants have died while waiting justice for over eighteen years! 

Among other reliefs, SERAC is asking the Commission to direct the Nigerian government to: compensate all Maroko evictees for the loss of lives of family members, homes, businesses, schools, religious institutions and other property; compensate them for the breaches of human rights caused by their actions; provide all Maroko evictees with adequate housing; and to immediately cease all pending or threatened removals of the Maroko evictees from the shelter they have secured since the destruction of their homes pending the resolution of this Communication by the African Commission.

SERAC is therefore, calling on media practitioners, the academia, human rights activists and all public-spirited Nigerians to join the Maroko struggle for compensation and justice, and support advocacy efforts to promote and protect economic, social and cultural rights in Nigeria, and beyond.


Signed:


Felix C. Morka


Executive Director
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