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Where they are established, Borstal homes are meant to be places for reformation of 

juvenile and young offenders. Although they are no longer new to the modern criminal 

justice system, particularly in the area of corrections, people have continued to doubt 

their effectiveness in correcting the behavior of individuals. This paper reviewed 

literature on the history and purpose of Borstal homes as well as those on their 

effectiveness in Nigeria. It was found that, virtually all Borstal institutions in Nigeria are 

not living up to their expectations. Due to the dearth of facilities in the borstal centers, 

many juvenile delinquents are sent to adult prisons as a result of which they learn more 

offending, become recidivists and hardened criminals at adulthood. Those living within 

the borstals are not given adequate care. The paper suggested that, schools, families 

and community based corrections are more suitable for delinquents not closed 

institution, like borstal, that separate them from family and adequate education. 

Borstal homes should not necessarily be discarded. However, to make the institutions 

more effective, the government should ensure child welfare and protection, education 

and healthcare to the young through sincere investment and political will. This could 

leave the institutions with low number of young offenders that could be managed 

effectively. 
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1. Introduction  

 

Ideally, in the modern criminal justice system prisoners ought to be treated separately by virtue 

of gravity of their offense, sex and age. Prisoners are classified into well defined categories: male 

prisoners are separated from female prisoners and, as Mahaworker [14] indicates, the classification 

of prisoners is mainly by age, sequence of crime/delinquency, and risk associated with the type of 

crime. This guide on separation is also what the Standard Minimum Rules for the Treatment of 

Prisoners adopted by the First United Nations Congress on the Prevention of Crime and the 

Treatment of Offenders provided has provided [21], and which has continued to be a reference 
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document for many countries. Whereas prisons are meant for adults, remand and Borstal homes are 

reformatory institutions for young or juvenile offenders.  

As provided by Borstal Institutions and Remand Centers Act (1962), borstal institutions are 

specifically designated for the institutionalization of offenders between the ages of 16-21. However, 

in practice, only the more serious juvenile offenders are committed to the borstal [17]. In the Borstal, 

offenders are classified on the basis of their age, physical and mental health, length of stay period, 

degree of delinquency and their character. Besides, factors like sequence of the delinquency, 

possibilities of functioning as a contamination risk and requirements of custody, juvenile educational 

and vocational training needs, his/her total background, possibilities of his/her social adjustment, 

his/her prospects after release and his rehabilitation are taken into consideration [14].While these 

are the prerequisites for the success of the borstals, there is growing concern on the deteriorating 

conditions in the borstal homes which is worst in developing countries such as Nigeria. Francis [9]   

gave a picture of the conditions of juvenile offenders in the Nigerian borstals, thus:  

 
During the first three months of admission into a borstal home, about seven or eight newly 

admitted juveniles are packed into a cell that could barely accommodate two persons. The 

cell is usually poorly ventilated and very dingy. They can hardly all sit down at the same time 

not to talk of lying down, therefore leaving them at their own devices on sleeping or sitting 

arrangement. Invariably, they take turns to enjoy such ‘luxuries’ – two persons may sleep at 

a time while others remain standing, alternating in this fashion until everybody has had 

about two hours of sleep. 

It seems that Francis has portrayed the deplorable condition of the Nigerian borstal homes in 

hyperbolical terms; but are the homes really living up to the expectations? While the Comptroller of 

Nigerian Prisons has reported that the number of adolescents processed in the juvenile justice wing 

of the Prison Service has tripled between the year 2008 and 2011, studies from different parts of sub-

Saharan Africa have also reported rising cases of juvenile justice contact among adolescents, which 

is negatively affecting the corrections of the juvenile. For instance, Maru et al.,  as cited in Atilola, [2] 

reported a rise of about 21% in the number of adolescents coming to juvenile justice courts in Nairobi, 

Kenya. A situation analysis conducted by UNICEF in Uganda also established similar trends of increase 

in Kampala city [2]. Nigeria may not necessarily be an exception. This paper, therefore, reviewed 

literature related to the role of Borstal homes in correcting young offenders in Nigeria. The review is 

basically presented with the view to answering the question thus: are the borstal homes in Nigeria 

reforming juvenile offenders or simply remaking the criminal tendencies of these individuals? 

 

2. Conceptualizing Child and Young Person 

 

The current understanding of the concept of childhood dates back to as recently as nineteenth 

century [20]. Before then, various stages of interpretation and mutation on the idea of childhood 

demonstrate the dissonance between adult conception of childhood and the real life of children [6]. 

In Children and Young Persons Law (CYPL, 1958), a distinction is made between a person who is not 

yet 14 years old and one who is 14 but not yet above 16. The former is a ‘child’ and the latter is a 

‘young person’. Therefore, any offence committed by a person above 16 is a crime not delinquency. 

The CYPL recognizes categories of juvenile delinquents: ‘juvenile offenders’, ‘beyond parental 

control’ and ‘wanderers, beggars, truants’ and such likes [19]. 

Borstal School means a place in which young offenders, whilst detained are given industrial 

training, other instructions and are subject to such other disciplinary and moral influences so as to 

improve their character and prevent them from committing further delinquencies. According to 

Encyclopedia Britannica [8], Borstal home is a reformatory system designed for youth between 16 
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and 21 years. Because there are differences in age categories on what constitute a child, some 

societies adopt ages other than those given above. Borstal Institute Buea in Cameroon, for example, 

is meant for keeping young people that are between 12 and 17 years [5]. Control and management 

of Borstal school is vested in a superintendent appointed by the state (in some countries) or federal 

government (in Nigeria). The age at which a child and young offender is treated unequally with his 

adult counterpart is not similar between countries just as the definition of ‘child’ age varies by 

country. A child offender is one who when convicted was under the age of sixteen years [14] In 

Nigeria, a child is responsible for his action, for example if she/he attains the age of 12, but will be 

treated as delinquent, until she/he reaches the age of 18 years (Child’s Right Act, 2003 cited in Adam 

[1]). For that reason, she/he is subject to criminal proceeding in juvenile court and where she/he is 

found guilty shall be sent to remand or borstal home. 

 

3. Historical Origin of Borstal Institution 

 

Borstal home is named after Borstal Village near Rochester in Kent, United Kingdom. The Borstal 

Village is known to be the first place as a prison for young offenders. In the early years of the 20th 

Century the Probation Service in UK was formally created, as was the juvenile court. The Juvenile Act 

1908 removed those aged under 14 from prisons and made it mandatory that for a court to send a 

young person to prison, there must to be preliminary procedure and particularly issuance of unruly 

certificate (Newburn cited in Scott and Codd [20]). At around the same time, imprisonment for 

children was abolished and Crime Prevention Act 1909 came up with specific correctional 

establishments for the young offenders. The pilot state for the adoption of this development was 

Bedford, famously at the Borstal. All other subsequent similar institutions were called ‘borstals’.  

Early days’ prisons were less organized as they accommodate all types and classes of convicts and 

persons in awaiting trials; felons, simple offenders, adult offenders, juvenile delinquents, men and 

women offenders were usually merged and accommodated in one place. This type of organization 

marks the period prior the 13th Century; that was the period when prisons were in serious deplorable 

conditions [13] Setting up of institutions meant for the treatment and/or punishment of young 

offenders in society is therefore a new development, unlike the argument raised by Scott and Codd 

[20] that it is not a new development and has indeed started over two centuries back. The duo have 

argued that for nearly two hundred years a range of penal institutions have been created aimed 

specifically at children: from the Parkhurst Prison for Boys in 1838 to Secure Training Centers, via 

Industrial Schools, Borstals, Approved Schools, Remand Centers and Young Offender Institutions.  

 

4. The Borstal Institutions in Nigeria 

 

Borstal remand institutions are reformatory centers established for the purpose of re-orientating 

and recapturing the characters of young persons who stand on a moral precipice by reason of their 

criminal proclivity, to make them useful again to themselves and the society at large upon their 

release. As it was named after the Borstal village in the UK, the home retained its name when it was 

introduced in Nigeria [19]. The introduction of Borstal home in Nigeria could be seen to have legal 

backing from the Children and Young Persons’ Law (CYPL). The CYPL, as reiterated by Sa’ad [19], 

evolves to legislate: 

1. Against the trying of juveniles in open adult criminal courts, and made provisions for Juvenile 

Courts (except that of the North); 
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2. Against the sentencing of juveniles to prisons, and made provisions for juvenile probation (except 

that of the North) and juvenile institutions (e.g. borstals) 

3. Against the maltreatment and neglect of juveniles, and made provisions that juvenile institutions 

must be properly lodged, fed, cared for and instructed. 

Moreover, as a facility under the umbrella of Nigeria Prisons Service (NPS), Borstal home is under 

the supervision and control of the Ministry of the Interior through the Nigerian Security and Civil 

Defense Corps (NSCDC), the Nigeria Immigration Service (NIS) and the Prisons Board. Similar to the 

Nigeria Police Force, every prison in Nigeria is a federal prison and borstal is no exception [15]. The 

NPS derives its operational powers from CAP 366 Laws of the Federation of Nigeria 1990 thus; to take 

into lawful custody all those certified to be so kept by courts of competent jurisdiction; produce 

suspects in courts as and when due; identify the causes of their anti-social disposition; set in motion 

mechanisms for their treatment and training for eventual reintegration into society as a normal law 

abiding citizens on discharge; and  administer Prisons Farms and Industries for this purpose and in 

the process generate revenue for the government. 

As of 1983, there were a total of 123 prisons, two borstal homes, and 244 county lock-ups in 

Nigeria [24]. At the moment, the Nigerian Prisons Service has a total of 227 prisons. Of this figure, 

144 are prisons meant for detention of convicted offenders. The remaining 83 are satellite prisons. 

There are also nine cottage industries, nine subsidiary farms, one hundred and twenty-four market 

gardens, three borstals institutions, one open prison camp, one staff college, five training institutions 

and one prison academy [15]. Most offenders in these institutions are young and have not committed 

very serious offences [24]. Borstal homes are categorized as between minimum and maximum 

security prisons. The total inmates contained in the three working Borstal Institutions in Nigeria, 

namely: Borstal Training Institution Kaduna, Borstal Training Institution Ilorin and Borstal Training 

Institution Abeokuta institutions as of October 2013 were 811 persons. The Borstal Institution in 

Kaduna alone was accommodating over 600 persons instead of its built capacity of 200 inmates [9]. 

And, as noted by Atilola [3], there is a real prospect of a significant increase in the number of children 

and young people processed through the juvenile/youth justice system in Nigeria.  

 

5. The Purpose of Borstal Homes 

 
One feature of the crime situation in Nigeria and, of course, elsewhere [6] is the involvement of 

juveniles in some criminal and deviant activities. Thefts, burglaries, alcoholism, drug abuse and 

violence are carried out by young people [19]. And, all sorts of deviance mentioned by Glaser as cited 

in Madaki [12] - predatory deviance, deviant selling, deviant consumption, deviant performance, 

deviant beliefs, and suicide (with rare cases of suicide, though not entirely absent in Nigeria) - cover 

the range of activities identified by Sa’ad [19] as being perpetrated by youth in Nigeria. In an effort 

to counter the deviant/criminal behaviors perpetrated by the youth, the government through Section 

4 of the Borstal Institutions and Remand Centers Act LFN, 2004, and having recognized the 

establishment of Borstal institutions, provides that "the objects of borstal training shall be to bring 

to bear every good influence, which may establish in the inmates the will to lead a good and useful 

life on release, and fit them to do so by the fullest possible development of their character, capacities 

and sense of personal responsibility." Following this provision, perhaps, (Milner 1972 as cited in 

Sa’ad, [19]) identified two broad functions of Borstal institution in Nigeria: 
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1. The encouragement of a personal relationship between the Borstal Staff and juveniles 

through which the juveniles will be given ‘progressive trust demanding personal decision, 

responsibility and self-control’, and; 

2. Placing emphasis on regular educational and vocational training regiment with a demanding 

physical training content.   

Accordingly, Borstal institution is, therefore, concerned with the protection, re-education, 

rehabilitation, re-insertion of juvenile delinquent, socially mal-adjusted children, abandoned or 

street children and destitute children whose moral upbringing, security and or education are likely 

to be compromised [5]. In other words, the major objectives of the institution is to implement 

government social policy within the frame work of the fighting juvenile delinquencies, social mal-

adjustment, irresponsible parenthood and violation of child’s right as contained in the United Nations 

Convention on the Right of the Child. 

 

6. Assessing the Effectiveness of Borstal Homes in Nigeria 

 

The borstal homes in Nigeria could be seen as less effective. The severe dearth of borstal facilities 

and the decadent conditions of the existing ones result in a total vitiation of the objects of borstal 

institution [9]. In Nigeria, it is possible for children under Borstal custody to be maltreated and 

dehumanized, because the government is reluctant to enforce adequate laws designed to protect 

the rights of children [16] This condition will not do any good to the society because “brutal condition 

breeds brutal behavior” [7 ]; that is, instead of reshaping the behavior of the juvenile offenders, the 

children become tougher in mind, fearless of the punitive justice and even recidivists [18,4]. As it is 

mentioned, Nigeria has only three (3) borstal homes. The rests are prisons. However, taking into 

cognizance the rising rate of youngsters’ restiveness and juvenile delinquency [3] characterizing the 

modern societies, treatment of delinquent children may require as much resources as those required 

for reforming adult criminals. The inadequacy of the resources has indeed left the criminal justice 

system with “no option” than to merge the young with adult offenders. In essence, although the 

government stipulates that no child should be ordered to be imprisoned [16] the juvenile offenders 

are incarcerated routinely along with adult criminals [22,4]. Since conditions in the prison such as 

overcrowding [24], boredom and powerlessness provide excellent breeding grounds for the 

formation of gangs, the young inmates may be compelled to join a gang for their own protection as 

well as the gratification of needs; consequently, their criminality could be remade [2,18,4]. Moreover, 

in his study on inmates from the prisons in Kano State, Nigeria, Lawal [11] found that there was 

inadequacy of health care services in Penal institutions, borstals inclusive. Earlier, Issa et al., [10] has 

found high prevalence of undetected psychiatric morbidity among inmates at the Nigerian borstal 

institution. Similarly, Bella et al., [4] have also found significant mental health needs within the 

juvenile system, which need to be addressed as a matter of urgency. These conditions compound 

further the problem state of young offenders in Nigeria. 

The problems of juvenile justice system, particularly those affecting corrections, are not, 

however, restricted to Nigeria. Despite the apparently high burden of juvenile delinquency and need 

for child and adolescent social welfare services in many parts of sub-Saharan Africa, the juvenile 

justice and social welfare systems in these regions are still poorly developed. The method used by 

the childcare centers is virtually custodial rather than reformatory in form of deinstitutionalized 

treatment, criminalization of child destitution in many sub-Saharan African countries entails that 

there is no clear distinction between juvenile crime or delinquency and youth abandonment or 
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destitution. In a study in Kenya, adolescents who were found destitute were among the adolescents 

brought before a district juvenile court for ‘sentencing’ to remand homes [2].  

Not only in Africa, there were also problems of corrections of juvenile offenders even in more 

advanced countries like the UK. Scott and Codd [20] made analysis by objecting the section 37(1) of 

the Crime and Disorder Act 1998 (of English Law). The Section set out that the principal aim of the 

youth justice system ‘is to prevent offending by children and young persons’. In Scott and Codd’s [20] 

view, imprisoning children is ineffective in reducing future criminal behavior, despite the above 

constitutional provision. They based their argument on the reality that the costs of the program are 

extremely high while the benefits are low. For instance, the Youth Justice Board (YJB) makes two 

third of its budget swallowed up on custody, spending ten times more than it does on crime 

prevention programs (YJB, 2006 cited in Scott and Codd [20]). The money spent on child’s custody 

(£185,780/₦33,440,400 at the exchange rate of 180/£) was worth paying for a child’s education in 

Eton, one of the expensive schools in England, for six years.  

 

7. Conclusions 

 

While it is a virtue for the penal justice to make provisions whereby juvenile delinquents are not 

merged with adults, the borstal homes in Nigeria meant for juvenile offenders are said to contribute 

very little in the treatment of young offenders. The borstals, as reported by most literature reviewed 

in this paper, may not have been serving the purpose of correcting young offenders and delinquents; 

instead, they worsen the condition by making juveniles more stubborn, in addition to degrading their 

health. Obviously, the institutions, as they are, are not suitable for children even as there is a dilemma 

that some children or young offenders would have been straying on the street if they are left to be 

taken care of by the community or relatives. Nigeria can respond to the complex problems of risky 

behavior and delinquency in many different ways. Effective public interventions associated with 

delinquency could have their origins in child welfare, child protection, mental health, physical health, 

education, criminal law or family law. If these issues are taken care of and provided, in addition to 

family care, they could be the best ways to approach reformation of juvenile offenders. The juvenile 

system is in critical needs of staff development and training, public support for rehabilitation, quality 

of legal counsel, effective use of information technology, improved system of monitoring and 

evaluation of programs/services, and also importantly financial investments and political will from 

the government. Borstal institutions in Nigeria could be maintained, but the critical needs highlighted 

here should be taken care of to ensure their effective performance towards delivering appropriate 

and effective interventions to young offenders.  
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