Nigeria seeks a historic accomplishment
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Next year, power could be transferred peacefully between elected administrations for the first time.

The African nation of Nigeria represents an enormous challenge for any politician. With 140 million inhabitants, it is the continent’s most populous country. In addition, its people are split in a northern zone dominated by Muslims, and a predominantly Christian south. Nigeria produces 2.2 million barrels of oil each day, so its global significance cannot be underestimated.

Maintaining political order has been extremely complicated since Nigeria attained its independence from Britain in 1960. Power has never been transferred peacefully between elected administrations, and governance has been interrupted on several occasions by coups and rebel actions organized by elements of the military.

Olusegun Obasanjo of the Popular Democratic Party (PDP) won the 1999 presidential election, and then a second four-year term in 2003. The last campaign was marred by problems in handing out voter cards, and several violent incidents between supporters of rival factions. International observers reported some surprising findings, such as ballot boxes in the south and east of the country which contained almost exclusively votes for Obasanjo.

In his second term, Obasanjo sought to become an important continental dignitary. He participated as a mediator in Togo, where the death of long-time ruler Gnassingbé Eyadema in February 2005 led to a constitutional crisis, and in the Ivory Coast, which is still waiting for its chance to vote after a devastating civil war.

In a moment of weakness, as has happened in other nations around the world, Obasanjo thought that the best possible course for Nigeria would be his re-election. An Afrobarometer conducted in December 2005 showed that only 13 per cent of Nigerians would support a "president for life" instead of one that adheres to the current two-term limits.

Although the discussions on a possible constitutional amendment were merely preliminary, Obasanjo’s critics and the opposition accused the president of trying to foster a state of chaos. On Aug. 29, Obasanjo confirmed that he will not seek a third term in office, and even set a date for the presidential election: Apr. 21, 2007.

The impatience on the part of some PDP members has caused a rift that almost recreates existing tensions within Nigeria. Vice-president Atiku Abubakar and former ruler Ibrahim Babangida were mentioned as the main presidential hopefuls. Obasanjo has not expressed his preference for either man, but Abubakar was recently indicted over alleged misuse of funds and embezzlement.

Still, there are no early favourites and the list of prospective contenders—which is expected to grow—includes Obasanjo’s adviser Jerry Gana, Rivers State governor Peter Odili, Ebonyi State governor Sam Egwu, and former ambassador Elizabeth Ogbon-day. The opposition will be led once again by Muhammedu Buhari under the ten-party Coalition for New Nigeria (CNN). Buhari, who governed briefly from December 1983 to August 1985 after a coup, lost to Obasanjo in 2003. 

This month, the PDP’s National Youth Vanguard voiced its concern over turning the process into a popularity contest. The faction urged the party’s leadership to avoid settling for "unpopular and morally bankrupt candidates." Obasanjo promised an open contest, declaring, "We should now be sick and tired of the way we did it before, if we did it that way before, if it was good, we will not have lost much time as we have lost in the development of this country."

As the country awaits its ruling party candidate, security remains a big concern. Practically every week there are reports of kidnappings, usually of foreigners who work in Nigeria’s oil industry. The Niger Delta has been the scene of bloody battles between the Nigerian military and an armed group called Movement for the Emancipation of the Niger Delta People (MEND), whose attacks have caused a drop in oil production this year.

On paper, MEND does not seek to form a government or topple Obasanjo, but to force—through violence—the withdrawal of every foreign oil company, in the hopes of establishing a system where oil resources are shared by every Nigerian. While the Niger Delta is the richest area for hydrocarbon exploitation, its residents have little water, no electricity and few jobs.

Nigeria’s other key problem is the lack of credibility of its electoral authorities. The irregularities that took place in the last democratic process have not been carefully assessed, and the National Assembly has accused the Independent National Electoral Commission (INEC) of favouring the ruling party and exaggerating its operational costs. The main challenge for the last few months of Obasanjo’s tenure will be to allow the INEC to work adequately by itself, and ensure a transfer of power that is not only peaceful, but also fair.

