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The incumbent wants anyone who can stop his deputy


The contest to succeed Olusegun Obasanjo as the presidential candidate of ruling People Democratic Party (PDP) has reached a critical juncture. Prospective candidates must submit their applications by November 28th, prior to an internal party screening process in early December and a vote at the PDP's congress later that month. The race is already throwing up some surprises, since Umaru Yar’Adua, the governor of Katsina State, has apparently secured the support of Mr Obasanjo.

Mr Yar’Adua has hardly been mentioned as a possible candidate to date, but a number of factors seem to have combined to convince Mr Obasanjo to throw his political weight behind the Katsina governor. Crucially, Mr Yar’Adua seems to have emerged relatively unscathed from investigations by the Economic Financial Crimes Commission (EFCC) into alleged corrupt practices. This is more than can be said for many state governors. In addition, Mr Yar’Adua appears most committed to continuing with the reform programme that has been the central feature of Mr Obasanjo’s second term in office.

Some political analysts have also argued that, as a somewhat reluctant candidate, he is also one of the few incumbent governors who would continue to accept guidance from Mr Obasanjo once the president has left office. In part this reflects the long-standing links between Mr Obasanjo and the Yar’Adua family: the governor's oldest brother, Major-General Shehu Musa Yar’Adua, was Mr Obasanjo’s second-in-command when he was military ruler in the late 1970s.

There is also a shrewd political dimension to the choice. Shehu Musa Yar’Adua—a hugely symbolic figure in Nigeria—built a powerful political network in the north of the country before dying while in prison (where he was held along with Mr Obasanjo) in 1997 during Sani Abacha's military rule. This network played a crucial role in delivering President Obasanjo’s election victories in both 1999 and 2003, and is now headed by Atiku Abubakar—the vice-president, and a would-be presidential candidate who most definitely does not have Olusegun Obasanjo's support. By choosing Umaru Yar’Adua, therefore, Mr Obasanjo is deliberately dividing the political loyalties of the network and hence its potential to influence the outcome of the April 2007 poll.

However, this does not mean that Mr Yar’Adua is in for an easy ride. Mr Atiku may be suspended from the PDP and facing corruption charges, but he is not going to stand by and allow Mr Yar’Adua to split his political power base. Thus the vice-president has announced that he will stand for the top job in 2007—without stating which party he will represent. He may seek to stand for the Action Congress, an alliance of opposition parties, or try to ensure that Mr Yar’Adua is at least sidelined in favour of another moderate northern governor, such as Adamu Muazu of Bauchi State or Ahmed Makarfi (Kaduna State). It still seems unlikely that a southern candidate will be selected as the PDP's presidential candidate, but Mr Atiku could also seek to achieve this as a spoiling tactic.

In other words, the political situation remains highly changeable. Nonetheless, it currently seems most likely that the PDP ticket will comprise Umaru Yar’Adua as presidential candidate, with Donald Duke of Cross Rivers State as his running mate. Given the financial and logistical support enjoyed by the PDP, such a moderate north-south combination will be in a very strong position to win the April polls.
