Nigeria's elections: They may even be democratic
The coming elections should reflect people’s feelings a lot better than before 
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 “EACH candidate has three minutes,” the moderator at Nigeria’s main presidential election debate said on state television, with a straight face. Wearing his trademark fedora, Goodluck Jonathan, the incumbent, made his pitch to voters and answered questions without a single interruption. That is because his challengers had chosen to boycott the event, in protest against the format he had imposed. Many viewers saw his lonely appearance as yet another sign that the president and his party are in trouble. 

The ruling People’s Democratic Party (PDP) is facing its first competitive elections since taking power when democracy was restored in 1999 after a long spell of military rule. Mr Jonathan, who assumed office a year ago following the death of his predecessor, may have to compete in a run-off against his main opponent, Muhammadu Buhari, a former military ruler and ex-PDP member. Even if Mr Jonathan wins in the first round on April 16th (by getting at least 50% of the total vote plus 25% or more in at least two-thirds of the federal states) his party is likely to lose ground. It is expected to do badly in parliamentary polls on April 9th and governors’ contests on April 23rd. That would mark a shift in Nigerian power, away from the PDP. 

Many voters are disgusted with the rapaciousness of Africa’s biggest political party. Much of the country’s $400 billion in oil revenues earned during its time in office has ended up in the hands of a small elite. Only a sixth of the population of 150m lives on more than $2 a day. Critics sneeringly call the PDP the “poverty development party” and say it has “more skeletons in its cupboards than rested souls at Lagos’s Atan Cemetery”. 

The PDP has little by way of ideology and functions as a giant, smoke-filled back room where members of the elite dish out the goods. Imagine a country run by a malevolent Rotary Club. Wole Soyinka, a Nobel laureate for literature, calls the PDP a coalition of the blind, corrupt and immoral. It has managed to stay in power by rigging elections. A former PDP grandee, Donald Duke, even explained how in a public lecture. State governors, who appoint election officers, play a decisive role. But this time the usual tricks may not be enough. 

During his short tenure, Mr Jonathan has won plaudits for trying to deal with chronic electricity shortages. But many in the party think him weak and dull—an accidental leader. That has stirred up old factional feelings. Mr Buhari and other former PDP bigwigs see a chance to displace him. Their ambitions were stoked when the president reneged on a deal to rotate power among Nigeria’s regions. Some defected to opposition parties, as did a number of parliamentary candidates and potential governors. 

Squabbling among the elite might have put ordinary Nigerians off voting, as in the past. But a single, brave decision by Mr Jonathan last summer changed the game. Before saying whether or not he would run for re-election, he asked Attahiru Jega, a respected academic and campaigner, to lead the electoral commission, usually at the heart of the PDP’s rigging operation. 

Mr Jega drew up a new voter register, removing names such as Nelson Mandela and Bob Marley. A village in Kaduna state that four years ago reported 50,000 votes for the PDP was shown to contain only 4,000 voters. He also had ballot papers printed abroad to limit their supply (Nigeria’s printing presses are notoriously busy at election time), though a late delivery forced a one-week delay in all three polls. 

Crucially, the former academic decreed a switch to the “open secret ballot” system: voters are asked to register at polling stations on election day and encouraged to stay there until results are posted locally, to verify them and to prevent multiple voting. The system was used in Nigeria in 1993 in a poll seen as relatively free and fair. 

Such changes have delighted the voters. A dozen years of PDP misrule has not destroyed their belief in democracy; many exude hope. “We have anger but we have even more hope,” says a cook sharpening knives. Millions are flocking to opposition rallies, perhaps creating false expectations that the PDP may actually lose. 

The elections will still be far from perfect. Parts of the old rigging machine remain in place—and defectors from the PDP have taken their skills in trickery over to the other side. Estimates put the number of ghost voters at a mere 10-15% this time. But powerful governors still have strings to pull and recent manoeuvring by the PDP has been deft. 

On the brink of disintegration late last year, the party regained some strength by signalling a willingness to welcome defectors back. The president also promised not to run again in four years, hoping to appease his opponents. Traditional patronage networks have been reinforced with state funds. Some $150m disappeared from a government account for surplus oil revenues. Rumours abound of oil concessions being exchanged for blocks of votes. 

Still, the PDP’s uncontested dominance of Nigerian politics is over. A spell has been broken. The party will probably remain first among equals for some time but voters should stand a better chance of being offered a real choice. 

Proper political competition should benefit business and bring about better economic management in years to come. Mr Jonathan, an abler leader than many in his own party give him credit for, is likely to try to finish his power-sector reforms. If he manages, the PDP might even ask him to stand for another term, since other leaders have never contested an election they were not sure to win. 

