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FM On My Mind

Buhari facing uphill battle
Adherence to democratic principles, including respect for the
constitution and the rule of law, will be Nigeria’s real test

Muhammadu Buhari’s presi-
dential inauguration on
May 29 propels Nigeria into
pole position among the
co n t i n e n t ’s new democra-

cies, where credible elections and respect
for the constitution have ushered in a fresh
era of political accountability. His decisive
March 28 victory in national polls was

replicated in state governors’
elections on April 11 when his
All Progressives Congress (APC)
swooped into power in 20 of the
36 states. President Goodluck
Jonathan, too, made history in
quickly conceding defeat, g iv i n g
Ni ge r i a’s new rulers an unprece-
dented mandate for reform at
federal and state level.

But Buhari will have no poli-
tical honeymoon. Nigeria is in a
crisis. The economy is in free
fall. Oil still accounts for 70% of
government revenue and prices
are low. State-sector salaries are
not being paid. Stories abound of
swelling government debt.
Those close to Buhari say the
new administration expects to
find the coffers bare.

Against this backdrop, Nige-
r i a’s complex political make-up,

its deep regional and religious
divisions, combined with a web
of vested interests, will severely
test that accountability.

The election euphoria is over
but Buhari’s promise of “c h a n ge”
resonates with the voting public.
Calls to Buhari on social media,
with #BabaWhenYouGetThere,
leave the APC in no doubt about
what the population demands:
e n e rg y , security and an end to
state corruption.

If APC power broker Nasir
Ahmad El-Rufai gets his way,
the party’s first task will be to
investigate corruption in the oil,
power and security sectors.

As a parting shot after
securing immunity, Jonathan
published an audit of the Nige-
rian National Petroleum Corp
(NNPC) which, auditors say,

operated with a “blank cheque
to spend money without limit or
co n t ro l”. They say US $ 1 8 , 5 b n
from crude oil sales is missing.

Power supply, or lack thereof,
is an emotive issue. Jonathan’s
Pe o p l e’s Democratic Party (PDP)
spent more than $8bn reforming
the sector, then threw money at
eight gas-fired power plants. But
power generation is less than it
was under the Sani Abacha
dictatorship, when output was
3 500 MW. Under Jonathan, out-
put fell to 2 500 M W. The plants
have been built — te c h n i c a l ly
adding 8 000 MW to the grid —
but the NNPC’s contractors have
failed to provide them with gas.

Security is a Buhari priority,
to prevent Boko Haram becom-
ing a platform for ex t re m i s t
groups. Jonathan’s failure to
address the insurgency cost him
the election. He acted only when
PDP grandees persuaded him to
do so. Then he found funds to
pay SA mercenaries a reported
$400 per person per day to
counter the threat — a king’s
ransom for Nigeria’s armed
forces, which have complained
they were underfunded and ill-
equipped to face Boko Haram.

After the inauguration, Buhari
will appoint a federal govern-
ment. At least five groups have

emerged among Nigeria’s
revolving-door elite, hoping to
influence the cabinet make-up.
Buhari will also have to reward
s t a te governors for their election
support. As governors control
more than half of state spending
they can present a significant
check on presidential power.

Even more precarious will be
how he persuades his opponents
to co-operate: PDP governors
control all oil-producing states
on which the APC government
will depend for revenue.

Whether Buhari will be able
to implement lasting, institu-
tionalised reforms will depend
on how well he is able to oper-
ate within the rule of law. There
is already talk that the Buhari
camp has drawn up a list of
people whom they plan to “try
in the court of public opinion”
without recourse to the law.

Still, voters have given the
APC an unprecedented mandate
to govern.

It is now up to Buhari to
reward them with a reform pro-
gramme that deepens demo -
cracy and political accountabil-
ity — and keeps Nigeria’s new -
found position among the con-
tinent’s leading democracies. ■
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