
IN a fairly extensive interview he had with the Sunday Punch last week, former Secretary to the 
Government of the Federation, Olu Falae, indicated unambiguously that the Social Democratic 
Party (SDP) would pick its presidential candidate from the North. Because his response was 
curt, considering that he offered no expatiation, no one can say for certain whether he ever gave 
that all-important issue of presidential candidacy any deep thought. He probably did not. 
Neither the ruling All Progressives Congress (APC) nor the main opposition Peoples 
Democratic Party (PDP), it seems, would dare abandon conventional wisdom to more 
pragmatically pick a candidate from outside the northern zones for the 2019 presidential poll. 

The APC has all but conceded the ticket to President Muhammadu Buhari, regardless of 
whether they thought him an achiever or not, a unifier or separationist, a builder or a wrecker. 
Indeed, even before any of the leading parties had picked their candidates, it was widely 
suggested that no party could afford to break the mould or chart a difficult and isolated path. 
And given the fanatical support the president has been able to galvanise in some parts of the 
North, not to say the unstated rotational or zoning arrangement peculiarly designed by 
Nigerians to entrench dubious political inclusiveness, many pundits have surmised that the 
president’s popularity either makes him the man to beat or makes him even unassailable. 

If the lessons of last year’s French election that destroyed the old political guard in France and 
brought Emmanuel Macron and his newfangled party, En Marche, into office ever occurred to 
pundits, they countered by suggesting that neither Nigeria itself nor Nigerian voters 
demonstrate the sophistication required to midwife and replicate such a revolutionary political 
shift. In the foreseeable future, the unconstitutional political arrangement of zoning will be 
respected until an iconoclast comes out. Despite his progressive credentials, indeed his self-
confessed progressivism, Chief Falae will not be that iconoclast, nor will he promote that jarring 
break from a tradition many forget is dated to this Fourth Republic. 

Zoning the presidency may be hugely expedient, even a tool of fostering political inclusiveness, 
but it is much more fundamentally a reactionary political measure. Some fringe parties may 
spurn the measure, but by and large the rest of the country will embrace it with the uncritical 
ardour that has consistently hobbled Nigerian elections. Many analysts in fact suggested a few 
years ago that had the PDP respected its own informal zoning arrangement and presented a 
northern candidate to battle candidate Buhari for the presidency, the APC would have lost. It is 
probably true, at least on the surface. Deep down, however, had Goodluck Jonathan found a 
way to embrace the Southwest and corral its support through series of concessions, the APC 
amalgamation would not have occurred, and candidate Buhari would have come to grief once 
more. The superior argument is that Dr Jonathan, by a combination of careless politics during 
his full four-year first term, actually paved the way for his own defeat. 

Zoning is not the super formula it is cracked up to be. But whether any party or political 
juggernaut will see zoning for the tenuous facade it really is in respect of the 2019 presidential 
election is not quite certain at the moment, given that political forces and arrangements are still 
coalescing. Notwithstanding this, both the APC and its presumed candidate, President Buhari, 
are beatable in the 2019 presidential poll. It will not only require courage and a rare form of 
intuitive political iconoclasm to weld together the forces needed to overthrow the APC, it will 
also require a masterful handling and deployment of critical campaign issues and imperatives. 
Chief Falae has signalled that his party will not be taking that risk. Ex-president Olusegun 



Obasanjo, despite serious objections to his ideas and obtrusion, has inspired a coalition of 
disenchanted Nigerians and politicians to take on the Buhari behemoth. Whether that new 
coalition, now to be anchored by the nondescript African Democratic Congress (ADC), will be 
capable of taking the risk of breaking the mould remains to be seen. 

The issues that will dominate the 2019 presidential poll are very clear. And they are substantial 
enough, if well deployed, to vitiate the dominance of the APC. The ruling party is neither 
united nor even run as a political party. The president’s record on the economy is a mixed grill, 
partly incompetent and partly chaotic, with both forces combining to keep the populace 
impoverished, despondent and gasping for breath. The security situation, particularly in the 
Middle Belt where herdsmen have wreaked havoc on the local, farming population, is still dire, 
regardless of the achievements of the military in the Northeast. The government’s human rights 
record, not to say the desultory anti-corruption war that is neither a war nor even a campaign, 
gives the impression that it is coerced, that it is tentative and therefore deceptive. In the coming 
months, and despite improved oil earnings, these issues will keep their vibrancy and relevance. 

What the 2019 presidential poll calls for is not the staid complacency of Falae’s SDP, or the 
cautious obeisance the Obasanjo coalition might wish to pay to the political status quo, nor still 
the libation any precocious party might want to pour on the altar of expediency and 
conventional wisdom. There is an urgent and crying need for a politics of difference, a daring 
and soaring envisioning of the real change capable of remoulding Nigeria and rekindling the 
flickering hope of a great African behemoth wise enough and strong enough to lead the charge 
against global biases, racism and inequality. The APC has become fairly predictable despite its 
internal turmoil. The PDP, on the other hand, hopes for a miracle, and has consequently become 
too enervated to lift an urgent and radical finger against the status quo. 

Yet, contrary to Chief Falae’s uncritical acceptance of the prevailing dynamics of Nigeria’s 
presidential permutations, it is actually feasible to find a rallying point against both the ruling 
party and its presumed candidate. That rallying point, a candidate of uncommon gifts and 
boldness running on the platform of a party willing to bet everything on the throw of a dice, 
will move beyond issues likely to influence the defining 2019 poll. He will instead see the 
opportunity presented by the dichotomies introduced into the country’s body politic by 
President Buhari himself. In more than three years of bizarre politics, the president has almost 
fully alienated the Southeast and the South-South. Both the Southwest and the North-Central 
are certain to give him nightmares, for they are very likely going to exhibit discriminating 
voting patterns in their local and presidential elections. 

Nothing guarantees that President Buhari will sweep more than the two zones of Northeast and 
Northwest fairly comfortably. He will have to fight for the North-Central and Southwest, with 
no assurances whatsoever that his fanatical following in the Northwest and Northeast can 
automatically translate into a sweep of the disputed zones. Indeed, if the elections were called 
today, the president is likely to face crunching moments in the North-Central and Southwest. 
This is one of the reasons the presidency is fighting to undermine and fracture the parliament 
and crush Senate President Bukola Saraki. The effort to reorder the elections, now stalemated, is 
widely thought to be capable of delivering a serious blow to the president’s re-election chances 
in the two difficult zones. Indeed, it should have occurred to Dr Saraki that the attacks 



spearheaded against him by the Inspector General of Police (IGP) Ibrahim Idris is simply a part 
of the presidency’s political calculations for 2019. 

In considering whether to offer President Buhari a second term, the country must take a peep 
into his second term and the fate of the country after that. They must convince themselves that 
going by his record in his first term, his approach to human rights and democracy, his capacity 
to run a modern economy, he deserves a second opportunity. Likewise, his opponents must 
examine whether they can beat him by simply producing a northern candidate like the 
president, or whether they should not take advantage of the alienation in the Southeast and 
South-South, the anomie in most parts of the North-Central, which the president has neither 
provided answers to nor even empathised with, and the united front presented against him by 
the country’s elders who are afraid that the president could be driving the country into an 
apocalyptic abyss. 

It is untrue that all things considered, the president could be running away with victory on 
account of the absence of a viable opposition candidate. The problem is not so much the absence 
of a viable candidate from the North to run against the president. The problem is that virtually 
everyone has uncritically embraced the existing political paradigm of zoning, thus limiting the 
range of possibilities that could be harnessed against the president’s candidature. It is not 
inescapable or compulsory that the opposition candidate must come from the North. The mould 
can be broken, and the time to break it may be now. The dynamics of Nigeria’s presidential 
politics has been so altered that no ethnic group or zone, or a group of zones, can hold the 
country to ransom. 

An analysis of the last poll illustrates this point very vividly.  If the most pressing problem 
today is how to find someone who believes in Nigeria, someone who does not promote ethnic 
exceptionalism, someone who genuinely believes in democracy and the rule of law and has 
propounded coherent views on the subjects, someone conversant with complex, modern 
economies, someone who has definite and uplifting ideas about the country and its people, 
someone who is impatient with holding Nigeria hostage to stultifying traditions and formulae 
when other countries are moving forward by leaps and bounds, then the country must find a 
courageous man or group bold enough to instinctively seize the moment, renounce the jaded 
idea of zoning, capitalise on the worsening situation on the ground, and champion the real 
change Nigeria needs. 
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