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Nigeria’s 2019 Elections:
Issues and Significance

Summary
frica’s most populous nation 
and the continent’s largest 
economy is heading to the polls 
on February 16, 2019, to elect the 
President and National Assembly. 
On March 2, voters will again cast 
their votes for the Governorship, 

State Assembly, and Federal Capital Territory Area 
Council Elections.

There are 91 political parties, 72 presidential candidates 
and 84,004,084 (51.1% youth) registered voters 
according to Nigeria’s Independent National Electoral 
Commission (INEC). A successful candidate would 
have to secure at least one-quarter of the vote in two-
thirds of Nigeria’s 36 states and the capital, otherwise, 
a run-off will take place. There are currently two 
leading aspirants. Incumbent President Muhammadu 

Buhari, 76, is seeking a second term and leads the All 
Progressives’ Congress (APC). Businessman, former 
Vice President and APC defector Atiku Abubakar, 72, 
heads the People’s Democratic Party (PDP).

The imperative to ensure peaceful and credible 
elections has been a major part of the election 
campaign. Corruption, insecurity and the economy 
are the key issues likely to influence voters’ decisions. 
Nigeria is deeply affected by fundamental rifts between 
the mainly Christian south and the largely Muslim 
north. Violence and conflict, mainly resulting from 
Daesh-affiliated Boko Haram, farmer-herder conflict as 
well as armed banditry, has been constant problems 
recently and will present serious security challenges 
across the country’s six geopolitical zones during the 
election.

A

 Nigerians wait to cast their votes in front of a polling station during the Governorship election in Lagos, Nigeria on April 11, 2015. 
(Stringer - Anadolu Agency)
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British colonisation and control over what would later 
become Nigeria, Africa’s most populous nation, grew during 
the nineteenth century. Following the Second World War, a 
series of consecutive constitutions granted the country 
greater autonomy. Following independence in 1960, 
Nigeria’s politics were characterised by coups, civil war and 
military rule until 1998 when the last military head of state 
died and paved the way for a transition to democracy.

In 1999, a new constitution was adopted through a nation-
wide referendum followed by peaceful transfer of power to 
a civilian government in the early 2000s. Despite the 2003 
and 2007 elections being marred by serious irregularities, 
the country is currently enjoying its longest period of 
civilian rule since independence. In the 2003 election, won 

by incumbent Olusegun Obasanjo, the country conducted 
peaceful and meaningful polls despite many challenges, 
thus further embodying the hope for Nigeria’s democracy. 
The Presidential and parliamentary elections in April 2007 
marked the first peaceful transfer of power from one civilian 
government to another since independence. The April 2011 
election was considered credible but the most violent—
claiming 800 lives and displacing 65,000 people in three 
days—in Nigeria’s history. In 2015, international observers 
indicated the country held its smoothest election since 
the end of the military rule in 1999. Former army general 
Muhammadu Buhari leading the umbrella opposition 
party, the All Progressives Congress, unseated incumbent 
Goodluck Jonathan’s People’s Democratic Party who had 
ruled since 1999.

Overview of Nigeria’s Presidential 
Elections

Registration 
by Gender

52.86%
male

47.14%
female

Registration 
by Age Group

Nigeria 2019 Elections in a Snapshot
Registered Voters 84,004,084 million

51.11%
Youth
(18-35)

Middle Aged
(36-50)

29.97% 15.22% 3.69%
Elderly
(51-70) 70+

91 Registered 
Political Parties

119,973 
Polling Stations

72 Presidential 
Candidates

Source: INEC NIGERIA
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Some 80 Million Nigerians will head to the polls between 
February and March 2019. On February 16, voters will go 
to the polls to elect the President and members of the 
National Assembly in fiercely contested presidential and 
parliamentary elections. The 2019 elections represent a 
turning point for Nigerian democracy. It marks 20 years 
since the country transitioned from military to democratic 
rule. They will vote for President, House of Representatives 
and Senate. Nigeria’s Independent National Electoral 
Commission (INEC) has so far registered 84,004,084 
eligible voters—more than half youth—91 political parties 
as well as 72 presidential candidates.

One of the most important determinants of the elections 
is the economy. Nigeria is Africa’s largest oil producer and 
has the world’s ninth largest gas reserves. Two years ago, 
the country recovered from its first recession in more than 
two decades, however, growth remains slow and inflation 
high. In 2015, the current government rode to power on a 
promise of fixing the economy, however, overall Nigerians 
are poorer today than in 2015. Unemployment has increased 
from 8.2 per cent in 2015 to 23.1 per cent currently. This is 
partly due to the fall of oil prices, which generates about 70 
percent of government revenues. Other policies that have 
made things worse include interest payments against the 
national debt, which are set to peak at 80 per cent of the 
national government spending by 2022. Furthermore, 
approximately  90 million Nigerians—almost half of the 
population—lack access to electricity. 

Nigerian officials estimate that over 10 million young 
Nigerians are unemployed, the highest in years due to 
fall of oil production and contractions in the agricultural 
sector. In fact, a survey by Afrobarometer, a pan-African, 
non-partisan research network, found that unemployment 
is the most significant issue that “Nigerians want their 
government to address, followed by management of the 
economy and poverty.” The survey further mentioned that 
popular ratings of government performance regarding 
unemployment, the economy and poverty are negative, 
although slightly better than in 2015.

The 2019 Nigerian election is one of the most important 
events in Africa this year. With a GDP of $376.3 billion USD 
in 2017, according to World Bank, Nigeria houses Africa’s 
largest economy, which oil prices continue to dominate 
its growth pattern. With 184 million people, the country is 
the most populous country on the continent. The United 
Nations projects Nigeria’s population will exceed 410 
million in 2050, becoming the world’s third largest country 

by population after China and India. This sheer size and 
economy are significant for Africa and the world in general.

 
a. Main Candidates
Although there are more than 50 presidential candidates, 
the real contest will be between the incumbent President 
Muhammadu Buhari and former Vice President Atiku 
Abubakar. The All People’s Congress (APC) has endorsed 
the incumbent President Muhammadu Buhari, 76 years-
old, who spent much of 2017 receiving medication in 
the UK, for a second term. The main opposition People’s 
Democratic Party (PDP) chose former Vice President Atiku 
Abubakar, 72, for the country’s top post. When Buhari 
defeated the long-time ruling PDP in 2015, he vowed to 
fight corruption and defeat Boko Haram. Critics point 
that his administration has engaged political witch-hunt 
in the name of anti-corruption measures and although 
Boko Haram has lost significant swaths of territory, the 
group is far from defeated and continues to pose a serious 
security challenge. Additionally, the West African country 
faces deadly humanitarian situation with over 7.7 million 
people in need of humanitarian assistance and 2 million 
others displaced due to crisis largely been triggered by an 
ongoing armed conflict and insecurity.

On the question of corruption, according to the Corruption 
Perception Index released by the anti-corruption 
watchdog, Transparency International, Nigeria dropped 
12 places on index last year and “neither improved nor 
progressed in the perception of corruption in the public 
administration in 2018.” 

2019 General Elections

Main candidates; Muhammadu Buhari (L) and Atiku Abubakar (R).
Source: Minasse Wondimu Hailu - Anadolu Agency
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Leading Candidates’ Election Campaign Promises

President Buhari faces stiff competition from wealthy 
businessman and APC defector Atiku Abubakar. Many 
consider Abubakar, a 72 years old business tycoon who 
was Vice President of Nigeria (1999 to 2007), as a more 
business-friendly contender. However, Abubakar has 
been dogged by accusations of corruption and the 
embezzlement of state resources during his time in office as 
Vice President. He has also been the subject of corruption 
investigations in the U.S. but denies any wrongdoing and 
has never been prosecuted. Both candidates are from the 
Muslim-majority north, but each chose a Christian running 
mate in an apparent attempt to appeal to southern voters. 
Buhari’s vice president and running mate, Yemi Osinbajo, 
is a southern Christian, while Abubakar picked Peter Obi, 
formerly governor of the south-eastern state of Anambra.

Additionally, Buhari faces criticism that he is too old, sick 
and unfit to rule for another 4 years. The fact that he spent 
a significant portion of his first term seeking medical 
attention in the UK for an undisclosed illness has raised 
rumours that the former general is unfit to govern, forcing 
him in mid-January to make a rare TV appearance at a 
live question and answer session, at which he pointedly 
rejected concerns he was too old and too ill to seek a 
second term. In the 2015 election campaign, Buhari was 
forced to deny accusations that he was terminally ill 
with prostate cancer. Buhari faces the brunt of political 
defections, a common political culture in the country. In 
the course of the last two years, prominent political figures 
have joined the ranks of the opposition PDP. These include 
Atiku Abubakar himself, Bukola Saraki – Senate President 

Key Areas Muhammadu Buhari Atiku Abubakar

Security a. Repeatedly declared Boko Haram 
has been defeated and vows to elimi-
nate the rest if re-elected.

b. Says his government will pursue a 
ranching policy (i.e. restricting the 
grazing of animals to ranches and 
limiting their movement) of raising 
livestock to counter herder-farmer 
violence

a. Says he wants to restructure and decentralize 
security institutions 

b. Says he will use alternative approaches to 
conflict resolution, such as Diplomacy; Intelli-
gence; Improved Border Control; and Traditional 
ethnic/tribal conflict resolution mechanisms.

Corruption a. Says he will take a tough stance on 
endemic graft in Nigeria 

b. Promises overhauling the Nigerian 
National Petroleum Corporation to 
claw back billions of dollars in looted 
public funds.

a. Promises to provide amnesty for corruption sus-
pects in order to help recover billions of dollars 
stashed abroad by the country’s politicians and 
officials.

Economy a. Focus on job creation, diversifying 
the economy away from depend-
ence on oil, and focus on education.

b. Place all government revenues and 
funds recovered in corruption inves-
tigations into the Treasury Single 
Account (TSA), to buffer the country 
from oil dependency.

c. Improve access to credit for entre-
preneurs and artisans.

a. Remove central bank head and float the naira, 
the national currency. 

b. Liberalise the economy to create jobs by privatis-
ing state-run companies.

c. Introduce bidding rounds for marginal fields and 
oil blocks

d. Issue new licences for Greenfield investments in 
crude refineries.

Employment a. Says he would create over 15 million 
new jobs by expanding a nationwide 
vocational skills programme.

a. Promises the creation of up to 3 million self and 
wage-paying employment opportunities in the 
private sector annually.

Source: TRT WORLD RESEARCH CENTRE
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Nigeria’s democracy remains fragile. Several regions of the 
country’s 36 states are thought to be susceptible to election 

violence, and potential post-election and communal 
conflict. For example, following the 2011 election, more 

Violence and Insecurity

and Yakubu Dogara – Speaker of House of Representatives 
and number of others. Atiku Abubakar had been a member 
of the ruling APC and helped Buhari’s presidential victory 
in 2015. However, he defected in December 2017 and re-
joined the PDP. The 2019 election marks Atiku’s fourth run 
for the Presidency following unsuccessful attempts in 
2007, 2011 and 2015.

Another area of concern is that the age of the two 
frontrunners alienates them from the concerns of Nigeria’s 
young population  Over 50 per cent of registered voters 
are under 35 and  critics point that leaving behind the 
youth would not only deter the progress of Africa’s most 
populous country, it would also complicate the realisation 
of Agenda 2063—the continent’s vision for transformation. 
Aspiration 6 of the Agenda 2063 reads “An Africa whose 
development is people-driven, relying on the potential of 
African people, especially its women and youth.”

b. House of Representatives 
and Senate 
In addition to picking a new president, the 84 million 
voters will also elect members of the bicameral National 
Assembly. 360 for the House of Representatives and 109 
for the Senate respectively. In 1999, Nigeria adopted a 
federal governance system following decades of military 
rule. The 1999 Nigerian constitution called for the creation 
of a National Assembly for the Federation, which shall 
consist of a Senate and a House of Representatives. The 
House of Representatives was established under the 
1999 constitution in which the country adopted a federal 
system of governance with three tiers of government; 
the federal government, the federal states and local 
government. The National Assembly—Senate and House 
of Representatives—are the country’s highest legislative 
bodies  and have power to make laws with respect to the 
Constitution and any other matter with respect to which it 
is empowered to make laws.

NORTH EAST

SOUTH 
EAST

SOUTH

Katsina
Zamfara

Kaduna Adamawa

PlateuAbuja

About 300 killings in 2015
About 57 killings in 2018

Nasarawa

Benue Taraba

ARMED 
BANDITRY

BOKO
HARAM

HERDERS-FARMERS 
CONFLICT

BIAFRA 
SEPERATISTSDELTA 

MILITANTS

ARMY/SHIITES 
CLASH

Source: AFRICAN ARGUMENTS
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than 800 people across 12 states were killed  within 72 
hours according to Human Rights Watch.  The prospect 
of election fraud arguably holds the largest potential to 
endanger election related violence. Recent gubernatorial 
elections proved to be susceptible to mismanagement, 
thereby increasing the risk for the national elections. For 
instance, representatives of the two major political parties 
allegedly engaged in vote buying in the Ekiti gubernatorial 
election in July 2018. President Buhari’s ruling All 
Progressives Congress is also accused of sending more 
than 40,000 police and security agencies to the 2018 Osun 
gubernatorial election, a development some considered as 
a move to harass voters. There are fears that partisanship 
among the security forces -denied by the government- , 
could be a potent threat to the country’s 2019 general 
elections. An election survey by Afrobarometer found 
that “Nigerians strongly support elections and party 
competition but offer mixed assessments of the quality 
of their elections and largely mistrust the electoral 
commission.”

a. Boko Haram 
The Nigerian leadership faces numerous challenges in 
preventing Africa’s largest economy and most populous 
nation from falling apart along ethnic and religious lines. 
One of these challenges is the continued insurgency of 
the Al-Qaeda affiliated Boko Haram, which has killed more 
than 27,000 people and displaced almost 3 million since 
2009.

Although Boko Haram has lost significant ground since 
Nigeria’s 2015 general elections, the group continues to 
pose a security threat. Boko Haram has recently intensified 
attacks on farmers and has continued it’s kidnapping 
campaign.  It has also increased attacks on the Nigerian 
army and security targets. In November last year, the 
terror group raided a military base in Metele in north-
eastern Nigeria, reportedly killing over a hundred soldiers 
and seizing vast amounts of weapons and other military 
supplies. These events challenge President Buhari’s claim 
that the Boko Haram has been defeated. In fact, Buhari’s 
government was criticized for solely relying on military 
muscle and failing to negotiate an end to the insurgency.

Boko Haram, which was established in 2009, originally 
allied with Al-Qaeda, shifted allegiances to Daesh (ISIS) 
in 2015, declaring itself as Daesh’s West African Province. 
In 2016, however, the group split into two camps. One 
led by the long-time leader Abubakar Shekau and the 
other headed by Abu Musab al-Barnawi, son of Boko 
Haram founder Mohammed Yusuf. Al-Barnawi’s faction 
has repeatedly denounced elections in its teachings and 
called voters apostates. Reports have claimed that this 
group is “planning to attack security forces, infrastructure 
and public places in Nigeria during the general elections.” 

b. The Herder-Farmer Conflict 
Nigeria is facing a deadly conflict between cow herders 
and farmers. The country’s rapidly increasing population 

means more people look 
to cultivate land that has 
traditionally been used by 
animal herders for generations. 
As the competition for finite 
land between the farmers 
and herdsmen has escalated, 
it has transformed into an 
open conflict that has led to 
numerous deaths and forced 
displacement, as well as the 
destruction of agriculture and 
livestock. According to the 
International Crisis Group, the 
herder-farmer violence claimed 
the lives of 1,300 people—six 
times higher than those killed 
by Boko Haram terrorism in the 
same period—and displaced 
300,000 others in the first half 
of 2018.

Nigerian soldiers capture a terrorist after an operation against the Boko Haram group in Borno, Nigeria 
on  March 29, 2016. ( Stringer - Anadolu Agency )
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The herder-farmer issue will undoubtedly affect voter 
behaviour in the 2019 polls. More than 70 per cent of 
Nigerians have expressed concern over the violent 
clashes between herders and farmers. Although the two 
leading presidential candidates belong to the Fulani 
herders, Abubakar’s opposition PDP seems to be more 
aligned with the farmers thus paving the way for the 
defection of the Benue State Governor Samuel Ortom 
from the ruling APC to the PDP. It is believed Ortom’s 
move will boost Abubakar’s chance in this region that 
Buhari won with 58% in the previous general election. 
Furthermore, the conflict will create logistical challenges 
during the election. For instance, more than 100,000 
people displaced by the confrontations are currently 
in the south-eastern Benue state. These citizens face 
administrative complications related to voting that could 
increase tensions if they are ultimately excluded from the 
polls.

c. Banditry, separatism and 
Political Gangs 
In addition to the Boko Haram terrorism and herdsmen-
farmer conflict, Nigeria’s 2019 elections face a range 
of other security issues. Armed banditry has been a 
constant threat in Zamfara and Kaduna states in the 
Nigeria’s northwest and in the middle belt of the country 
including Benue and Nasarawa states. In the first 7 

months of 2018, armed bandits are reported to have killed 
around 371 people and forced 18,000 others from their 
homes in Zamfara state alone. State officials noted that 
armed banditry has claimed the lives of 3,000 people, 
and burned down 2,000 homes since 2011. Federal 
government intervention resulted in confrontations 
with the bandits and recently claimed the lives of 16 
members of the security forces. Banditry could affect the 
safe movement of the election officers in the region and 
become a barrier for the smooth running of the polls.

Since President Buhari’s election in 2015, Biafra 
separatism in the southeast has increased. Nnamdi Kanu, 
the separatist movement leader, disappeared in 2017 
following a raid on his home by the Nigerian security 
forces, only recently emerging in Israel. Kanu has several 
times called on the outlawed Indigenous People of Biafra 
(IPB) to boycott the 2019 elections in a bid to push for 
the actualisation of Biafra. Established in 2012, the IPB 
seeks a number of states in southeast Nigeria, to secede 
from Nigeria and create an independent nation of Biafra. 
Although separatists failed to garner enough boycott 
support for previous general as well as state elections, 
it will undoubtedly affect the voter turnout. According 
to the Independent National Electoral Commission 
(INEC), the Biafra separatism affected zone has the lowest 
number of registered voters and regularly posts lower 
turnout rates than the national average.

Herder-Farmer conflicts have plagued Africa and Nigeria is no distinction. (Minasse Wondimu Hailu - Anadolu Agency)
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On 16 February 2019, more than 80 million Nigerians 
will head to the polls to elect a president and National 
Assembly members. Nigeria’s Independent National 
Electoral Commission (INEC) has so far documented 91 
political parties, 72 presidential candidates and 84,004,084 
registered voters, over half of which (51.1%) are under 35.

Nigeria is Africa’s most populous nation and the largest 
economy in Africa. Although having recently emerged 
from its first recession in 25 years, the economy remains 
sluggish and inflation remains high.  Issues of concern 
to voters include unemployment, poverty reduction and 
management of the economy. Voters have expressed 
ambivalence towards the 2019 election and concerns 
about post-election violence. They have also have voiced 
their distrust towards Election Committee. In 2011, over 
800 people were killed following election dispute and 
the international community helped Nigeria to avert the 
same tragedy in 2015. The 2019 polls demand the same 
attention.

Former army general and incumbent president 
Muhammadu Buhari, and former Vice President and 
billionaire Atiku Abubakar are the front-runners for 
President in the February polls. Critics point out the 
country’s youth, who makes more than half of the voters, 
have been side-lined.  Major issues potentially affecting 
the credibility and peaceful conduct of the forthcoming 
elections include the Boko Haram terrorism, deadly 
farmer-herder conflict, armed banditry, election boycotts 
by separatists as well as political thugs co-opting with 
politicians to rig the bolls.

On one hand, the February 2019 elections provide 
voters a chance to shape the future of their country and 
strengthen its place as a democratic leader in Africa. 
On the other hand, whoever is victorious in the polls 
will be immediately confronted with a range of difficult 
challenges ranging from the economy and high-rates of 
unemployment to the various security challenges facing 
the country.

Conclusion

Finally, reports claim there are over ten political cults 
and gangs who are variously aligned with numerous 
politicians who use the gangs to conduct assassinations, 
abductions, intimidations and voter harassment in 
numerous regions of Nigeria. The gangs usually target 
elected officials, opponents and voters in order to affect 
election results. Last year, for instance, suspected political 
gangs killed two people during a by-election for the 

House of Representatives vacancy in Koton Karfe. In 
2015, the Independent National Electoral Commission 
(INEC) declared the Bayelsa State Governorship election 
inconclusive due to ballot box snatching and hostage-
taking of electoral officials by political thugs. These gangs 
pose a significant challenge and may disrupt the peaceful 
conduct and credibility of the forthcoming polls.

Armed bandits and political cults pose significant security challenge to the Nigeria’s 2019 elections. (Minasse Wondimu Hailu - Anadolu Agency)








