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Summary 

• President Muhammadu Buhari of Nigeria was re-elected winning 55.6 percent of valid votes cast, 

a significant margin of nearly four million votes over his leading opponent, Atiku Abubakar. 

 

• The presidential and National Assembly elections were marred by widespread logistical and 

administrative challenges, which caused the election originally scheduled for February 16 to be 

postponed to February 23. The main opposition, the People’s Democratic Party (PDP), rejected 

the results of the presidential election and plans to challenge them in court.  

 

• The biggest upset was Senate President Bukola Saraki’s failure to win his re-election bid. Saraki 

had been at odds with the president, and his loss creates an opportunity for President Buhari to 

install his allies in leadership positions in the National Assembly and pursue a legislative agenda 

that cements his legacy. 

 

• Now able to return its focus to governance, the Buhari administration will need to radically alter 

its macroeconomic approach and adhere more rigorously to a business-friendly environment to 

regain investor confidence.  

 

• Investors should expect a cabinet shakeup and look to several decisions that Buhari will take in 

the early days of his second term to gauge the administration’s priorities and commitment to 

economic reform and growth.  

 

• Next up are gubernatorial and State House of Assembly elections on March 9. As governors gain 

relevance and power in Nigeria’s increasingly federated system, investors should pay attention 

to the political actors who win “turf wars” in key economic centers like Lagos, Kano, Kaduna, and 

Rivers states, as well as other states where elections will be heavily contested. 
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APC re-elected in deeply flawed election 

In the early hours of Wednesday, February 27, Nigeria’s Independent National Electoral Commission 

(INEC) declared President Muhammadu Buhari of the All Progressives Congress (APC) the winner of the 

February 23 presidential election.  

Buhari was re-elected with a simple 

majority of 15.2 million votes (55.6 

percent of valid votes cast) and won 19 

of Nigeria’s 36 states. With expectations 

of a tight race, Buhari outperformed 

expectations by clearing the 25 percent 

threshold in all but three states. Buhari’s 

main competitor, Atiku Abubakar of the 

People’s Democratic Party (PDP), 

garnered 11.3 million votes (41.2 

percent of valid votes cast) and won 17 

states and the Federal Capital Territory.  

Buhari’s success was driven by high 

turnout in his strongholds in the north 

and increased support for the APC in the 

south-south and south-east geopolitical 

zones, which historically have been the 

base of the PDP’s political support.  

Nigeria’s democratic trajectory levels off 

INEC failed to deliver on expectations that the electoral commission would build on the strong gains 

made in 2015 to further improve the country’s electoral procedures and integrity. Voter turnout was 

35.6 percent, a historic low, and varied significantly across regions. The northwest, the epicenter of the 

Buhari’s political support, saw 52.33 percent voter turnout, while only 20.42 percent of registered voters 

participated in the southeast, a PDP stronghold.  INEC’s decision to postpone the election just hours 

before polls were set to open may help explain the poor turnout, especially in the south.  

Despite the one-week delay, which INEC argued was necessary to address logistical challenges, the 2019 

presidential and National Assembly elections were fraught with familiar irregularities, such as inadequate 

voting materials, malfunctioning technology, voter intimidation, and violence. Some voters and poll 

watchers have also alleged electoral fraud, comparing the 2019 elections to the 2007 polls, which most 

analysts agree were the worst elections in the history of Nigeria’s Fourth Republic. Nonetheless, the 

official outcome of the presidential vote falls within the margin of error established by civil society-driven 

parallel vote tabulation processes. The United States, the United Kingdom, and other countries have 

congratulated President Buhari and assured Nigerians that they can “have confidence” in the results. 
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PDP rejects results and plans legal challenge 

Shortly after INEC declared President Buhari the winner, PDP candidate Atiku Abubakar put out a 

statement in which he called the election a “sham” and rejected the results announced by the 

Commission. Atiku also refrained from calling President Buhari to congratulate him, as is customary. In 

his statement, Atiku said that it was clear that the results had been manipulated in many states. He also 

argued that voting was disrupted, and that voters were intimidated in PDP strongholds. In addition, Atiku 

questioned the tallies in northern states facing security challenges, where records showed higher voter 

turnout than in peaceful states in the south.  

The PDP is now expected to challenge the outcome of the elections through judicial channels, a decision 

the party had foreshadowed during the campaign. This could lead to a constitutional crisis. President 

Buhari unilaterally suspended Chief Justice Walter Onnoghen on January 25 for alleged corruption and 

failure to declare his assets. Only one day after his suspension, Acting Chief Justice Mohammed Tanko 

set up election tribunals, which will hear Atiku’s case against the President. Many PDP supporters already 

see these tribunals as illegitimate and could argue that the tribunal’s rulings hold no merit, especially if 

they strike out Atiku’s case.  

Major shifts in the National Assembly  

The elections will result in major shifts and a changing of the guard in Nigeria’s legislative body. Although 

results are still being collated, the APC is on track to hold at least 65 of the 109 available seats in the 

Senate and maintain its majority in the House of Representatives. As a result, President Buhari will be 

able to fully pursue his legislative agenda, to the degree that one exists. As the new National Assembly 

resumes in May, the APC will seek to ensure that President Buhari has an ally as Senate President. Current 

Senate President Bukola Saraki lost his re-election bid for Kwara Central Senatorial Zone and will not be 

returning to the Senate. There is already talk over who will assume leadership, and the APC is expected 

to keep its zoning formula, which allocates the position to a senator from the north for the next four 

years. 

The Nigerian National Assembly has emerged as a major 

check on executive power, especially since the Senate 

thwarted President Olusegun Obasanjo’s attempts to 

seek a third term in 2007. Over the past four years, the 

tension between the National Assembly and the 

Presidency peaked, especially after Saraki won the 

Senate Presidency against APC establishment wishes. 

Often defying Buhari, Saraki pursued an aggressive 

business-friendly legislative agenda as he sought to 

secure his own legacy and use the office as a 

springboard for the Presidency.  

This time around, if Buhari is successful in securing an ally as Senate President, policy will likely be driven 

by the President’s inner circle—and the legislature will revert to a role rubber-stamping the President’s 

policy agenda. The President could also continue his use of executive orders (EOs), which were put to 

good use during the “cold war” with the Saraki-led National Assembly. Some of these EOs had positive 

THE BIGGEST UPSET WAS SENATE PRESIDENT 

BUKOLA SARAKI’S FAILURE TO WIN HIS RE-

ELECTION BID. PRESIDENT SARAKI HAD BEEN AT 

ODDS WITH THE PRESIDENT, AND HIS LOSS CREATES 

AN OPPORTUNITY FOR PRESIDENT BUHARI TO 

INSTALL HIS ALLIES IN LEADERSHIP POSITIONS 

WITHIN THE NATIONAL ASSEMBLY AND PURSUE A 

LEGISLATIVE AGENDA TO CEMENT HIS LEGACY.  
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benefits for the business community, especially EO1, which continues to be implemented and is focused 

on improving the business climate.  

The odds-on-favorite as Senate President will be Senator Ahmed Lawan of Yobe State, who is the current 

Senate Majority Leader and the longest-serving and highest-ranking member in government from the 

defunct All Nigeria People’s Party (ANPP), a key part of the APC coalition. Another name making the 

rounds is Senator Abdullahi Adamu, a strong ally of the President and former governor of Nasarawa 

State. Senator Ali Ndume from Borno State is also another strong candidate. Beyond the Senate 

Presidency, there will also changes in key committees relevant to the private sector, where Saraki had 

placed key allies. Most of these actors have either failed to return to the Senate or could be sidelined 

under new leadership, including:  

• Senator Rafiu Ibrahim, Chairman, Senate Committee on Banking and Insurance 

• Senator Garba Baba, Chairman, Senate Committee on Rules and Business 

• Senator Omotayo Alasoadura, Chairman, Senate Committee on Upstream Petroleum 

Speaker of the House of Representatives Yakubu Dogara managed to win re-election on the platform of 

the PDP but may not be able to build a broad enough coalition to retain his leadership position. Femi 

Gbajabiamila, the House Majority Leader from Lagos State who was the party establishment’s pick to 

serve as Speaker in 2015, is likely to succeed him.  

Investors should watch for symbolic gestures 

The Nigerian Stock Exchange’s market capitalization fell N85 billion ($278.7 million) when trading opened 

on Tuesday, January 26, as it became clear that President Buhari would return for a second term. This 

occurred as investors, who had anticipated an opposition victory, pulled their money from the stock 

market. It also reflects the business community’s negative perception of the current government.  

The Buhari administration will need to radically alter its macroeconomic approach, liberalize the 

economy, and maintain an aggressively business friendly environment to incentivize investors to take 

advantage of Nigeria's economic potential. Investors should watch for certain developments that offer 

insights into the government’s prioritization of economic reform, including: 

1. The degree to which Vice President Osinbajo is empowered to oversee macroeconomic 

management. Vice President Osinbajo has a pro-business track record and is seen as a strong 

and innovative administrator. During Buhari’s absence due to medical leave in 2017, Vice 

President Osinbajo provided sound economic leadership and liberalized Nigeria’s monetary 

regime. He was also the force behind Nigeria’s much-celebrated improvements to its Ease of 

Doing Business ranking. If Buhari fully empowers Osinbajo to oversee macroeconomic 

management, Nigeria could see quicker economic growth and an uptick in investor confidence.  

 

 

2. The degree to which the President appoints technocrats to key positions at ministries and 

parastatals. Historically, the “islands of excellence” in the Nigerian Civil Service have been the 

ministries and agencies headed by experienced technocrats empowered by the President to 

enact change. President Buhari will be under pressure to use political appointments to reward 
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allies, especially in his second term. If the President moves quickly to name a technocratic cabinet 

and/or a less interventionist Central Bank governor in June, it could be an indication that he is 

prioritizing progress over politics. But even if a technocratic cabinet is named, investors should 

assess how much latitude these actors are given to drive economic and social change and attract 

investment. Some of the standout administrators in the Buhari administration, such as Vice 

President Osinbajo, Minister of Trade Okey Enelamah, and Rural Electrification Agency (REA) 

Executive Director Damilola Ogunbiyi, have struggled to operate without political interference. 

 

 

3. The degree to which the President commits to reform and prioritization of key economic 

sectors. In his first term, President Buhari channeled significant political will towards his 

anticorruption efforts but was less focused on Nigeria’s economic recovery and growth agenda. 

The President will need to reassure the business community by committing to a revitalization of 

key macroeconomic sectors, such as agriculture, manufacturing, and oil and gas. The President 

could begin this process by renewing attention to the Petroleum Industry and Governance Bill 

(PIGB), a piece of legislation that was stuck in the National Assembly for 10 years, in different 

forms, and now sits on his desk. Senate President Saraki was a major champion behind the PIGB 

and put a lot of effort into seeing it through the National Assembly. If the President fails to 

prioritize the bill, years of hard work and consensus building with industry stakeholders could 

come to naught. Buhari could also articulate the economic potential of Nigeria’s agricultural 

sector, beyond social welfare. Finally, the President could extend an invitation to investors to 

contribute to reviving Nigeria’s moribund manufacturing sector. 

 

4. The degree to which the APC adopts a unified political and economic vision for Nigeria. The 

ruling APC is a loose coalition held together by various strategic alliances between Nigeria’s 

former opposition parties. The party has not yet done the hard work of outlining its philosophy. 

Traditionalists, moderates, and progressives within the coalition often clash on political and 

economic priorities. Actors who lose these internal battles often seek to pursue their interests 

through other political channels, while remaining in the coalition. In fact, two current governors 

- from Imo and Ogun states - have been suspended by the ruling party for “anti-party” activities. 

Moving forward, the President could work to articulate an economic and political agenda that 

incorporates all actors, especially now that the APC holds legislative power. However, in doing 

so, he runs the risk of sidelining certain elements in the party with specific personalities and 

interests.  

 

Attention shifts to state-level “turf wars”  

On March 9, Nigeria will hold gubernatorial and State House of Assembly elections to conclude the 
2019 general elections. There are several tight matchups in several states across the country including 
Akwa Ibom, Benue, Imo, Kwara, Plateau, and Ogun states. Investors should pay specific interest to the 
“turf wars” in economic centers including: 
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Lagos State 

Lagos is the economic engine of the Nigerian economy – if it were a country, Lagos would be the fifth 

largest economy in Africa. Since 1999, it has been controlled by APC National Leader and former state 

Governor Bola Ahmed Tinubu and his loyalists. Last year, Tinubu had a much-publicized falling out with 

incumbent Governor Akinwunmi Ambode. This led Tinubu, Lagos’s political godfather, to throw his 

approval behind Lagos State Development and Property Corporation CEO Babajide Sanwoolu, who 

soundly defeated Ambode in the party primaries in October. Sanwoolu, now known as the “Governor-

in-waiting” will face Jimi Agbaje, who is running for the second time as the PDP candidate, on March 9.  

In the presidential contest, the PDP had hoped to deal a massive blow to Tinubu by winning Lagos State. 

In 2015, then President Goodluck Jonathan lost to President Buhari by only 100,000 votes in Lagos, and 

party strategists believed that growing disapproval with the APC government could boost turnout among 

Lagos’ non-Yoruba population, who tend to favor the opposition. However, the APC won the presidential 

election in Lagos with similar margins again this week, and Senator Oluremi Tinubu, wife of Bola Tinubu, 

was re-elected for a third term in the Senate. There were reports of voter suppression and intimidation 

in last week’s elections, which allegedly targeted PDP strongholds. The gubernatorial election is the PDP’s 

last chance to boost turnout and hit back at the Tinubu dynasty, especially as Bola Tinubu’s name begins 

to be thrown around as a major contender for the APC’s presidential nomination in 2023.  

Kano State 

Kano is the economic center of northern Nigeria. Incumbent APC Governor Abdullahi Ganduje and 

former Governor and incumbent Senator Musa Rabiu Kwankwaso had a major falling out and are now 

in a battle for influence in the state. Kwankwaso defected from the APC to the PDP in July 2018 and 

launched an unsuccessful attempt to become the PDP’s presidential nominee.  

Now, badly bruised by the PDP’s humiliating defeat in the 2019 presidential elections in Kano, he will be 

looking to reassert the PDP’s influence by electing his son-in-law and the PDP nominee, Abba Kabir Yusuf. 

Ganduje, meanwhile, benefits from support from President Buhari. He is an important ally of President 

Buhari, who has stuck by Ganduje, despite the governor’s waning popularity amid corruption allegations 

against him late last year.  

Kaduna State 

Incumbent Kaduna Governor Nasir El Rufai has articulated a grand vision to revive Kaduna’s moribund 

industries. In pursuit of this goal, El Rufai - a Harvard-educated technocrat - has adopted global 

governance best practices in his leadership of Kaduna State and managed to attract significant 

international investment to the state in his first term. Under his leadership, Kaduna has pursued deep 

reforms in education and leads the way in government investments in human capital development.  

However, El Rufai is perceived by some to have a religious bias against Christians. As a member of 

President Buhari’s inner circle, he has gone to extreme lengths to defend the President who also struggles 

with that perception. In November 2018, further aggravating existing tensions in a state deeply divided 

across religious and cultural lines, Governor El Rufai chose Hadiza Balarabe, the Executive Secretary of 

the Kaduna State Primary Healthcare Development Agency (NPHCDA), to replace outgoing Deputy 

Governor Bala Bantex as his running mate. His decision created a Muslim-Muslim ticket, and while El 
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Rufai has stressed that he made his choice on merit, key stakeholders including influential religious and 

traditional leaders have said that his choice was “tone deaf” given Kaduna State’s deep historical and 

ongoing socio-religious tensions. These tensions have boosted the PDP’s Isa Ashiru’s chances of being a 

spoiler, especially if the PDP can drive turnout and leverage deep anti-El Rufai sentiment in southern 

Kaduna.  

Rivers State 

Rivers State is the hub of the oil-producing Niger Delta region of Nigeria. Incumbent PDP Governor 
Nyesom Wike and former Governor and current Minister of Transportation Rotimi Amaechi have a very 
tense relationship, which led to violence in the 2015 polls. Since then, Wike has gained even more 
relevance within the PDP, especially as a major financier of the party. A court order restricts the APC 
from running any candidates in the state, so Wike should win his re-election easily, though tension with 
the APC government can be expected to continue in Wike’s second term.  
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