The turbulent north: the president should pay more attention to northern poverty 
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WHEN Nigeria’s presidential election results started trickling in on April 17th, showing that the incumbent, Goodluck Jonathan, was heading for victory, youths in the country’s north started to burn buildings in protest. The election itself was hailed as an improvement on the rigged and violent polls that have kept the ruling People’s Democratic Party in power for a dozen years. But its outcome has widened old divisions in Africa’s most populous country, home to 150m people and over 250 ethnic groups. 

Hundreds are now thought to have died in the post-election violence, though authoritative figures are hard to come by. A local human-rights group says that more than 500 people were killed just in Kaduna, one northern state, in the worst of the violence between April 17th and 19th. Human Rights Watch, a New York-based lobby, said that 311 bodies had been found in one mass grave alone. A heavy military presence and curfews in the worst-hit states, including Kaduna, Kano and Bauchi, have since brought an edgy calm. 

Many voters in the mostly Muslim north plumped for Muhammadu Buhari, a former military ruler who hails from the landlocked and impoverished region. Thinking he had been the victim of rigging by Mr Jonathan, a Christian from the oil-rich southern delta, youths burnt the homes of local Muslim leaders denounced as PDP stooges. In Kaduna this soon led to wider sectarian clashes.

State governorship polls on April 26th, which should conclude a month of elections for national and local posts, passed off with a low turnout and high security in much of the north. Bombs went off in Borno state before the poll and on the day itself, killing at least three people. Previous explosions there have been claimed by Boko Haram, an extreme Islamist sect. Polls in Kaduna and Bauchi, deemed the most volatile states, were postponed by two days to let extra troops be deployed. 

But soldiers and curfews are only a temporary solution. The youths are angry not just because of this month’s election results. Northern Nigerians lag behind their southern counterparts on almost every measure of development, even though poverty blights the whole country. The average annual income of $718 per person in the northernmost 19 states is half the figure in the remaining 17 states, according to UN data. Literacy rates and child nutrition are also poor. 

Rather than foster industries, successive governments have relied on the oil revenues of Africa’s largest energy producer for their income. Such neglect has hit the north, far away from the coast’s ports and banks, a lot harder. “If those youths were employed, they would have just gone to work on that Monday morning,” says Ismaila Zango, a sociology lecturer in Kano, the north’s biggest city, referring to the day Mr Jonathan’s victory became clear. “What happened then was just the beginning—unless there is development.”

Many northerners hope the president will make the development of their region a priority, now that it seems to pose a security threat. In recent years the PDP has paid off and tried to rehabilitate and retrain insurgents in the delta, because their attacks have threatened the oil industry that provides around 80% of government revenues. Unrest in the north has bothered those in the corridors of power a lot less. If they were wise, they would change tack. 
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