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AGENDA-SETTING ROLE OF THE NIGERIAN PRESS: A CASE STUDY OF THIRD
TERM AGENDA. '

by
Andrew Asan ATE,

Abstract

The press is one of the powerful forces of social engineering in any society. The potency of the
press is hinged on the fact that it has the power to appeal to a relatively large, heterogeneous
and anonymous audience almost simultaneously. The press is an effective tool in policy
formulation and execution. The press is often looked upon by many people as purveyors for
gpod governance. This paper x-rays the agenda setting role of the press in Nigeria in the
aborted “Third term agenda” of President Obasanjo’s administration. The paper appraises the
contributions of the Nigerian medin which mobilized public opinion against the ill-fated third
term project.

The paper recommends that mass media practitioners in Nigeria must always be carried along
at all levels of decision making for the holistic success of any agenda.

Introduction

Media practice in Nigeria made its debut about 147years ago with the establishment of the
first Newspaper, lwe irohin, by a missionary- turned Journalist, Henry Townsend in 1859 in
Abeokuta . The Nigeria Union of journalist {NUJ), a body that oversees the practice of
journalism profession in the country was established in 1955, that is, 52 years ago. The
Nigerian Constitution of 1999, Chapter il defines the role of the mass media thus: “mass media
shall at all times be free to uphold the fundamental objectives contained in this chapter and
uphold the responsibility and accountability of the government to the people”.

from the look of things, the Nigerian media has lived up to its constitutional responsibility over
the years despite some daunting challenges it faced along the line. it is on record that the
Nigerian press, in collaboration with other nationalistic forces, contributed in no small
measure to the anti-colonial struggles that preceded independence. in other words, the press,
among others, tirelessly fought for the attainment of the nation’s independence in 1960.

The post independence press focused on the task of nation building but later embarked on
guerrilla journalism-fighting the ills of the past military regimes that hijacked the Nigerian
polity during the nation’s dark days. Today, the Nigerian media has been inforining, educating
and entertaining the populace on different socio-political and economic issues.

- The media has been assiduously preserving the nation’s rich cultural heritage, conferring
status on individuals and institutions, and setting agenda for good governance in the new
Nigeria among other roles.
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country. He came to power in 1986 and nobody knows when he will get out'of it. ‘Museveni is
following the footsteps of Idi-Amin of Uganda who became intoxicated wuth power durlng his
evil days as the Field Marshall of his country.

The 69-year old Omar Albert Bernard Bongo of Gabon also has an intimidating record of over
staying in office. He has been in-power for 39 years. He too, has changed the constltutlon of
his country to prosecute his inordinate ambition of a life - time leader.

President Hosni Mubarak of Egypt seized power since 1981 and is still there doing what he
knows best. The Libyan leader Muamar Gadaffi has ruled his country for over three decades.
He came to power in 1969 and he is not in a hurry to leave the stage.

Blaise Campaore of Bukina Faso came to power through the gun since 1987 and he is still
there.

Robert Mugabe of Zimbabwe became the leader of his country in 1980 while his camerounian

counterpart, Paul Biya came to power in 1982.The duo are still drlvmg the affairs of thelr

countries. )

Back here in Nigeria, General Yakubu Gowon reneged his hand - over date during his days as

the country’s head of state. General Ibrahim Badamosi Babangida who annulled the nation’s,

perhaps, freest and fairest election of June 12, 1993 believed to have been won by Chief M.K.O

Abiola, attempted to over stay in power but was compelled to step aside due to certain

exigencies of the time. Later, the maximum ruler, General Sani Abacha, during his regime
manipulated the polity for life time leadership but his satanic ambltlon was punctuated by

death. S L Sk

- .!i;'

Under President Olusegun Obasanjo, some political gladiators in ‘the country in 2006,
attempted to manipulate the polity in favour of a third term but the development was halted
by the press through its excellent agenda-setting initiative. '

Methodology 3
This study is purely based on desk research. The researcher made use of secondary materials
for data collection from newspapers. In terms of data processing, the study content-analyzed
some relevant editorials and columns on the “Third term agenda”. The editorials and columns

were intentionally selected and reviewed to appreciate the agenda-setting dimension by the
press on the “Third term” debate. The selected editorials were from This Day, Daily
Independent, the Punch, and The Guardian Newspapers to have divergent views on the third
term issue. The columns were from Saturday Sun and The Guardian. Apart from editorials and
columns, the study also captured the views of some media practitioners on the controversial
issue that bedeviled the nation’s polity in 2006.
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Aliand the thirq Term Debate

The Punch, ;3 ,ary 10, 2006, Editorial.

The editorig 4 oted the chairman of the Peoples Democratic Party (PDP), Dr Ahmadu Ali, as
saying thatthe Opasanjo’s government needed not be changed for change’s sake. According
to Ali, “This man we identified before for good leadership, he has come and we have seen
evidence Ofgood leadership again. Do you just change a gown when it is not dirty?”

The editorig| yescribed those clamouring for tenure extension as a powerful clique and urged
the OPPOSition parties, civil society groups and Nigerians in general to decide whether or'not
the thickening piot is acceptable to them.

Salute to Thypo Mbeki

The Guardigp, opryary 16, 2006, Editorial.

The edlt0r5a| applauded the decision of South African President, Thabo Mbeki, who was
quotgd t0 have declared that he was opposed to the extension of his office beyond the
constitutiong)jy allowed two terms.

The piece 3155 celebrated Nelson Mandela, the first president of the post apartheid South
Africa, who jeft office after one term, pleading age and availability of capable lieutenants.

The editoriy| pemoaned the tenure elongation clamour by some praise singers and sycophants
In NIgeria roying that “Nigerians have been declaring as loud as their feeble voices would
carry them yp, ¢ they are opposed to the idea of a third term”.

The editorig] yrged President Obasanjo to hearken to public opinion and quit office after
completing hig second tenure. The piece warned against the evil of tampering with the
nation’s Copgtitution contending that the “Nigerian union, if it can be called so, is a fraction
amalgam. Thore is no knowing what will happen if the constitution is subjected to a traumatic
jolt” the fditorial observed that tenure extension in Nigeria always has failed and would

CONtiNUE ty f4il and therefore advised President Obasanjo to join in the search for his
successor.

Data analyg;s from columns

Head or t3i|, Obasanjo loses

Saturday Sy march 11, 2006.

The opinion, column written by Femi Adesina, Editor of Daily Sun observed that the third term
issue has pocome “so germane, so apposite to the political fortunes of the country that
whatever g ision Obasanjo takes now, he will equally lose”. Sounding like a prophet of doom,
the columpict philosophically thundered: “Head he loses, tail he loses. If the constitution is
finally amepded and Obasanjo comes into office by hook or crook, he loses at the end of it all.
And if the third term project runs into brick wall, and he quits in May, 2007, Obasanjo still
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Both the editorials and columns in their measurement of public opinion established the fact
that the general Nigerian populace were against tenure elongation of any colouration. They
were therefore optimistic that the “evil” will not succeed in Nigeria as the people will fight it to
a stand still.

Even This Day which published a pro-third term advertorial in its June, 2005 editorial agreed
that “Nigerians see any attempt by President Obasanjo to extend his maximum tenure of eight
years beyond 2007 as sounding the death knell of the democratic process”.

It is important at this juncture to stress that by taking a stand against tenure elongation, the
press, through editorials and columns influenced the thinking of Nigerians on the third term
agenda and perhaps the development that consequently led to the collapse of the ill-fated
project by the National Assembly.

This gesture indisputably showcases the supremacy of the press as an agenda-setting
institution.

Recommendations

Based on the holistic success of the press in setting a robust agenda for the annihilation of the

third term project, | recommend as follows:

. That the media must always be carried along at all levels of governance or policy
making in Nigeria. This is because the media acts as a clearing house for society. Any
policy or agenda that fails to receive the endorsement of the press will likely nose-
dive.

. Nigerian leaders should learn to interpret the position of the media on burning issues
of the day as the stand of the general populace. A time has come in the country for
people to acknowledge the press as the court of public opinion.

. That both the government and governed should cultivate the habit of looking up to
the press for direction on every socio-political and economic issue. The media should
never be sidelined or taken for granted on issues relating to policy formulation and
execution.

° That the Nigerian media in collaboration with other civil societies should rise up to the
daunting challenge of defending democracy and the rule of law by setting positive and
constructive agenda for good governance.

. That Journalist should have integrity and clean hands if they are to lead in setting
agenda that would put the society on the part of progress. Peter Enahoro in Ate (1997)
asserts that “whether journalists admit the truth or not, the fact today is that many
men in the street see the press as their protector and vindicator.”
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