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KANO: It was just after dawn and tempers were fraying 
outside the First Bank in the northern Nigerian town of 
Kano, where scores of customers jostled to get on a wait-
ing list to withdraw money. 

Long before the branch had opened its doors, crowds 
had formed of people desperate to take out cash, which 
was being limited to 10,000 naira-just $20 — per person. 
The reason: a government plan to swap old banknotes for 
a new design has run into chaos, limiting the number of 
bills in circulation and creating a cash shortage. Near the 
bank, hundreds of cars, motorbikes and rickshaw taxis had 
sat since early morning outside filling stations waiting to 
fill their tanks because of another shortage: petrol. 

Little more than two weeks before an election to pick 
President Muhammadu Buhari’s successor, the twin short-
ages in Africa’s largest economy are overshadowing cam-
paigning, angering voters and causing jitters over vote 
preparations. Riots erupted in frustration over the cash 
crunch last week when Buhari visited Kano state, one of 
his power bases and a key election battleground with the 
second largest number of registered voters. Independent 
National Electoral Commission (INEC) Chairman 
Mahmood Yakubu on Wednesday reassured Nigerians 
the February 25 ballot would happen, with three major 
presidential candidates in a tight race. 

But watching the lines outside Kano’s banks, market 
trader Mohammed Ali Danazumi said elections were far 
from his mind. He was on a second hours-long wait to get 
cash after failing to get naira the day before. “Today, I am 
number 290, what can I do?” he asked after joining the 
waiting list to get access to the cash machine. “We need 
change, we need some serious change.” 

 
Conspiracy theories  

The fuel and cash crunches have already soured the 
mood ahead of the February 25 presidential vote. 

Buhari’s ruling All Progressives Congress (APC) party 
and main opposition Peoples Democratic Party (PCP) are 
trading accusations of plots and sabotage-or of hoarding 
new banknotes in order to buy votes. Some APC stalwarts 
even blame “fifth columnist” enemies in the presidency for 
creating the shortages to undermine their man, former 
Lagos governor Bola Tinubu. 

Buhari, who steps down after two terms, last week 
asked Nigerians to give him seven days to resolve the 
shortages, which he blamed on inefficiencies and hoarding 
in distribution of new notes. Buhari holds an emergency 
meeting on the cash shortage with top officials on Friday. 
But APC governors already warned him they are worried 
about the impact on the election. Government officials 
defend the cash swap to replace old 1,000, 500 and 200 
naira notes as a way to clear counterfeit bills and a large 
amount of cash held outside banks. 

But for many Nigerians, already coping with wide-
spread insecurity and the inflationary fallout from the 

Ukraine war, the dual cash and fuel shortage is fast 
becoming too much. Traders have been quick to profit. 
Street vendors sell cash via a bank card transaction on 
mobile POS machines, but with a hefty charge of 1,000 
naira for 5,000 naira, Lagos and Kano residents say. “You 
pay cash for your own cash,” said a Lagos business 
administrator after a transaction. 

For Kano auto mechanic Sayo Ade, who left his car 
overnight in a line outside a petrol station, patience was 
beyond thin. “There is no cash in Nigeria now. You can’t 
get any at the ATM (cash machine). But in here, the POS 
machines (for electronic transactions) don’t work, so they 
are asking for cash,” he said waving his bank card at the 
gasoline station. 

“Who has cash in Nigeria now?” Nigeria is one of 
Africa’s largest crude oil producers, but has almost no 
refining capacity and must import fuel from Europe and 
elsewhere. 

 
Northern stronghold  

Since the end of military rule in 1999, Nigeria’s elec-
tions were often marred by violence, vote buying or logis-
tical problems. The 2019 vote was delayed by a week. 
Kano state has long played an important part in Nigeria 
elections. Buhari was elected in 2015 and re-elected in 
2019 thanks in large part to a block of ballots from the 
northwestern state. But in Kano city, the country’s second 
largest and commercial heart of the mostly Muslim north, 
frustrations are growing, even among those who voted 
twice for Buhari. 

Protests have also broken out in the southwestern 
cities of Ibadan and Abeokuta, where police said rioters 
attacked local banks. Outside a Kano bank, civil servant 
Dauda Yusuf was focused on finances not politics. “We 
don’t know why the government is treating us like this,” he 
said. “We are heading into an election and they want us to 
vote? Look at what is going on here.” 

Despite its status as a major oil producer, fuel lines 
recently reappeared in Lagos and other cities. 

Perched on his yellow rickshaw taxi, Adamu Isyaku 
said he spent hours to fill up at a station where fuel is sold 
at the regular subsidized price. Black market fuel would 
save him time but cost him double. 

Now even some customers have little cash. “Sometimes 
we are like a charity. Sometimes people just say, ‘this all I 
have,’ and you have no choice but to accept,” he said. 

“I was going to vote. I have my voter card with me. But 
with all this suffering, I’ve changed my mind.” Others took 
a pragmatic view in a country where coping with “waha-
la”-a widely used Hausa phrase for Nigeria’s daily strug-
gles-is seen as a necessary skill. 

“We are Nigerians, we will survive,” said Kayode 
Gabriel, 46, a salesman, waiting for his turn to fill up his car 
tank in Kano. “No, it’s not normal, but God gave us a resilient 
spirit. Someday, somehow we will get it right.”  —AFP 

IN NORTHERN NIGERIA, FUEL, CASH  
CRISIS TAINTS ELECTION CAMPAIGN

TWIN SHORTAGES IN AFRICA’S LARGEST ECONOMY OVERSHADOW CAMPAIGNING

KANO: A plan to replace old Nigerian naira notes with new ones has caused a shortage of cash and long lines outside 
banks. —AFP
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SWEDISH CB  
HIKES RATE TO  
15-YEAR HIGH 

 
STOCKHOLM: Sweden’s central bank announced 
another hefty rate hike on Thursday, taking it to its 
highest level since 2008 to fight double-digit inflation. 
“Monetary policy needs to be tightened to bring down 
inflation,” the bank said, warning that a further 
increase was to be expected in the coming months 
after raising the rate by a half-percentage-point to 
three percent. 

Swedish inflation hit 12.3 percent in December, its 
highest level in 30 years and six times higher than the 
bank’s 2.0 percent target. “Even disregarding energy 
prices, inflation is high and rising,” the bank said. 

While the bank had launched asset purchases in 
recent years to stimulate the economy, the monetary 
institution will begin doing the opposite in April, sell-
ing government bonds. 

Sweden’s economy slowed considerably in the 
fourth quarter, with gross domestic product unexpect-
edly shrinking by 0.6 percent. The krona has also 
depreciated sharply against other main currencies. The 
bank said that for 2023, it expected Sweden to see a 
recession of 1.1 percent, non-adjusted inflation of 8.6 
percent and rising unemployment. 

Central banks worldwide have been raising borrow-
ing costs in efforts to tame runaway prices, at the risk 
of causing recession as the moves slow economic 
activity. In April last year, Sweden’s key rate was still at 
zero percent. In a country where many mortgages are 
indexed against the key rate, the sharp increase has 
had a major impact on households and has raised fears 
of a housing market crash after a decade of soaring 
prices.  —AFP


