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ABSTRACT
Over time, the Nigerian Press had not actually enjoyed the kind of freedom expected from the society. Under the defunct military government, there was nothing that could be called press freedom as it seems to had gone to the winds. During this period, the Media was subjected to an atmosphere of uncertainty and fear as most media houses were either closed down or proscribed while journalists who dared to write anything sensitive contrary to the taste of the government were not only antagonized, beaten, humiliated or disgrace publicly but were prosecuted, incarcerated and eventually sacked. It was not only an eye sore but the worst form of inhumanity to man. The media under this political dispensation will perform better by helping to ensure peaceful election and transition from one civilian government to another. This paper is essentially on the role and functions of the media during election while also taking a preview at some of the challenges that would confront the media in the execution of its duty.
THE NIGERIAN MEDIA AND ELECTION COVERAGE

INTRODUCTION

It is not a misnomer to say that Nigeria has not witnessed a steady political growth. It is also not out of place to conclude that the political evolution of the country has not only been a worrisome nightmare but at remarkably slow ebb owing to the fact that Nigeria has witnessed an unprecedented period of military rule.

The political atmosphere has always been marred and dominated by instability, incessant crises and conflicts, indiscipline and corruption, ethnic clashes and violence, greed, selfishness and the excessive quest for power, thus democracy has never been allowed to thrive for so long a time than as it is now. It has been a herculean task transiting from one democratically elected government to another. As a result of this perturbing situation, many have had course to conclude that Nigeria was not yet ripe for democracy. Upholding this view, Adedeji (2005) puts it more succinctly when he said:

We are not democratic yet. We have the same plans and symbolic tendencies of democracy but we are yet to reach the stage where we can say we are truly democratic.

The political atmosphere in the country is such that the people seem to have lost hope in the electorate. Among the heinous crime that has slowed down our political process is the recurrent decimal of political assassination, threats to life and lack of freedom, the death of truth and the entrenchment of false hold.
We are yet to imbibe the tenets of democracy because our inability to arrive as a truly democratic nation is hinged on the fact that we have refused to grow as a nation even though the military had marauded the political Milieu for more than necessary.

In a swift reaction to the disappearance of democracy, Adedeji (2001) explains that “Africa has become more authoritarian in governance. All the democracies had disappeared”. Also, Peter Esuh (2003) is of the belief that:
 What Nigeria has is still a process of transition to democracy, not democracy itself. If you argue that Nigeria is democratized you may not be wrong; you must be talking about the absence of the Khaki boys on the corridors of power. It is unfortunate and sad to say that we entered a transition to democracy on May 29, 1999.

Painfully enough, we started having a feel of democracy ten years ago after innumerable years of military dictatorship. But have we actually witnessed a palpable wind of change in our political environment? It is rather a pity that after so many years of nationhood, Nigeria is still groping, trying to find her feet in an unstable political atmosphere that has been polluted by myopic, self-serving and parochial politicians.

Immaturity, self  centredness, greed, uncontrolled corruption in high places, fraudulent practices, wasteful spending, politically motivated assassinations and gross indiscipline among other vices have been the major debilitating problems responsible for our inability to build a virile and stable democratic nation. It is such an ugly situation where only the strong survives alone and the winner takes it all.
The Nigerian media as a viable instrument of integration, peace and stability has been playing a tremendous role in shaping the political process of the country. In this paper examines the role and activities of the media in election coverage; the functions and challenges of the media in the forth coming election.
ACTIVITIES AND ROLE OF THE MEDIA IN ELECTION COVERAGE
Essentially, the birth, history and development of the Nigerian media came as a result of the struggle and agitation for personal liberty, and political independence and since inception, have witnessed tremendous transformation. The media under the present democratic government has done creditably well. They have been responsible for championing the growth, progress and direction of the country’s political process.

The attainment of democracy was made possible through the conscious and concerted effort of the media through programmes designed to create public awareness on the citizens. During political campaigns and elections the media also play a crucial role. They do not only mobilize the masses to participate in elections but also motivate them to take part in political activities. 
Come 2011, Nigerian will again be faced with the challenges of ensuring a peaceful transition to another democratically elected government. To actualize this dream and ensure the continue stability of the political process, the media need to live up to its responsibilities once again. The world today is dominated by technological gadgets which serve as means for effective communication. No nation can progress meaningfully without communication. This is because communication is vital to man just the same way man cannot do without air, food and water.
Many believed that the success and failure of any electoral process lies within the media. This is because they are important tools for social political change and in the creation of awareness.  Akinfeleye (2002) concurred to this when he said:
The power of the Mass Media in the creation of awareness of the politician’s intention is well known and to set political agenda for campaigns is indisputable.

Also upholding this view, Moemeka (1992 opines that:

In the management of political campaigns, voters needs to be properly educate; politicians on their part need to be tutored to carry on properly before they can be packaged to meet the expectation of their salient publics
The media is the most effective means of achieving personal liberty and political emancipation. It is a mirror of the political, social and economic life of the country. As an institution and guardian of the public, the media also examines the political policies and programmes designed to educate, motivate, mobilize and manipulate the masses into active participation in the political process. Sharing in the belief that the masses need to be mobilize, sensitize, and manipulate to embrace and participate in the electoral process, Gurevitch and Blumler (1977: 270) explains that “the mass media as political institutions are omnipotent and capable of being employed for manipulative purposes”.
As it is in all elections, there are always sentiments, violence, rancor, conflicts, uncertainty, intimidations and harassment from political parties supporters. Some times or in most cases, the masses are manipulated maneuvered or influenced with the excessive display of wealth by rich politicians, political parties and actors so as to mobilize them for electoral support. “In the quest for political power, money has therefore become a decisive element in the political process”. Erhagbe (1998).

Politicians partake in political activities not because they are actually inclined with the intention to serve but for financial and material gains. They see politics as a viable economic investment. This personal interest in politics makes the clamour for political power a matter of life and death. Also as a result of this, politicians employ extra - legal and non- constitutional means to achieve political power. Where appeal to primordial instincts and the use of money cannot guarantee political power, the employment of violence, as an extra-legal and non-constitutional means becomes the case (Jude Ternakur 2003).

Still on the violent conduct of election Jude Ternakur also emphasize that different political group and their supporter even within the same community engage one another in open confrontation and physical combat. He posits that sometimes these combat results in bloody clashes associated with the destruction of properties and loss of human lives. 

This has been the case of elections in Nigeria and this is why the media will be faced with tremendous challenges come next democratic dispensation.
The media no doubt has played a tremendous role in shaping the political process of the country. As a noble instrument of integration, peace and stability in the society the media serve as an agenda setting for public discuss. The growth and progress of the country’s democratic process has largely been influenced by the over whelming support of the mass media. Besides, the media uniqueness has had a positive influence on the body polity of the nation. This is because the media is capable of molding attitudes, behaviour and perception of the general publics. 

The importance of the media especially in time of election is further emphasized by Onyisi (1996: 132). He wrote that: 
In a democratic system exercise of opinion or authoritative allocation of values is mainly through communication-through the mass media).         
Also speaking in favour of the distinguishable role of the media, Akpan (1986:252) observes that “in a free and democratic society, the press as a whole is the market place of political thought”. The broadcast media exists to serve the information needs of the citizenry. Besides, it is a mirror of the political, social and economic life of the country. As an institution and guardian of the public, the media also examines the political policies and programmes, designed to educate, motivate, mobilize and manipulate the masses into active participation in the political process     
FUNCTIONS OF THE MEDIA 
The media performs various responsibilities. Apart from contributing to the development of the nation, the media also assist in the political process towards ensuring a democratic government by helping to share public opinion. The media select and provide right information to shape our society.

Through adequate information, the media is capable of changing the attitude and lives of many in the society. The information function of the media is the most fundamental of all other functions. The news content of the media is very rich and juicy. Through this, society is abreast with not only what is happening within the nation but in other parts of the world.

Highlighting the various functions performed by the mass media, Okunna quoted Mac Bride et al (1981:14, 108) as: 

The information function of the mass media is all embracing and indispensable for the meaningful existence of members of the society. Through their various contents, the mass media collect, store, process and disseminate news, data, pictures, facts, messages, opinions and comments which members of the public require in order to react Knowledgeably to personal environment, as well as to be in a position to take appropriate decision.
Also through this informative function, the media do not only create awareness on various topics but also raise issues of national interest with great efficiency.
Another tremendous function of the media is entertainment which comes in form of drama, comedy, music and sports. The television medium is the greatest provider of entertainment for relaxation especially after the days stress, hustling and bustling. While entertaining, the media is also indirectly providing us with useful information which is capable of transforming and reshaping the society.

The media provides materials for intellectual development, formation of character and acquisition of skills. These skills can be acquired from watching and listening to an entertainment or educational programmes.

Another important function of the media is in the area of selling or advertisement. Through advertising, the media is capable of inducing the buyer to purchase whatever the seller has to sell to the public. Selling here, is not only in the area of purchasing a particular product but it could also be in form of services. On the important role the media play in advertising, Okunna quoted sandman by saying that:

The fundamental economic purpose of the mass media… is to sell people to advertisers. The articles in your newspaper and the programmes on your radio and TV sets are merely ‘come –on’ to catch and hold your attention. Advertisers buy that attention from the media, and services (Sandman) et al 1976)

Also as part of its function, the media also engages in the facilitation of public discourse as a vital element of democracy, it helps to keep the people abreast of the activities of government, events and issues as they affect the people. The media is regarded as a gate keeper of the society. It serves as a link between the people and the authority. Through this function, the people are educated on the need for the day to-day participation in governance. 

CHALLENGES OF THE MEDIA DURING ELECTIONS
One of the major challenges normally faced by media practitioners is the lack of will power to free themselves from partisan politics during political process. Even the government owned media cannot be exonerated from this issue of bias reporting during election, because as the saying, goes, ‘he who pays the piper dictates the tune’. Sometimes government over exercise its powers on media owners thereby deliberately or indeliberately breaching their constitutionally guaranteed rights to the free flow of information.

Another major challenge that may confront the media especially in the next political dispensation is that some self - serving politicians may want to use media stations such as radio or television to stir political friction. Some media owners sometimes violate the rules of political broadcast by denying others access to their air waves. These are some of the problems the journalists may grapple with in the execution of their duties.  

Media ownership has had some considerable number of influences on the operation of broadcast organization in Nigeria. Top management decision also play a part in determining what goes on in the media houses.
 Wood (1967:127) posits that; 
“the owner may seek to inject his own personal prejudices into the news product; he may adopt news policies calculated to get the widest possible circulation, namely, the biggest audience.

Also, even when there are competent media professionals, they are never given free hands to operate because of the monopolistic nature of such a media by the owners. Udeajah (2004:301) emphasized that “this perhaps explain such” incident of October, 7,1994 when two television journalists, Emeka Obinwa and Charles Igboaomah of  the NTA, Enugu were sacked for asking Chukwumerije, the former information secretary, what was termed an embarrassing question in an interview… many a contemporary observer perceived some bias here in favour of the media ownership. This is one out of the numerous problems and persecutions faced by journalists and media workers from the ownership spectrum. Other measures normally employed by media owners to curtail the activities of media workers and make them incapacitated are “giving directives on what should be covered, re-deployment of staff to lower positions, instant transfers, superimposing cronies on the regular staff, creation of fear and friction within the media establishments.
Another vital area of the challenges of the media in electron coverage is lack of freedom of access to vital information. Upholding this view, Udeajah (2004; 30) observes that “at times, the ruling class limited the information flow and this prevented journalists from accessing the information”. But as it is, this is contrary to the ethics of the profession as journalists who are representatives of the people are always poised not only to report issues but to expose government’s hidden agenda which may be of public interest.

To Dele Giwa and other media practitioners, cited in Udeajah (2004:306).

Many broadcast journalists believed in their responsibility to make information available and to protect the public interest against special or partisan interests. They also believed that to deny the reporters access was tantamount to refusing the Nigerian public opportunity to become informed about matters that affect them. 

Udeajah went on to explain that “freedom of the reporter to cover a news story, freedom of access, have been denied or curtailed in some instances since the beginning of broadcasting in Nigeria”. This is why the media started questioning their exclusion from vital sources of information relating to the activities of the government in the power triangle. As a result of this perturbing situation, broadcast practitioners have been confronted or beseted with the problems of getting access to news for their media in every important area where such access was denied.
Apart from the above enumerated problems which tend to hinder media practitioners from performing their constitutional role, the most challenging problem for the journalist is “how best to manage the influence of money, to protect the profession from its corrupting influences. The deteriorated economic situation in the country may make it extremely difficult to resist the temptation of taking bribe. Tyotom Keghku (2003; 40) frowns at the corruption which seems to marred the journalist from objective reporting when he writes that:   

The brown envelop syndrome is perhaps the most eloquent evidence that journalists accept gratification in the course of their duties. 

The situation is even worst or more precarious as in most cases, “journalists are compelled not only to take bribe but mandated to make daily returns to their news editors”. Political beat is seen as the most lucrative area normally covered by journalists, it is only those journalists who are loyal and submissive that are sent to cover such beats and to make returns.

The question now, is how just and objective is the journalists in his report especially after taking a brown envelop? Keghku Provides the right answer to this. He maintained that: 
“Corruption, ethnicity and partisanship have combined to weaken the Nigerian journalist and the quality and character of political reporting in Nigeria”. He advised that “journalists should be able to immunized themselves against the bribe affliction of rapid ethnicity, religious bigotry and cutthroat political partisanship”.
From the fore going, it could be deduced that the Nigerian Media has been playing both positive and negative role in the democratization process. The negative role and problems of the press sterns from the fact that they are always used by their owners for political propaganda especially during elections. As a result of this, some journalists surreptitiously abandon their principle of objective reporting in pursuit of the falsification of information. Apart from the propagation of the interest of owners, abuse of ethical code in broadcast media poses another major debilitating problem.

In fact, we cannot deny the truth that most media professionals abuse this ethical code of conduct as a result of poor remuneration, poverty and the obsessive quest for materialism. In a society where there is an unequal distribution of wealth, where the poor remain poor forever, what do you expect? What do you expect in a country where there is gross indiscipline and corruption? Where the leaders are only obsessed with the acquisition of wealth and material things? As a result of the need to be well fed and not to remain hungry, many media managers who are supposed to be good custodians of the professions code of ethics compromise their roles. Some journalists take bribes to colour their stories. Such stories are always full of lies and deceits. Due to political influence, some broadcast media stations sometimes become praise singers while also engaging in an unbalanced and unfair reporting.

Also as a result of financial influence exacted on the media by influential politicians, the media sometimes do not only encourage dishonesty in governance and bastardize values of the people, but also instrumental in the creation of false sense of performance by elected political officers.

At this juncture, one may be tempted to ask which is the way forward? In order to ensure a successful elections come next political dispensation, the media must wake up to embrace its constitutional role and report issues realistically without fear or favour. Media workers or practitioners should realize that the future hope for the survival and progress of the nation lies in their hands. 

CONCLUSION
The media no doubt has a greater role to play to ensure the continuous realization of our democratic process or what we fondly regard as “nascent democracy”. The media institution will perform creditably well or even better if it resists the temptation of being used by parochial politicians for selfish and tribal interest. Instead of engaging in partisan politics, the media should design special programmes capable of motivating the electorate toward active participation in the electoral process to vote for individuals who are ready to serve the nation rather than themselves.

More so, the media should reawaken the consciousness of the people and build in them, spirit of hope, trust and participation. The taking of sides with rich politicians in condemnation of their political opponents should be detested. 
The media should also discard the idea of receiving gratification in whatever form, so as to falsify their stories. Above all, the media should stick to the spirit of objectivity, fairness and balanced reporting which it is known for.
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