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Tafawa Balewa, which witnessed three cabinets. 

The first cabinet reshuffling was in 1957 when Tafawa 

Balewa became Prime Minister by the Bri�sh 

Governor-General. A�er the general elec�ons of 

December 1959, the second followed suit just before 

independence, in a coali�on government. While the 

third arose a�er the disputed general elec�ons of 

Cabinet reshuffling in the Nigerian poli�cal atmosphere affirms the common 

biblical quote that the kingdom suffers violence from days of old as the 

history of reshuffling dates back to the years leading up to and following 

independence, star�ng with the regime headed by Prime Minister Abubakar 

December 1964 and was dissolved a�er the military coup of January 15 

1966.

A cabinet reshuffle or shuffle is when a head of government (President or 

Governors) rotates or changes the composi�on of minister in their cabinet, 

or when the Head of State changes the head of government and several 

ministers. They are more common in parliamentary system than in systems 

where cabinet heads emerge through a separate legisla�ve body and occur 

at pleasure in autocra�c system without suitable checks and balances. 

Cabinet reshuffles are far less common in systems where drawing off cabinet 

members is not from the legisla�ve branch. In such systems, there is a far 

larger pool of viable candidates from which to make a choice. Members of 

such cabinets emerge because of their qualifica�ons to run a specific 

por�olio, so moving these cabinet members to different por�olios later 

usually makes li�le sense

Prime Minister Abubakar Tafawa Balewa
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Cabinet reshuffles happen in parliamentary system for a variety of reasons. 

Periodically, smaller reshuffles arise to replace ministers who have resigned, 

re�red or died. Reshuffles are also a way for a premier to "refresh" the 

government in the face of poor polling numbers, remove poor performers, 

and reward supporters or punish laggards. 

The dissolu�on of a legisla�ve assembly is the mandatory simultaneous 

resigna�on of all of its members in an�cipa�on that a new assembly will 

reconvene later with possibly different members. In a democracy, the new 

assembly emerges through a general elec�on. Thus, dissolu�on is dis�nct 

from the aboli�on of the assembly, adjournment or proroga�on of a 

legisla�ve session, any of which begins a period of inac�vity a�er which it 

follows that the same members will reassemble. Dissolu�on triggers 

automa�cally when the assembly reaches the end of a fixed or maximum 

term. Early dissolu�ons may be possible in parliamentary system to resolve 

conflicts between the execu�ve and the legislature, either a snap elec�on 

called by an execu�ve seeking to increase its legisla�ve support or an 

elec�on triggered by parliament withholding confidence and supply from 

the government. Some semi-presiden�al systems also allow early 

dissolu�ons.

A�er elec�ons, it is common that policy changes may necessitate some 

policy change, in addi�on to any changes resul�ng from the re�rement or 

defeat of individual ministers at the elec�on. Similarly, when a new prime 

minister enters office from the same party as the previous one, they may 

appoint a very different ministry than their predecessor to reflect a change 

in policies and priori�es. Therefore, a reshuffle also provides an opportunity 

to create, abolish and rename departments (and ministerial posts) and 
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reassign departments' responsibili�es. Again, this may be done to reflect 

new priori�es or for reasons of efficiency.

However, historical evidence abides that Nigeria's inaugural cabinet 

reshuffle in the public sector was due to a dispute over leadership and 

ministerial appointments; necessita�ng the ques�on on what grounds 

should cabinet reshuffle be deemed fit and necessary within the Nigerian 

context?

A trip down memory lane highlights the following remarkable cabinet 

reshuffle within the Nigerian environment.

Tafawa Balewa reshuffles his Cabinet three �mes

Babangida annulment of the widely acclaimed successful June 12 elec�ons 

led to rio�ng, par�cularly in the south, which was harshly suppressed. 

Babangida announced that he would step down on August 26 1993, and 

handed it over to Ernest Shonekan as head of the Interim Na�onal 

Government (ING) on August 27 1993. 

Chief Moshood Kashimawo Abiola
Winner of 1993 Presiden�al Elec�on

1993 riot, a�er the annulment of 
June 12 Presiden�la Elec�on

Chief Ernest Shonekan
Head of Interim Na�onal Government

General Sani Abacha
Former Military Head of State

General Ibrahim Badamosi Babangida
Former Military Head of State
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As an unelected technocrat chosen in a deal between Babangida and 

poli�cal leaders, his appointment was poorly received by the press and the 

public. Hence, the Interim Na�onal Government of Nigeriamet with 

unprecedented challenges following the crisis of the Third Republic a�er 

General Ibrahim Babangida handed power over to Ernest Shonekan as 

interim Head of State on August 27 1993. 

The country suffered runaway infla�on and saw strikes by workers in various 

sectors. Most foreign investors withdrew apart from oil companies. The 

dissolu�on of this alleged powerless government took place when General 

Sani Abacha seized power on November 17 1993. 

   Governor Ifeanyi Okowa of Delta State, in May 

2021,  advanced  that  the  d i st rac�ons  h i s 

administra�on was facing over the personal 

ambi�on of some members of the State Execu�ve 

Council for the 2023 upcoming general elec�on are the basis for the 

dissolu�on of his cabinet. Based on this premise, The Governor sacked the 

25 commissioners, the Secretary to State Government, Chief of Staff; Senior 

Poli�cal Adviser; Chief Strategist and Special Advisers. He emphasized the 

need to re-work the execu�ve members so that there will be less devia�on 

from intended goals in the remaining years.
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   Governor David Umahi, on June 30, 2021, directed 

the immediate sack of all Zonal Educa�on Supervisors 

in Ebonyi state due to the inherent fraud in the state 

educa�on system. Reshuffling of remaining Teachers, 

Headmasters and Principals (both Junior and Senior) within their Local 

Government Areas a�er that follows. While jus�fying his ac�ons, the 

Governor stated that the decision became necessary following the 

emergency mee�ng held at the Presiden�al Lodge in New Government 

House, Abakaliki, with stakeholders in the educa�on sector to improve the 

state educa�on system. The Governor further reiterated that the move 

would further sani�ze the state's educa�on and health care system.

    Governor Bello Matawalle of Zamfara State sacks the 

Secretary to the State Government (SSG), Bala Bello, 

and all 23 commissioners with immediate effect.

The Governor also approved the sack of his Chief of 

Staff, Bala Mande, and the Deputy Chief of Staff, Bashir Maru. Governor 

Matawalle also approved the removal of all chairpersons and members of 

the state commissions and boards of various agencies.  

  Nigeria's Ac�ng President Goodluck Jonathan 

dissolved the cabinet to consolidate his authority a 

month a�er he assumed execu�ve powers.
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Reshuffling of cabinet possibly for self-aggrandizement has become the 

other of the day with minimal considera�on given to the external 

consequences that may arise.

Some overlooked challenges that may cons�tute challenges of Na�onal 

concern that arise during cabinet reshuffling include:

If embarked at the presidency level, the surprise move may heighten    

immediate uncertainty in the oil-producing na�on of over 210 million 

people, leaving civil servants in charge of ministries un�l new ministers are 

screened and approved, a process that could take weeks.

In a bid to jockey for posi�on, Rival groups may hijack the reshuffling process 

through bribery and corrup�on or other unethical means by highly 

influen�al en��es to install their loyal, less worthy candidates who may end 

up performing worse than those removed.

The period between the �me the prior cabinet is removed and a new one 

formed may lead to heightened uncertainty.

Much is expected from those shortlisted for the new cabinet, with the risk 

that some disgruntled former cabinet members may lay unnecessary siege 

to disqualify qualified shortlisted candidates in a bid to prove that they were 

more capable and suitable for the posi�on than the new cabinet members.

Sacked cabinet members may ins�tute court proceedings against the 

cons�tuted jus�fica�on for their removal, thereby unduly elonga�ng the 

IMPLICATIONS
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process of ins�tu�ng new members. This may invariably affect investors 

who would not be willing to endure the protracted delay 

Comparing reasons proffered by those who dissolved their cabinet with the 

outlined grounds on which it is permi�ed to dissolve a cabinet, it is �me to 

ask," on what grounds is it jus�fied under the rule of law to embark on 

cabinet dissolu�on in Nigeria and what penalty abounds for those who 

flaunt it"?
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