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...JUSTPOLITICS MAGAZINE

I
 completed my National Youth Service Corps 
(NYSC) in 1989 and the print media was the first 
place I wanted to work. Not surprisingly, I secured 
my first job with the JustPolitics magazine in Ikeja, Lagos, 

an unsuccessful weekly tabloid that focused on politics 
and economy. This was during the military regime when 
the government had a strong influence on political 
activities.

At the time, active politics was almost an aberration, 
especially after the government disqualified about 13 
associations that had applied to become registered 
political parties in line with elected Constituent Assembly 
recommendations that met in 1988 and approved 
modifications to the 1979 constitution in that regard. 
With that high-handed approach, the process of party 
formation was stalled and instead of the military 
government allowing political parties to thrive, it created 



two new parties, one, 'a little to the right' National 
Republican Convention (NRC); and the other, 'a little to 
the left' Social Democratic Party(SDP), both of which 
were partly funded and largely controlled by 
government. This obviously narrowed the scope of 
partisan politics and indirectly affected the growth of the 
print media industry in Nigeria at that time.

I spent only a six months period at the JustPolitics and 
was paid for only half of the time. Even though I was 
employed as an Advert Executive, I did almost all the 
work -including typesetting of stories on the tedious 
desktop publishing software that was just acquired by the 
company. Adverts were not forthcoming because the 
publisher himself found it difficult to get them and it

X !,

didn't take long before the company folded.

Before my employment at JustPolitics in 1989, I had a 
stint with a publishing company called 'Lichfield Nigeria 
Limited', which mainly organized events to raise funds 
for publishers of books, especially those written by 
desperate authors. The Chairman of the company was an 
Oyo state born Prince who operated from his home in
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Ilupeju and had made a media hype of his company, which 
regularly organized events at the Nigerian Institute of 
International Affairs, Victoria Island, Lagos. The litany of 
books that were launched in a short time then was 
bewildering and it wasn't long before I came to the 
conclusion that there was nothing inspiring for me n that 
company. Also just as it was at JustPolitics, salaries were 
skipped in certain months, and when they were paid, they 
were handed out in an undignified manner. It was 
dehumanizing to be handed a paltry sum by the Chairman 
who often dispensed it from a swivel chair in his living 
room. I quit after three months, preferring to do 
something else. The experience at Lichfield was a unique 
one in some respects; if not for anything, it exposed me to 
the world of printing and publishing at the rudimentary 
level.

...THE CITIZEN MAGAZINE
I naturally responded to a newspaper advertisement in 
The Guardian newspaper in late 1989, placed by the 
northern-based Citizen magazine for their Lagos office. 
Citizen was established by some of the best northern 
journalists at the time; Mallam Mohammed Haruna
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(Managing Director), Mallam Adamu Adamu, now 
Minister for Education (Executive Editor), Late Hajia 
Bilkisu Yusuf (Executive Editor), Mallam Kabiru Yusuf 
(Executive Editor) and other non-Executive Directors. 
Shortly after arriving at the venue of the interview at 12,
Agidingbi Road, Ikeja, Lagos, a young man in safari and 
laced brown sandals walked past with a wavering smile at 
the reception guests. The man later turned out to be 
Mallam Kabiru Yusuf, the immediate past Chairman of 
Media Trust, who was then Executive Editor (South) of 
Citizen. He along with a panel conducted the interview. 
During the very warm interview sessions, I sensed the 
trepidation of the panel; it could not afford to make any 
mistake in hiring a hand for its southern operations. It 
was clear that the panel wanted result-oriented 
individuals who could add value instantly to the new 
magazine in the southern market. From the probing 
questions they asked, I could sense the panel's foreboding 
for a 'Lagos man', as they seemed to generally view 
everyone with distrust.

However, a few days after that interview, I got a letter 
informing me that I was successful and could resume 



JOURNALISM AND BUSINESS: My Newspaper Odyssey

immediately. The rest, as they say, is history. I took the job 
head on and gave it all the commitment it deserved. 
Within the first few weeks of resumption, at the Lagos 
office, I took an official trip to the Eastern states of Benin, 
Onitsha, Enugu, Owerri and Port Harcourt to contact 
distributors of the magazine who were very reluct ant to 
sell northern-based publications. For the three years or so 
that our team worked in Lagos, our major challenge was 
to penetrate the southern market. Readers, distributors 
and vendors harboured a strong bias against any northern 
publication. This bias, compounded by ethnicity and 
religion, was worsened by the fact that the average Lagos 
vendor already had a handful of titles for readers.

In the market place of competitive journalism, leading 
publications like Newswatch, African Concord, TSM and 
later, TELL magazines, were very dominant. At Citizen, 
we knew that breaking into the Lagos market required 
special discernment. The company therefore engaged very 
talented journalists like Ike Okonta, Bolaji Adebiyi, 
Yinka Telia, Aliu Akoshile, Oji Onokoas core editorial 
team for the southern operations. While people like 
Bunmi Adeoye,Stella Emele andYekeen Abdullahi were



JOURNALISM AND BUSINESS: My Newspaper Odyssey

active on the commercial side. At the Kaduna office were *
core editorial people like Mohammed Bomoi, Mahmud 
Jega, Zainab Okino, Tijani Isa, Abu Momoh while there 
was virtually no key person in the advert department.

At the Lagos office, it required good market intelligence j 
for the editorial team to work on a story successfully. ’ 
Knowing the market meant understanding the areas in 
Lagos where most northerners worked or lived especially • 
in banks, immigration, customs and other agencies of 
government. It also required synergy between the | 
editorial department and marketing department to ( 
identify issues that had mass appeal for the various 
segments of the stakeholders including the readers, j 
advertisers, distributors and vendors. The magazine 1 
realized that this meant constant marketing research and ■ 
proactive work on burning issues. K

Incidentally at this time, President Ibrahim Babangida l| 
had just created new states in Nigeria, a move which the | 
South East felt was not favourable to the region. It was j 
appropriate therefore for Citizen to do a cover story that I 
was a product of market research and editorial precision I
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by supporting the Igbo agenda for an additional state. The 
magazine published the cover story, entitled, 'Igbos Are 
Angry.' Incidentally, 70% of the newspaper vendors and 
distributors then were mainly from the South Eastern 
States of Nigeria and were easily convinced to promote 
this particular edition, which they considered 
sympathetic to their cause. It therefore got the Lagos 
vendors to display Citizen sufficiently for the first time, 
making it visible enough for buyers to see and buy off the 
newsstands. It also paved the way for the magazine to 
enter the entire southern market, which had hitherto
become difficult to achieve amidst poor display and 
relegation of the title.

!
 However, in a short time, Citizen became an authoritative 
weekly. All the executive directors wrote well-informed 
weekly articles and columns; but paid little attention to 
the business side. Late Chief Gani Fawehinmi, Chief 
Ebenezer Babatope, Late Dr. Olikoye Ransome-Kuti 
became subscribers and would call in if their copies were 
not delivered on time.At the operational level, while the 
Lagos office was doing well, the Kaduna office was not, 
due to low advert patronage and lack of executive

1
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oversight over revenue generation and general 
operations.

The Lagos office became quite powerful and autonomous 
in a way. Apart from the regular editorial contributions it 
made on weekly cover stories, it was also making enough 
money to run its operationand remitted some to the 
headquarters on a regular basis. It was also there that 
Mallam Kabiru Yusuf, the Executive Editor (South), 
raised a team including myself to organize the first Citizen 
dialogue conference at the then Nicon-Noga Hilton 
Hotel, Abuja, when the board gave him that assignment.

By November 1993, Citizen had published for about 
three years and had become a respected weekly journal. 
But it was clear that the revenue was quickly dwindling. 
Kabiru in his usual adventurous spirit had taken a leave of 
absence from the company to live in Southern Africa as a 
freelance journalist. Before then, he had recommended 
my transfer with Bolaji Adebiyi, the then senior political 
correspondent of the magazine and later a media aide to 
former President Goodluck Jonathan, to the Kaduna head 
office of the company. The reason for the transfer,



especially at a time when the company had become 
comatose and had trouble paying its printer was not clear 
to me.

However, accepting the transfer to relocate to Kaduna 
was very easy for me. First of all, I was an upwardly 
mobile young man who was very enthusiastic to go back 
to the North where I studied for my University degree for 
three years and served as a corps member for another year 
in Yana, Shira LGA of Bauchi State. I also saw it as an 
opportunity to contribute whatever I could to the 
troubled Citizen that had started to decline rapidly in 
revenue and struggling to pay its bills in the head office.

Suffice it to say that for the next three years or so that I 
lived and worked in Kaduna as a result of the transfer, I 
paid frequent visits to Citizen's head office to catch up 
with friends and associates, even after I left it to join the 
Sentinel - another weekly magazine based in Kaduna.

...THE SENTINEL MAGAZINE
Sometime in February 1995, while still at Citizen, Mallam 
Adamu Adamu, a brilliant accountant and prolific writer 
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whose hearty life is greatly admired by many, had moved 
to Sentinel as Editor-in-Chief from his position as 
Executive Editor at Citizen. Sentinel was a general 
interest weekly magazine based in Kaduna with special 
focus on politics and economy. Late Shehu Musa 
Yar'Adua (TafidaKatsina) and elder brother of late 
President Umar Musa Yar'Adua, set it up to advance the 
political interest of the North and particularly to build 
bridges across the political divides. Mallam Adamu had 
invited me to come over to join him at Sentinel where he 
had been invited by the publisher to co-manage it with 
Stanley Macebuh,one of the leading lights of Nigerian 
journalism and former Managing Director of The 
Guardian newspaper, Lagos.

This was after the military government of General Sani 
Abacha arrested and incarcerated the publisher for what 
the regime perceived to be Guardian's tough stance in 
demanding for the return to civil rule and his role in 
playing opposition politics. During that period, the same 
late Head of State had created the Petroleum Trust Fund 
(PTF) and invited General Muhammadu Buhari (GMB), 
the current President of Nigeria, to chair it. It again fell
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on Mallam Adamu Adamu to join GMB as Senior Special 
Assistant to run the PTE

Consequent upon the exit of Adamu and Stanley from 
the Sentinel magazine, it became the responsibility of the 
late President Umar Yar'Adua, the younger brother to the 
publisher, to keep the ailing magazine alive. 
Unfortunately, Yar'Adua was then an average chemistry 
teacher that did not have enough resources to oil the big 
political machinery of his wealthy and influential 
brother. I remember the late president found it difficult to 
sign cheques of some running cost expenses when we 
took them for his signature in his three-bedroom 
apartment in Unguwa Dosa area of Kaduna in November 
1994. When the situation with the company became 
precarious and the senior Yar'Adua died in detention, it 
became clear that there was no way Sentinel could 
continue to run.

Circulation had declined and adverts were not 
forthcoming. To make matters worse, unprofessional 
managers were sent by the late Yar'Adua family to run 
the company. In addition to that, an expatriate manager 

12



who was already entrenched in the system single­
handedly ran the press arm in an arbitrary manner 
without any financial returns to the group. The joke 
among staff then was that 'the dog' of the expatriate 
managers costs the company more than the salary of five 
workers who managed to get paid at the end of the 
month.

In one of the revival plans that was sent to the late 
president by the Editor of Sentinel, Mahmud Jega in July 
1995 on behalf of the business committee of which I was 
the Controller of Business Operations, we had identified 
the need to acquire some printing materials that was 
worth about N3.4 million that would last the magazine 
for at least one year as panacea for survival in the face of 
declining revenue. The committee also recommended the 
merger of Sentinel Publications (the magazine) with the 
Nation House Press (the printing press), which were both 
owned by Tafida and situated in the same premises in 
Rigasa area of Kaduna. In order to stay afloat, the 
committee recommended some measures like, market 
expansion through effective distribution, more 
aggressive advertisement placements, expansion of



special projects, commercial printing, public relations 
and consultancy and special publications, among others 
as strategies to revive the magazine if the money requested 
by the committee was released.

The money was however never released and even t hough 
it was common knowledge that the sum of about N10 
million was kept aside by Tafida in Habib Bank as 
running cost for the magazine, late president Umar Musa 
Yar'dua could not spend the money. Sentinel was 
therefore left to struggle on its own to print and circulate. 
The situation became precarious and at the turn of 
November 1995,1 knew I had to leave, even at the risk of 
not having an alternative job. My plan B was to try my 
hands on private business.

Leaving Sentinel was indeed a blessing in disguise for me. 
It afforded me a short experience at supply business with 
the National Electricity Power Authority (NEPA) in 
Kaduna. Goke Adesiyan, the regional accountant, with 
whom I shared the same hotel accommodation for six 
months when I first came to Kaduna, provided the 
springboard by introducing me to the Regional
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Administrative Manager, Hajia Hadiza el-Rufai.

The returns I made from my supply contract with NEPA 
gave me the confidence to settle down in marriage in 
December 1995 at the age of 32. The challenges that came 
with marriage and my weekend lectures at the Ahmadu 
Bello University, Zaria, for a master's programme (MBA) 
gave me further push for financial independence.
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T
he idea of setting up a media company was first 
conceived on March 24, 1996, when Mallam 
Kabiru Yusuf and I met again at the premises of 
Citizen in Kaduna. We had worked at the Lagos office 

between 1990 and 1993.

After the exchange of usual pleasantries and discussion 
on our separate experiences during the gap period, I 
enthusiastically suggested to him that we consider setting 
up a northern-based media communications company 
having toyed with the idea for some time. This was based 
on my conviction that he has tremendous goodwill as one 
of the foremost northern journalists and the need for a 
virile media communication company in the North to 
bridge the obvious gap between the South and the North 
in that business. I sensed that we could succeed in a new 
media initiative since there was no functional one at that 
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time compared to at least half a dozen of such successful 
media outfits in Lagos and Ibadan axis. Tanus 
Communications Company, then newly set up by Dr. 
Yemi Ogunbiyi, former Managing Director of Daily 
Times, particularly inspired me, looking at the proper 
mix of PR and brand management that the firm was 
delivering in the media market place then in Lagos.

Mallam Kabiru immediately agreed to my proposal and 
invited me to his home for further discussions on the r । 
matter. He asked me to see one Hassan, a security man at 
Today newspaper in Malali, where he worked as Editor, 
to take me to his house in Malali low cost housing estate, 
which was few metres away from Today. From that first 
meeting in his house and the subsequent ones, we 
discussed the new idea and had a burning desire to 
succeed. We took and reviewed the minutes of every 
meeting. Kabiru would sign off as chairman and I as 
Secretary.

Subsequently, we moved our regular meetings to an open 
garden at the Safana Garden Hotels, Kaduna GRA, 
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where we would review previous plans and strategies, 
which included the need to do a market survey, register a 
company and reach out to people. As the meetings and 
discussions progressed, Rabiu Garba, a friend of Kabiru 
gave us a Boys' Quarter room in his printing press in 
Ungwuan Sarki, where we began writing proposals as 
Media Consultants.

Deciding on the name of the company was not that easy 
as we wanted a name that hinted at unique core values of 
Trust, Dependability, Balance, Courage, Reliability etc. 
To this end, the first set of names considered was:

1. Media Corporation
2. Integrated Media Limited
3. Integrated Communications Ltd
4. Media Trust Limited

After some weeks of consultations and considerations, 
the name Media Trust Limited was adopted and the rider 
was (Media and Marketing Consultants).
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We later incorporated Media Trust Nigeria Limited, with 
five listed shareholders; Kabiru Yusuf, myself (Isiaq 
Ajibola), Manir Dan-Ali, Umar Abdullahi, Rabiu Garba 
and Mohammed Jibrilla (who did not eventually take up 
his allotted shares). Out of these shareholders, only 
Kabiru and I were executives working in the company. 
While he was the Managing Director/Editor-in-Chief by 
title, I was General Manager.

Starting with about twenty thousand naira cash (N20, 
000) we made two tables and chairs in the one-room 
Boys' Quarter office and began to write proposals for 
media and related consultancy jobs. We also embarked 
on aggressive contacts, first of all to members of the 
business communities in Kaduna, Abuja, Kano and Zaria 
and followed up with visits, calls and reminders.

Contrary to speculations about any 'big name' behind the 
establishment of the company, the founders were 
collegial, relatively young and business associates, who 
FOUND A NEED and FULFILLED IT in line with the 
'FANAFI' principle in management.

21
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Our relatively modest salaries of N15,000 for the 
Managing Director and N10,000 for the General 
Manager were not regular due to lack of funds. Starting 
modestly as a communication company, in a one Boys' 
Quarter room office where businesses trickled in and up 
until two years later in 1998 when the Weekly Trust 
commenced, we never wavered.

At a point, we weren't too sure whether to engage in 
other businesses outside the media to multiply our 
income stream. While we were toying with the idea, we 
engaged the Kaduna Chamber of Commerce and 
Industry to partner with them in organizing their annual 
trade fair exhibition, which was well established then in 
the north.

We also approached the Kano Chamber of Commerce 
and Industry for collaboration. We even toved with the 
idea of running a supermarket and carried out feasibility 
studies to determine the cost-benefit. As fate would have 
it, we eventually decided to settle for media business. It

22
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' was after this decision that Mallam Kabiru decided to %
resign his lecturing job at the University of Sokoto to join 
the new endeavour full time.

From our one-room Boys' Quarter office in Unguwa 
Dosa,we moved to a 3-bedroom bungalow on Yakubu 
Gowon way in GRA Kaduna, which was facilitated by 
Mall Bashir Kurfi, a renowned lecturer of the 
Department of Business Administration of Ahmadu Bello 
University, Zaria. In this office, we had a bigger space to 
operate and this encouraged us to engage an office clerk, 
Smaila Tanko, to stay around whenever we travelled out 
of town to run administrative errands and keep the office 
in good condition. This way, we traversed the major cities 
of Kaduna, Abuja, Zaria, Kano and Lagos in search of 
business opportunities.

With the benefit of my MBA, which I was just completing 
at ABU, I kept the company's records meticulously. This 
effort helped the Kaduna-based audit firm of Zakari 
Sada& Co. to produce the company's first audited 
accounts in about one year after we opened for business 
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in December 1996. Even though the first account of the 
company showed some profit before tax, we could not 
afford to pay the audit fees and had to encourage the 
auditing firm to convert the fees to shares in our
company. This they agreed to, and the shares are still 
being held in the company till date.

In mid-1997, Abuja became a hotbed of business with the 
federal government spending in all sectors of the 
economy. Most Kaduna-based elites became portfolio 
businessmen heading to Abuja for contracts. Kabiru and 
I followed up on some of our proposals in Abuja one 
sunny day. As we stayed late in Abuja till evening, we 
decided to sleep over as it was late to travel. We therefore 
headed to Alhaji Bello Damagun's house in Asokoro with 
the hope that we would meet him. It was the pre-GSM 
era, with the popular phone then being theThuraya 
handheld that was being flaunted by few wealthy 
Nigerians. Even though our supposed host used the 
Thuraya, we could not reach him.

Notwithstanding, we went to his house but were

24
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disappointed that he was not at home. The male 
housekeeper we met told us that Alhaji had traveled and 
he didn't have access to the keys to any of the rooms in the 
house. We had to sleep on the couch in the living room till 
the following day when we returned to Kaduna.

We started by engaging in media communication 
business of no particular area of focus; from Public 
Relations, to writing articles and sometimes going off the 
media realm to supervising oil lifting business at the 
Nigerian National Petroleum Corporation (NNPC) 
depot in Kaduna for a friendly company like TijaraNig 
Ltd. We eventually started doing business with two 
business names - Niger Rand and Makanjib Nigeria 
Enterprises, belonging to both of us respectively. The first 
N30, 000 we got was saved in Makanjib Enterprise bank 
account with the defunct Trade Bank in Kaduna, because 
Media Trust had not completed its registration with the 
Corporate Affairs Commission (CAC) then and was yet 
to open a bank account.

In retrospect, I believe it was my first stint with the media,

- «



at JustPolitics and later at the Citizen and Sentinel that 
shaped my affinity with the print media and my 
understanding of the imbalance between the so called 
Lagos-Ibadan press versus the northern press in Nigeria. 
Having read leading writers like, Mallam Mohammed 
Haruna's views on this subject, I was well informed 
enough to see the problems that deepened the dichotomy 
and bias of one region against the other.

It was obvious that the solution would be the formation 
of an equally virile media outfit in other parts of the 
country. The suggestion to establish a media company in 
Kaduna therefore was a watershed in my own personal 
growth and advancement. At inception, though a 
Director, my title was General Manager and it remained 
so until April 2004 when my nomenclature changed to 
Executive Director (Operations) of the company. The 
reason was to establish an organic structure that 
accommodated everyone and that could lead to the 
sustainable growth for the company. I later became 
Managing Director/Chief Operating Officer (COO) on 
August 29,2007.
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Since the original idea was to set up an integrated media 
company, it was imperative to focus on the north and 
strategically entrench ourselves in it. At that time, there 
was no major media communication company in the 
North. There was also no successful independent 
newspaper in the region. The several advertising agencies 
in Lagos which were quite successful including Tanus 
Communications Ltd, SO&U, Prima Garnet, Lintas, 
Guy Saries, naturally inspired us because they were 
rightly sized and capitalized.

It was our desire to make a quick impact in the North 
with our varied experiences in the media and to drive 
home this point. Our first setof business proposals was 
taken to local industries in Kaduna, Kano, Zaria and 
subsequently, to government parastatals and agencies in 
Abuja. They were painstakingly delivered to the right 
persons and with the enormous goodwill of the company, 
some companies quickly gave us briefs and these include: 
1) Cotton and Agricultural Processing Company Zaria, 

where Alhaji Muhammadu Nadada Umar was 
Company Secretary.
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2) Agromatrix Nigeria Limited, Kaduna owned by Alhaji 
Abdullahi Y. Shuaibu.

3) Zarinject Pharmaceutical Limited, Zaria where Alhaji 
Ahmed Tijjani Mora was Chief Executive.

4) National Administrative College of Nigeria, Topo, 
Badagry, Lagos, where Professor A.D Yahaya was 
Director General.

5) Petroleum Trust Fund (PTF) Abuja, where the late 
Mallam Salihijo Ahmad was Chief Project Consultant 
of AfriProjects.

6) Bureau of Public Enterprises (BPE) where Mallam 
Nasir el- Rufai, current Governor of Kaduna State, 
was Director General.

7) National Human Rights Commission, where Mr. Bello 
Buhari was Executive Secretary

Most of the briefs from these private companies involved 
printing of fliers, brochures, production of outdoor 
billboards, direct newspaper adverts, concept origination 
and Public Relations. Even though we were rookies in 
core advertising business, we wrote effective advertising 
messages. What about the famous billboard copy
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'Tractor is no Bicycle' that we produced and mounted for 
Agromatrix Nig Ltd, a company that sold tractors in 
Kaduna in 1997. It was a pleasant surprise that the rusty 
and faded messages on the billboard were still there, 15 
years after.

There was also the first major Public Relations job that 
we got which came from National Primary Education 
Commission (NPEC) in Abuja, through a third party 
firm, Bifocal communication, run by Alhaji Idris 
Mohammed, now chairman of Blueprint Newspaper. 
The job, which involved writing syndicated articles in the 
newspapers to enlighten the public on the activities of the 
commission, was well delivered and the paltry fee it 
fetched was very timely.

The big briefs later came from Petroleum Trust Fund 
(PTF), under which we coordinated activities as media 
consultants on their nationwide sensitization 
programme. The PTF had appointed individual 
professionals and organizations across the country to 
sensitize the public on its seven major intervention areas, 
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which included Education, Health, Security, Roads, 
Water, Power and Infrastructure. Pundits have said that, 
PTF in fair assessment was very successful however much 
the civil servants hated it. To them, it was actually the first 
time public funds were rightly channeled and impacted 
the lives of ordinary people in Nigeria. Our job as 
National Communication Coordinating Consultants 
(NCCC) was to ensure that the various media 
consultants did their jobs before each tranche of 
payments were disbursed. That way, we reviewed their 
print and electronic media works, workshops, seminars, 
talk shows and the like.

However, there came a time when it became difficult to 
reconcile the good stories about the PTF with the ill 
feelings of some elites and civil servants who seemed to 
have lost out on direct project execution and 
implementation of government contracts. These elites 
successfully mounted pressures on a willing President 
Olusegun Obasanjo's new government to scrap the Fund 
- perhaps out of vengeance against General Sani Abacha, 
who created the laudable programme.



Luck lit our path again in 2000, when the Bureau of 
Public Enterprises (BPE) appointed us Zonal Co­
ordinating Communications Consultants for North 
Central Zone on their Privatization programme, which 
was introduced by the then Obasanjo regime.

Under the BPE brief, Media Trust organized community 
participatory programmes such as workshops and 
seminars in Abuja, Ilorin, Minna, Jos, Lokoja, Lafia and 
Markudi to garner support for the privatization 
programme. Our job was to sensitize traditional rulers, 
labour unions, professional bodies, academicians, 
students, religious bodies, media and other stakeholders 
in the privatization programme in the North Central 
states of Abuja, Plateau, Benue, Nassarawa, Kogi, Niger 
and Kwara.

Sensitizing the North on the benefits of privatization was 
another challenging assignment for us because the 
general opinion about privatization, which included 
selling off government assets, was seen as an antithesis to 
the growth and development of Nigeria and to the North
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in particular. Mohammed Yusuf, then President of 
Kaduna State Chapter of Nigerian Institute of Public 
Relations (NIPR), a consummate communicator, was 
invited to join us in the organization of workshops and 
seminars across the zone.

Needless to say, the money the consultancy engagements 
fetched us was very handy. Expanding our operations 
was made easier and keeping an Abuja office at 14,Tunis 
Street, Zone 6,Abuja, made possible.
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W
e had planned to publish a newspaper 
rooted in the immediate community, which 
is the North. By mid-1996, Abacha's 
government had fallen out with the media and civil 

society. Press intimidation by the regime was rife. Copies 
of newspapers and magazines were confiscated by the 
regime for daring to publish anti-government articles. 
The Guardian newspaper, which was owned by a 
minister under Abacha regime, Alex Ibru, was proscribed 
and shut down after it criticized the government in its 
editorial. Ibru was nearly assassinated by those who were 
perceived to be government agents. In the north, there 
was silent opposition to the regime especially by the elites 
but unfortunately there was no virile newspaper platform 
to express their views.
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The apparent need for a community newspaper was 
therefore necessary and that yawning gap overwhelmed 
the consultancy dream of our media sojourn. In 1997 
therefore, a meeting between Kabiru, Manir and I 
revisited the idea to start a newspaper. We thereafter 
wrote a memo to select individuals inviting them to invest 
in what we called the 'Newspaper of the Future'. In the 
memo, we pointed out that we were going to run a 
business-oriented media outfit and conspicuously quoted 
Robert H. Estabrook who said that, “Journalism must be t f 
a business before it can be a profession. Before you can 
register editorial excellence, you need to apply business 
expertise." The purpose of the quote was to make it clear 
that the newspaper of our dream would be run like a 
business in addition to feeling the needed gap in the 
society.

At the end of it, the desire of many elites to have an 
independent newspaper at that time rather than the 
conviction that it would yield any tangible financial 
returns led to the positive responses we received. The 
collective desire was to have a credible voice for the 
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people. First call up for shares was on October1,1997, 
and was meant to last up to 1st March 1998. At the time, 
the Asset Valuation Report prepared by Hassan & Co 
Estate Valuers, put the value of the company at about 
N28m, largely comprising furniture and assets bought to 
execute the PTF job.

' i

1

The coming of new investors, which was a major positive 
development for the company, provided ample capital to 
start the paper and constituted a fountain of knowledge 
for running the business of the company at the board 
level.

From the quality of minds of new investors and what we 
both shared, arguments and different shades of opinions 
done in good faith were a major check on those of us who 
wore three togas as insider Directors, Shareholders and 
Managers of the paper at the same time. As small as we 
were, there were calls for caution in administrative and 
personnel expenses, from external directors. Similarly, 
there were challenges that we should meet some a set 
targetin revenue. This collective wisdom charted the
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rapid course for the growth and development of the 
newspaper.

In previous tabloids where I had worked, editorial and 
business success was never simultaneously achieved. 
Mallam Mohammed Haruna, who was Managing 
Director of Citizen in Kaduna up to 1994, once said that 
the magazine made editorial success but not business 
success. This could largely be attributed to poor revenues 
coming in from the North, generally because of low 
patronage in advertisement placement butperhaps 
largely due to lack of requisite business direction at the 
top management level.

Media Trust on the other hand, gained strength in 
editorial as well as in business operations simply because 
management considered both as very critical from day 
one. While Mallam Kabiru managed the editorial 
section, I manned the business section with both sides 
merging as General Operations.
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The company started the publication of a weekly title 
precisely on Friday, January 23,1998. It was a time when 
Nigerians were tired of the military government headed 
by General Sani Abacha, who wanted to metamorphose 
into a civilian president. The regime had terrorized 
politicians, students and the media to an unprecedented 
level. Political killings were the order of the day and 
people were generally afraid to talk. The death of MKO 
Abiola, the man who was generally acclaimed to have 
won the June 12, 1993 presidential election, had 
orchestrated a big political vanguard, especially in Lagos 
and other southern states. Brutal force was used to silence 
these movements while Abacha tried to transmute into a 
civilian president.

The north's political economy was destroyed and the 
only economic reprieve for the emerging business elites 
was created by new opportunities like the consultancy 
jobs of PTF gave out to many professionals. It was 
therefore the right time to start the newspaper with the 
main purpose of reporting and telling the truth to the 
powers that be. The paper assembled men and women of
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.integrity as editorial members and columnists. People 
like Mallam Bashir Yusuf Ibrahim, present national 
chairman of the Peoples Democratic Movement (PDM), 
late Professor Tijani El-Miskin, Dr Usman Bugaje, 
Mallam Sanusi Lamido Sanusi (now Emir of Kano), 
Hajia Aisha Umar Yusuf, Dr. Aliyu Tilde etc. Their 
respective columns and contributions became a must 
read every week.

The first cover story in the preview edition of the Weekly 
Trust entitled, "If Abacha Runs....” was written by 
Mallam Bashir Yusuf. The story was balanced and 
analysed the implications of Abacha transmuting to a 
civilian president.

Similarly, the editorial of that edition was forceful, 
precise, logical and indicative of the purpose of the 
newspaper. The editorial isreproduced below:

IF ABACHA RUNS....
"If the experience of publishing in the north has so far 
been dismal, our generation should not relent, but rather 
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rededicate itself to changing the picture in the 21st 
century. The media is strategic to society and political 
arrangement of the future. And aseducation expands and 
income improves, it would become good business as well. 
But unless a solid media company is set up and nurtured 
now, it would not be there when it is needed.

That is why we have taken up the challenge of producing 
a new national newspaper, based in Kaduna, but with 
strong presence in Abuja, Lagos, Kano and other 
regional centres. We think that our society badly needs a 
clean mirror, to reflect with news and pictures of what is 
actually happening around us. At the moment, most 
media, especially in the north, government owned or 
private, merely broadcast 'official news,' which while 
useful, can be boring and one sided. We should cover 
government, but also business and politics, markets and 
mosques, arts and science, villages and towns. We would 
try to do this competently and professionally, with no 
apologies or sentiments because our aim is not to seek 
popularity or promote any particular agenda, but to 
serve and light the way.
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Our general editorial aim is to produce an independent, 
newsy, good- looking, entertaining and elevating 
newspaper. In the liberal tradition of all great 
newspapers, we would source news from wherever we 
could get it, present it in depth and analyse it from all 
sides. We would seek to educate and guide our readers 
through informed commentary and balanced views, to 
make the hard and realistic choice necessary for survival.

Weekly Trust would support the government of the day 
by covering its activities, offering honest advice and 
policy suggestions, while remaining totally independent 
of it. We shall submit ourselves to the dictates of the 
market by running a commercially viable operation in 
which readers get value for their money, workers are well 
remunerated and investors could receive a healthy return.

This is where we stand. It is easy for us to parade our 
credentials or to claim lofty ideals of truth or excellence, 
but to paraphrase a well - known advert slogan, when
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you make a great product, you don't need to make too 
much noise! Sooner or later, you the reader, will catch on. 
We know how hard it is in the present climate, to win 
people's trust. But we did not choose our name lightly or 
as a smokescreen. We do mean to win you over, oh you, 
the doubting Thomases and Tanimus! So help us God!!”

The paper lived up to the above expectation and passed 
the litmus test of editorial integrity from the early stages. 
Starting from the story of massive stealing and 
corruption at the National Primary Education 
Commission (NPEC) then in Kaduna, which implicated 
the then Executive Secretary, the magazine stepped on 
many toes from the beginning. While the magazine had 
planned to run the story on a week's edition, an emissary 
came from the Executive Secretary to kill the story with 
some amount of money concealed in large envelopes and 
to be delivered to the Editors. Of course the money was 
rejected and the story was published as planned. The 
story was a major editorial break-through, as readers 
called in for more copies. This apparently annoyed the 
Executive Secretary, who instituted about N100 million
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libel in frustration, against the about one year old 
' newspaper. The court struck out the case for poor 
prosecution.

Beginning with a circulation figure of about 2000 copies, 
the weekly magazine increased steadily toafive-digit 
figure overtime. Advertisement revenue also increased 
and steady progress was made on all fronts. The modest 
circulation figures were minded tenaciously and every 
copy printed was accounted for, from the printing press 
to delivery.

The weekly tabloid took another strategic leap by 
printing in colour against all the fundamentals that it 
would not increase revenue. A newspaper had started the 
colour rave in Lagos and most established papers there 
were foot dragging because of the cost. However, that 
was what the readers wanted. It was new in the Nigerian 
newspaper market and quite appealing to the ordinary 
reader.
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The Weekly Trust started the colour immediately after 
debut and won the hearts of readers in both content and 
look. The Weekly Trust grew steadily from a circulation 
of 2000 copies edition that was printed on a cord offset 
printing machine in Kaduna and increased to 3000 copies 
overtime.

The magazine literally became the voice of the people 
especially in the north and unarguably the most respected 
by elites and government alike. Barely after running for 
one year, the then speaker of the House of 
Representatives, Hon. Ghali Umar Na'Abba, visited our 
cramped three bedroom bungalow on Alkali Road, at the 
twilight of the new government of democracy that began 
in 1999. In his remarks on the visit, he praised the 
relatively young magazine for its professionalism, brevity 
and rich content. He called on the management team to 
keep the flag flying.

By 2001, the consultancy earnings, specifically from PTF 
and BPE, were about 20per cent of our total earnings, 
meaning that revenue from copy and advert sales was 
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about 80per cent of annual turnover and relegating the 
consultancy. At this time the newspaper job had become 
more engaging and presented a conflict of interest with 
running of a PR firm. While PR engagement was 
supposed to make every situation look good for 
individuals and organizations that engaged us, 
newspaper publishing on the other hand, published facts, 
some of which our principals wanted to cover up. The 
paper remained resolute and consistent in publishing 
facts no matter whose ox was gored. When it became 
obvious we could not manage the PR firm alongside the 
newspaper under the same trade name, the integrated 
communication functions of the company naturally had 
to give way.
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July 30—August 6,1990

Citizen
Politics • Economics* Culture*

Old Politicians Not for sale

Time to Lift

Preview edition Citizen magazine, July 30-August 6,1990
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At the launching of Weekly Trust Newspaper, Arewa House. 
Kaduna on March 21, 1998. From left is Mall. Kabiru Yusuf 

then (CEO), Yekini Abdullahi, Isiaq Ajibola then (GM), 
and Mohammed Kari

GUEST SPE^EFV fvuiWUNfc .. * oqiMA GARNET

L - R Mall. Kabiru Yusuf CEO Media Trust Ltd, Uncle Sam Annika 
(standing), Publisher of Vanguard Newspaper and Isiaq Ajibola then 

Executive Director (Operations) at the launching of simultaneous 
printing of Trust titles in Lagos at the Golden Gate Restaurant
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RUNS
into the mistv months ahead.

Preview edition of Weekly Trust. January 23,1998
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I
t was clear that we needed to increase the frequency 
of Weekly Trust publication even though it was going 
to increase our running cost by almost 300per cent.

On January 15, 2001, we started the daily publication 
with the title Daily Trust and with the cover story, 
“Danjuma, Abubakar Delay Cabinet Reshuffle.” We 
started printing with Heritage press, Abuja, and did that 
for about seven years, after leaving our local printers in 
Kaduna. Heritage press, perhaps the biggest press in 
Abuja then, was particularly supportive in printing our 
newspaper at the time and the production came out fairly 
well. Heritage had capacity to do a lot more with many 
colour units and expansive facilities.

One of the policies of Heritage Press was not to print less 
than five digit-figures for its customers, a policy that 
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forced us to increase our print run from about 3000 
copies weekly to about 10,000 copies daily! Expectedly, 
this led to huge cost of printing, which was not matched 
with revenues at the initial stage and which the company 
accountant pointed out - we were going bust in three 
months unless we could generate more revenue to cover 
costs.

Luckily, the company got positive response from the 
market, in both readership and advertising and instead 
made progress in turnover and profitability every year. 
Readership expanded rapidly in key cities of Abuja, 
Kaduna, Kano, Bauchi, etc .The company also expanded 
into a multiple press, with plants in some strategic cities. 
The newspaper titles quickly became the "King of the 
North" and advertising patronage increased in an 
amazing record time.

From the circulation figures of about 2000 copies in 
1998, the figures now run in high five figure digits and 
one of the highest in the Nigerian print industry. The 
report of an independent Lagos market research
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company, Media Reach, rated Daily Trust circulation 
second highest in Nigeria in the year 2012. As the 
goodwill of the newspaper increased, so did its influence 
across the country.

The Trust Annual Dialogue and the African of the Year 
Awards are the two most important annual events 
instituted by the company few years into its operations. 
These two events have become very well known by many 
elites in the society.

My role first as General Manager, then to Executive 
Director (Operations) and later Managing Director had 
also expanded and more opportunities evolved for career 
growth and capacity building. That gave me the privilege 
of undertaking a study visit and attachments to 
established newspapers houses abroad at one time or the 
other.

PEOPLE AND SYSTEMS
As our business grew into a daily publication, it came 
with the challenge of organizing the right people and
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systems to deliver value. Systems are the structure around 
' which the other parts of company work are framed and 
without them, there would be chaos. But you need to 
have the right systems. Sloppy systems can limit the 
growth of any organization.

In an organization, despite that most managers know 
that People and Systems are both important; they still 
would wonder whichthey should give a priority. I think it 
is both. Certainly it is important to have the right people 
in the right jobs but I would argue that it is equally 
important to have the right systems in place.
They are the two company elements that must be equally 
prioritized to keep the business running. When the people 
and the systems are strong, the company will confidently 
run well.

Sure, it is not impossible that the two are skewed, but the 
imbalance shouldn't be too obvious. Clever people 
working in poor environments usually worn outeasily or 
worse still, imagine a situation where the business fails to 
deliver so often that it gradually goes under despite 
everyone's best efforts to keep it afloat.



On the other hand, great systems without good people is 
useless; it makes for a nice looking structure, but creates a 
culture in which people follow the rules so religiously 
that they make what will seem like committing 
operational blunders every day.

Therefore, by careful selection and a stroke of luck, the 
need for the finest, most enthusiastic, result-oriented 
crop of staff to work in an organization usually goes a 
long way. Thus, from day one, we created a system and 
set the standards; for example we said that no staff, 
including executive directors, should go on an official 
trip and bring back receipts for reimbursable expenses. 
We thought it was better to estimate what each would 
reasonably need on a trip and pay him in advance 
without any further interest in how he spend it. Also 
weabhor pre-banking spending from sales money etc.

This is not to say that our system was flawless. The 
system also conferred many people's jobs on one person, 
which visibly overstretched the average staff who had to 
shuffle many duties. The system clearly did not distribute


