THE CHALLENGES OF PUBLISHING AND PRINTING IN AN ERA OF
ECONOMIC DOWNTURN IN NIGERIA: PUBLISHERS’ PERSPECTIVE.

1.0 INTRODUCTION
This presentation looks at the challenges facing Nigerian publishers today in
view of the serious economic downturn in the country. To this end, we will
acknowledge the existence of a downward turn in the economy. Next, we will
review the challenges that this downturn poses to publishing in Nigeria. Then,
we will look at how publishers got themselves into this situation and, finally,
suggest how publishing in Nigeria can survive the challenges posed by the
downturn.

2.0 THE ECONOMIC DOWNTURN
To say that the Nigerian economy is today experiencing a downturn is stating
the obvious. The Nigerian economy is oil-dependent. With the global fall in
crude oil prices from over $100 per barrel a couple of years ago to an amount
below $50 in recent times, it should not come as a surprise that the economy
will be negatively impacted, considering the fact that the surplus made in the
days of plenty when the crude price was high was not saved or put to good use.
The inflation rate has moved from single digit to double digits and many states
have been unable to pay workers’ salaries for months. The exchange rate is out
of tune. While the Naira officially exchanges for N197 TO US $1, at the parallel
market it fluctuates around N320. Shortage of US dollars has made it difficult
for many Nigerian companies to meet financial obligations to their foreign
partners.
In addition to all that, the state of infrastructure in the country has not
improved over the years. Electricity supply has remained as epileptic as ever
and the roads have not improved. The ongoing fuel scarcity and increase in cost
of fuel have combined to make the operating environment more challenging.

All these have posed serious challenges to companies operating in Nigeria.



3.0 THE DOWNTURN AND ITS CHALLENGES FOR PUBLISHING IN NIGERIA

The current economic downturn in Nigeria as just described has posed serious

challenges to companies operating in Nigeria, and the publishing companies

are not exempted. Some of the ways in which the downturn has affected

publishing in Nigeria are as follows:

3.1 Increase in the Cost of Doing Business
Because Nigeria is import-dependent, most of the raw materials needed
as inputs to book production are imported. To state the obvious, as at
today Nigeria does not produce paper. Paper is about the most
important input into book production. Many of the other inputs are also
imported. With the shortage of dollar supply occasioned by the
dwindling government revenue from crude oil export and the exchange
rate of US Dollar to Naira in the parallel market, the costs of all these
inputs have gone up. The effect is that the costs of producing books
have increased and publishers are unable to pass on these increases to
customers in view of low purchasing power in the economy generally. It
does not matter whether books are printed in Nigeria or outside
Nigeria. The high exchange rate of Naira to US Dollar has made
importation of books into the country equally expensive.
In addition to that, the price of petrol has been on the rise as a result of
scarcity. The price of diesel has not been entirely stable. The price of
electricity has also gone up despite its epileptic supply.
The result is erosion of the margin of publishers and a continuously
declining bottom-line. Also, publishers need more capital (which has
become difficult to come by) to do the same level of business they were
doing before now.
3.2 Declining Sales

Statistics are not easy to come by in the Nigerian publishing industry.
So, it is difficult to give accurate figures of performances by publishing
companies. However, when we look at the financial results of the few

qguoted publishing companies, there is an indication of declining



performances over the last couple of years. Private discussions with
colleagues in publishing companies that not quoted, suggest that the
trend is same. This should not be surprising. The low purchasing power
in the economy has affected affordability of books. When we consider
the fact that books are not on the priority list of many parents and
guardians, little wonder why the limited income available is spent on
other ‘more pressing needs.
With this trend, coupled with declining margin, it is not surprising that
the industry is rife with rumours of a number of publishing companies
being unable to pay staff salaries as and when due. As a colleague in the
industry puts it, this is a period when many publishers, big and small,
are fighting for their souls.

3.3 Bad and Doubtful Debts
The problem of bad and doubtful debts is another serious challenge
that publishing companies are facing today as a result of the downturn
in the economy of the country. Although this challenge is not novel, as
publishers have been grappling with it for ages, the current downward
has seriously aggravated the situation.
The major group of customers for textbook publishers in Nigeria today
consists of schools. The reason why the book chain has been distorted
in Nigeria to make the schools direct customers of publishers is
complicated and should be left for another day. The fact is that many of
these schools are also facing challenges because they are operating in
the same environment of economic downturn. Their own customers are
not paying school fees regularly because many of the parents in the
private sector have lost their jobs and many of those in the public sector
are being owed arrears of salary. As usual, supply of books by publishers
on credit has become a good source of making money to meet their
other more pressing financial obligations.
The result is that many publishers are faced with mounting bad and
doubtful debts that are contributing to serious cash flow challenges that

impact negatively on their operations.



3.4 Lack of Government Patronage
Publishing in Nigeria is concentrated more in the textbook segment,
especially the primary/secondary school aspect. Many publishers in
Nigeria today are not interested in other areas of publishing because
they have come to see textbook publishing as the most lucrative. Most
of the big publishing companies depend on government purchases or
‘bulk order’ to survive. Even the small and growing publishing
companies have been agitating for their own share of government
purchases. In this period of economic downturn that government
revenues at all levels have dwindled to the extent that payment of
salaries has become a problem, these governments have stopped
making bulk purchases. For many publishers, the chicken has finally
come home to roost. This is one of the major factors responsible for the
declining sales of publishers during this period. For many of the
publishers, especially the ‘big’ ones, if something does not happen soon
in this area, there is a serious likelihood of some going out o business.
This is because many of them have expanded their structures and
increased their operation costs based on steady income from
government purchases over the years. Many cannot survive with their
present structures based on open market revenueswithout government
patronage at one level or the other in the nearest future.

3.5 Cash Flow Challenges
The combined effect of 3.1 to 3.4 is that cash flows of publishers have
been badly affected. This has resulted in many publishers not being able
to meet their financial obligations to their stakeholders. In many cases,
salaries are either being unusually delayed or not being paid, printers
are being owed in and outside Nigeria, other suppliers are queuing for
payments and, most challenging of all, banks are becoming impatient to
recover loans and overdrafts advanced to publishers. There are even

rumours of assets of some publishers being put up for sale by banks.



Failure to meet obligations to stakeholders in an industry that relies on
credit from suppliers and borrowing from banks means there is a
thereat to continuous existence as going concerns for publishers that
are unduly exposed. If printers are not paid for jobs done, they may not
be interested in extending credit in the future. Same thing goes for
other suppliers and creditors. Without the support of these important
stakeholders, many publishers cannot survive.
3.6 Increasing Patronage of Pirates
The challenge of piracy is one that many would have expected to top
the list of challenges facing Nigerian publishers. However, this is a
challenge that has been with publishers in Nigeria for ages and not a
new challenge associated with the current economic downturn. Since
one of the excuses for this crime (unjustifiable) is that pirated books are
cheaper and more affordable than the originals, one can safely say that
reduction in purchasing power of buyers as a result of the economic
downturn could be responsible for the increase in the activities of
pirates as they are getting more patronage.
One cannot also rule out the possibility of many staff of publishing
companies that are being disengaged because of the downturn going
into piracy in one form or the other. | do not have to analyse the effects
of piracy on publishing companies in this presentation. That, in itself, is
complicated enough to be the main focus of seminar. Suffice to say that
it eats away at the market share of publishers and contributes to
erosion of their profits, while also denying authors the due rewards for
their intellectual property.
4.0 HOW DID WE GET HERE

The expectation at this type of forum will definitely go beyond listening to an

analysis of the challenges facing publishers operating in this period of economic

downturn in Nigeria. While an analysis can help in identifying and

understanding the challenges, an expectation of suggestions for surmounting

these challenges will not be out of place.



However, before we consider possible solutions, it is very important to review

how publishers came to find themselves in this situation. After all, most of

these challenges are not entirely new or caused by the downturn. So, how did

we get here? The following issues should throw more light on the path that

brought us here:

4.1 Low Barrier to Entry/Lack of Regulation

Publishing in Nigeria is an all-comers free-for-all affair. One of the
easiest businesses to go into in Nigeria today is publishing. Any
individual or group can wake up one morning with or two books and lay
valid claim to being a publisher. There are probably more publishers
operating outside the Nigerian Publishers Association than those
operating within it. But you may want to ask: Is it a bad thing for the
industry to have many players? My answer is no! However, with
everyone free to come in and publish any rubbish they like, publishers
with good quality books can be put at a disadvantage in a period of
economic downturn when purchasing power is low and customers are
cost conscious. Those who are not patronizing pirates may not mind
purchasing cheap low quality books that do not deserve to be used in
Nigerian schools.
It may appear that criticism of low quality books is directed at small or
new entrants into the business. But, that is not the intention. There are
guite a number of new entrants that have quality better than some
existing publishers and there are a number of publishers that were
relatively small years ago, but have grown to rub shoulders with the ‘big
shots’ in the industry. There are small publishers who have some titles
with better quality than the established publishers. But, there are many
more without good quality products who undermine quality in the
industry and pose problem in this period of economic downturn.
The Nigerian Educational Research and Development Council (NERDC)is
saddled with the responsibility of setting standard for books in Nigeria.
They have come up with standards but are unable to enforce the

standards because their involvement in book publications has eroded



their moral right to enforce standards and assert their regulatory
authority. Since they collaborate with some publishers to publish books,
publishers see them as competitors and would not want to submit their
manuscript to a competitor for vetting before publication. Also, the
amount of money a publisher has to pay NERDC for this vetting would
suggest that the focus is more on revenue generation than quality
regulation. In my opinion, this is the major reason for the chaos in the
industry.

4.2 Lack of Innovation

There is not much innovation going on in the industry. The major



