
14 October 2, 2015

Tunis

I 

t has been a year since UN Spe-
cial Envoy Bernardino Leon 
began his efforts to mediate a 
peace deal in Libya. On Sep-
tember 29, 2014, he and mem-

bers of the Libyan House of Repre-
sentatives met on the border with 
Algeria and Tunisia and called for 
a ceasefire throughout the country. 
Dialogue, they declared, was the 
only way forward. It was a “great 
day for Libya”, Leon said.

Since then, there have been 
meetings of what became the Libya 
dialogue — in Geneva, Skhirat in 
Morocco, Brussels, Algiers, Cairo, 
Berlin, Istanbul and Tunis — with 
Leon ever optimistic that a deal was 
in sight. Delegates recently trav-
elled to New York for a supposedly 
final meeting at the United Nations 
to approve a draft peace agreement 
setting up a government of national 
unity, a ceasefire and the removal 
of militias from the capital Tripoli.

But also in New York, the presi-
dent of Libya’s internationally rec-
ognised House of Representatives 
(HoR), Ageela Salah Gwaider, told 
the UN General Assembly that the 
negotiations could drag on beyond 
October 20th, the deadline set by 
Leon for everything to be agreed 
and implemented.

There have been numerous dead-
lines from Leon for the peace deal, 
none of which have been met. The 
October 20th date is important be-
cause under the 2011 Constitutional 
Declaration, which serves as Libya’s 
constitution, it is the last day of the 
HoR’s mandate.

The HoR has the power to amend 
the Constitutional Declaration and 
dialogue negotiations have pro-
posed precisely that so it can con-
tinue in office for up to two more 
years while the Constitutional 
Drafting Assembly in Beida comes 
up with a permanent state charter.

Ageela Salah was told by UN of-

ficials, from Secretary-General 
Ban Ki-moon on down, and other 
international political leaders that 
the October 20th deadline had to 
be kept. They are said to have in-
cluded US President Barack Obama, 
who told the General Assembly that 
more should have been done by the 
West to help Libya after the revolu-
tion.

But Ageela Salah’s warning about 
the date is real enough. There is bit-
ter opposition in Tripoli to any deal, 
especially among militia leaders, 
the real masters of the city. They 
have strong support within the ri-
val administration in Tripoli, the 
General National Congress (GNC). 
A workshop on the dialogue, organ-
ised by the GNC, again showed the 
extent of that opposition.

Although the GNC negotiators 
had headed to New York with the 
body’s blessing, many members 
declared that there could be no 
agreement that did not recognise 
the November 2014 Supreme Court 
ruling, which, in their view, abol-
ished the HoR and handed power 
back to the GNC. It is reported that 
the majority of those regularly at-
tending GNC sessions are opposed 
to the dialogue. They also insisted 
that Khalifa Haftar, the head of the 
Libyan armed forces, had to go as 
part of any deal.

Haftar is among those opposed to 
the deal in the east of the country. 
He wants a military council headed 
by him to run the country. He has 
his supporters in the HoR who are 
talking about amending the Consti-
tutional Declaration and creating 
such a council for the post-October 
20th period.

That appears unlikely at present, 
however, for various reasons. The 
HoR was furious when Leon agreed 
to amend the dialogue agreement 
in line with GNC demands, calling 
back its delegates to Tobruk and 
effectively suspending its involve-
ment in the talks. However, on Sep-
tember 28th, in what is being seen 
as a positive move, it agreed to re-
join the process.

Moreover, although Haftar has 
his supporters in the Tobruk par-
liament, many are aware that he is 
unacceptable to many key Libyan 
players, not just in the west of the 
country but in the small regular 
armed forces.

His successes in Benghazi, too, 
appear questionable. In the 16 
months since he launched Opera-
tion Dignity to retake it from An-
sar al-Sharia and its allies, fighting 
has devastated areas of the city. 
But Ansar al-Sharia still has not 
been dislodged from Leithi, Sabri, 
Hawari and Gwarsha districts and 
promises of Benghazi’s liberation 
have turned out to be as repetitive 
but as elusive as those from Leon 
about the dialogue’s completion. 

Nor has Haftar managed to achieve 
anything in the war against the Is-
lamic State (ISIS).  It was the pro-
al-Qaeda mujahideen in Derna that 
threw ISIS out of the town, not the 
Libyan army.

On the other hand, even his de-
tractors in the east say that to get 
rid of him at this point to help the 
dialogue process and satisfy those 
in Tripoli opposed to him would be 
disastrous. 

They claim that the fight against 
Ansar al-Sharia and ISIS in Beng-
hazi would collapse overnight and 
that the Islamists would then take 
it over.

The idea that the October 20th 
deadline could pass without the 
dialogue reaching a conclusion fills 

UN officials and foreign govern-
ments that have been pushing for 
a deal with dread. Privately, West-
ern diplomats accredited to Libya 
fear momentum is being lost. If 
the deadline passes, they say ne-
gotiations could drag on intermi-
nably while whatever changes the 
HoR makes to the Constitutional 
Declaration are likely to lead to in-
ternational deadlock. Some coun-
tries, such as Egypt, Jordan and the 
United Arab Emirates, might recog-
nise them but others, notably in the 
West, may not. Meanwhile, the only 
group likely to gain would be ISIS.
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A sea of questions. Members of the Algerian 
Republican Guards and a security official 
stand guard at Martyr’s Shrine in the Algerian 
capital, Algiers.

The end of an era in Algeria

A 

lgeria holds a 
distinctive position 
in the Middle East 
and North Africa. 
Largely due to its 
historic experience, 

Algeria’s military has always 
played a dominant role in politics.

The rioting of October 1988, 
which some view as a precursor to 
the “Arab spring”, led initially to 
liberal reforms but ultimately to 
civil war between security forces 
and armed Islamic groups 
throughout the 1990s. The army 
emerged as the only effective 
powerbroker in a political 
landscape dominated by weak 
and competing factions.

Despite turnovers in presiden-
tial and parliamentary elections, 
Algeria remains steadfastly under 
the control of the military, which 
is unwilling to cede full power to a 
civilian government.

On September 13th, the ailing 
president, Abdelaziz Bouteflika, 
who is serving a fourth term in 
office, removed his powerful 
intelligence chief in a shake-up of 
the security forces that surprised 
Algerians. General Mohamed 
Mediene was head of the Algerian 
secret services, the Intelligence 

and Security Department (DRS), 
from 1990-2015 throughout the 
security crisis that characterised 
the period. Nicknamed “Toufik”, 
he has been described as the 
world’s longest-serving “intelli-
gence chief”.

Mediene created a myth around 
himself. Little is known about 
him. Nobody knows his birthday 
or birthplace. His photograph was 
published for the first time in a 
local newspaper only after his 
removal.

On the eve of independence in 
1962, Mediene was sent to study 
at a KGB school in the Soviet 
Union. Over time he became a 
feared figure, as he built the DRS 
into an immensely powerful 
institution, a state within a state 
that directed Algeria’s fight 
against militant Islamists.

Mediene supported Bouteflika 
in the 1999 election, which could 
have ushered in an irreversible 
democratic process if the military 
had not corrupted it. Mediene 
then became Algeria’s undisputed 
strong man after the 2004 
presidential election and the 
unexpected dismissal of army 
chief Mohamed Lamari.

Mediene amassed immense 
power allegedly through collect-
ing information and blackmailing 
politicians, other public servants 
and business people. People in 
high positions in government or 
public firms had to pledge 
allegiance and commitment to the 
DRS. Mediene wished to be called 
Rab al-Djazair — the “God of 
Algeria”.

Mediene’s dismissal came just a 
few weeks after the arrest of 

another former intelligence chief, 
Abdelkader Ait-Ouarabi, and the 
removal of several other intelli-
gence officials. 

These steps in the reorganisa-
tion of DRS are seen in Algeria as 
the fulfilment of Bouteflika’s 
long-stated aim to exert civilian 
control over the powerful security 
apparatus.

Since rising to prominence, 
Bouteflika has been trying to turn 
the Algerian regime into a “civil-
ian state”, as opposed to a 
“DRS-state”, despite DRS co-opt-
ing him four times.

In an interview in February 
2014, Amar Saadani, the ruling 
party’s secretary-general and a 
close ally of Bouteflika, boldly 
demanded Mediene’s resignation 
and the DRS’s removal from 

politics. On the eve of the April 
2014 election, a battle raged 
between the president’s office 
and the DRS. Bouteflika had not 
succeeded in promoting his 
youngest brother, Said, to 
prominence. He secured a fourth 
term although he was virtually 
unable to speak and act during the 
presidential campaign.

The civil state that Bouteflika 
strives to establish remains 
essentially a security state. 
Military expenditure has steadily 
increased since Bouteflika took 
power, reaching $12.3 billion in 
2014. Military and security 
spending accounted for 32% of 
the national budget in 2015, twice 
the expenditure allocated to the 
development of human capital 
and knowledge.

Algeria is the largest military 
spender in Africa. Increased 
terrorist threats from Islamist 
groups in North Africa and the 
Sahel, an arms race with Morocco 
and the ongoing modernisation of 
the armed forces are factors 
driving military expenditure and 
militarisation of political life.

Algeria, like other Arab states, 
needs a new concept of security 
to face new challenges, local and 
regional. A profound and radical 
security reform is more urgently 
needed than the purchase of 
sophisticated military technol-
ogy. Reform should enhance 
horizontal security — security for 
the entire society — and not the 
vertical security of elites.
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