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Beirut

M
auritania 
plans to 
boost 
efforts to 
combat 
poverty 
through a 
more 

equitable distribution of eco-
nomic resources and aims to 
weaken extremist ideas with a 
programme of job creation, said 
Sid’Ahmed Ould Raiss, the West 
African country’s minister for 
Economic Affairs and Develop-
ment.

Nouakchott, the latest member 
of the UN Economic and Social 
Commission for Western Asia 
(ESCWA), says its membership in 
the organisation will boost efforts 
to distribute benefits from its 
good economic growth among its 
poorer social sectors, Raiss told 
The Arab Weekly.

Mauritania, like all other 
members of the United Nations, 
has adopted the 2030 Agenda for 
Sustainable Development, which 
replaced the 2000-15 Millennium 
Development Goals (MDGs).

“Alongside the agenda, Maurita-
nia wants to move on from its pov-
erty follow-up approach, which 
accompanied the SDGs [Sustain-
able Development Goals], towards 
the concept of distributing wealth 
and economic growth benefits,” he 
said during an interview in Beirut, 
where he attended October 19th 
ceremonies raising his country’s 
flag at ESCWA’s headquarters.

“In the last five years, we 
achieved good economic growth 
at an average of 5.5% annually. 
The challenge we deal with now 

is how to distribute this growth 
among fragile social brackets and 
how to diversify our economy 
in order for it to fend off outside 
shocks,” Raiss said, adding that 
the poverty rate, estimated at 42% 
in 2008 by the World Bank, has 
shrunk 11% since then.

“We are very happy to join 
ESCWA and count heavily on its 
expertise and capabilities to sup-
port our national economic insti-
tutions. We consider our member-
ship of the organisation a chance 
for Mauritania’s economic integra-
tion into the pan-Arab economy,” 
he added, commending ESCWA’s 
programming and policy-making 
guidelines for member countries.

Mauritania is worried by grow-
ing threats of jihadists in its region 
but says it is well prepared to pro-
tect itself, according to Raiss.

“We are in a region with security 
concerns, including, for exam-
ple, northern Mali, where many 
terrorist extremist organisations 
operate,” he said. “Mauritania 
has been reorganising and 
re-equipping its army and has 
been applying a comprehen-
sive approach against this phe-
nomenon, including a dialogue 
with young men who have 
extremist thoughts 
to convince them 
to adopt moderate 
ideas.

“Also, we have an 
economic approach 
to create as many 
jobs as possible,” 
he added, under-
scoring the impor-
tance of Nouakchott’s 
security and intelligence 
cooperation with neigh-
bouring and world states in 
undermining terrorism threats.

Mauritania is mostly desert, 
with a population of about 

3.5 million. In 2013, its per capita 
gross national income stood at 
$1,060. The country has a wealth 
of natural resources, particularly 
in the mining sector, and experi-
ences sustained growth thanks 
to a period of high international 
commodity prices, according to 
the World Bank.

The country is Africa’s second 
leading exporter of iron ore and 
also exports gold and copper. It 
is a modest oil producer and pos-
sesses considerable natural gas 
deposits. Mauritania’s waters have 
some of the most abundant fish 
stocks in the world.

In Sub-Saharan African com-
modity exporters, including Mau-
ritania, a recent drop in prices, 
due mainly to lower demand 
by China’s slowing economy, is 

hurting growth, the World Bank 
said on October 5th. Sub-Saharan 
Africa’s average growth is pre-
dicted to slow in 2015 to 3.7% from 
4.6% in 2014, reaching the slowest 
growth rate since 2009 amid weak 
global economic conditions.

Mali suffered a coup in 2012. In 
the chaos that followed, Tuareg 
rebels seized control of the north, 
declaring independence, before 
being ousted by Islamist mili-
tants. Instability remains, despite 
the French intervention and the 
presence of an 11,000-person UN 
peacekeeping force. Jihadist at-
tacks, including one in June that 
left two Malian soldiers, one civil-
ian and nine jihadists dead, take 
place not far from Mauritanian 
borders.

While focusing on economic 
integration in the Arab region, 
Mauritania pays special attention 
to relations with Gulf Arab states, 
Raiss said. Nouakchott, which 
sides with the Saudi-led coalition 
operation against Iranian-backed 
rebels in Yemen, “wants ties with 
Gulf Arab states, including trade 
exchange, to be more developed”, 
and has tried through the invest-
ment code, which it revised in 
2012, to attract projects from the 
region, he added.

In September, the Interna-
tional Renewable Energy Agency 
(IRENA) and the UN Develop-
ment Programme (UNDP) said in 
a report Mauritania could grow its 
economy through developing its 
renewable energy resources.

“This is true, and we are work-
ing on the matter. Recently, 30% 
of our energy production has been 
attributed to renewable resources, 
including wind and solar energy,” 
Raiss said, arguing that the sharp 
decline in international oil prices 
since June 2014 has not halted his 
country’s plans in this regard.
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hen General Ahmed 
Gaid Salah took over 
as Algeria’s mili-
tary chief-of-staff 
11 years ago, most 

commentators had him leaving his 
office within months as President 
Abdelaziz Bouteflika was reportedly 
considering another top officer for 
the post.

Analysts argued that Salah was 
disadvantaged by his age — he’s 
now 75 — and ideological stand 
as a staunch nationalist, though a 
moderate Muslim conservative. His 
stand put him outside the circle of 
army generals known as “eradica-
tors” for their radical opposition to 
Islamists.

However, Salah ascended to con-
spicuous heights after his nemesis, 
military intelligence chief Mohamed 
Mediene, was sacked by Bouteflika 
in September after 25 years at the 
post.

Mediene had been so powerful 
that he was nicknamed Rab Dzaier 
— The God of Algeria. Under Medi-
ene’s watch, the Intelligence and Se-
curity Department (DRS), the coun-
try’s spy agency, overshadowed all 
Algeria’s leaders as Mediene extend-
ed his power to put the country’s af-
fairs under his control while Algeria 
fought an Islamist insurgency that 
claimed more than 150,000 lives.

Mediene’s men in the DRS have 
been purged and most of the agen-
cy’s powerful departments have 
come under the control of the mili-
tary’s chief-of-staff, making Salah 
the unchallenged highest officer 
while doubling as a junior defence 
minister.

As a result, Salah has taken a piv-
otal role that could decide Algeria’s 
political future while ailing Boutef-
lika strives to forge a consensus 
among the country’s elites around 
his preferred replacement.

“It is the surprising destiny of a 
man. He (Salah) has overcome ma-
noeuvres and crises to attain the po-
sition of a key player in a moving po-
litical landscape,” said Hassen Ouali, 
leading military affairs analyst at El 
Watan daily.

Algeria has enjoyed its longest 

period of stability since independ-
ence under Bouteflika’s presidency 
of nearly 20 years but its relative 
nationwide calm has come at great 
economic cost. Bouteflika’s cautious 
political management has relied on 
high hydrocarbon export earnings 
to subsidise the government plans.

As upheaval thundered around 
Algeria in Arab countries, the North 
African nation managed to cope 
with the dissatisfaction of its popu-
lation of 39 million. It did so thanks 
to big state spending, which bol-
stered Bouteflika’s reputation as a 
figure of national compromise and 
reconciliation backed by an over-
whelming police presence.

Algeria shelved painful economic 
and social reforms because of crises 
in neighbouring countries as Boutef-

lika, who much like the country’s 
nationalist revolutionary leaders, 
put stability before other policy pri-
orities.

The years since the 2011 “Arab 
spring” have not been helpful for 
Algeria. Chaos in Libya and serious 
security concerns in northern Mali 
and Tunisia were seen as sources of 
threats by Algeria. The January 2013 
raid at Ain Amenas natural gas com-
plex underscored Algeria’s vulner-
ability. The government and foreign 
operators are still striving to lift the 
facility to pre-attack output levels.

Bouteflika suffered a stroke April 
2013, leading to a national debate 
over who would replace him and 
what kind of systemic reform was 
needed to move Algeria from an 
economic system shored up by oil 
export revenue to a market econo-
my.

Politicians from various stances 
insist the military leadership’s role 
is crucial in helping the country 
develop into a more open politi-
cal system and productive market 
economy. “The solution will come 
from the armed forces,” said reform-
minded former prime minister Mou-
loud Hamrouche, who was once a 
senior army officer. His view is said 
to be shared by most political lead-
ers.

Salah’s status as unchallenged 
military chief has prompted analysts 
to argue that the military leadership 
could be tempted to announce they 
are the solution. Salah could present 
himself as their candidate to replace 
Bouteflika, if and when the latter 
steps down.

Analysts pointed to Salah’s per-
vasive presence in the media as he 
criss-crossed the country, meeting 
soldiers and officers, repeating his 
mantra that the country’s defence 
is intertwined with its comprehen-

sive political social and economic 
strength.

“His dream to be president is 
as old as his long stay in the mili-
tary. He is reportedly favouring an 
Egyptian-style solution in Algeria. 
He sees himself as the Algerian Sisi,” 
Ouali said, referring to former army 
leader Egyptian President Abdel 
Fattah al-Sisi.

It is widely known in political cir-
cles in Algiers that Salah had won-
dered out loud “Why not me” in 
1994 when he was asked by his peers 
to endorse General Liamine Zeroual 
as president.

“It is still to be known whether 
Salah’s ambition is shared by his 
peers in the military top chiefs or 
whether he will force the hands of 
top commanders to back such an 
ambition,” said Ouali.

Hocine Benhadid, former com-
mander of the country’s famous 
tank Eighth Brigade, dismissed 
Salah as a serious contender, saying 
he lacked genuine support among 
commanders and troops.

“No one likes him or respects him. 
They all follow his orders out of re-
spect for military discipline,” said 
Benhadid in early October. He was 
arrested for his comments.

Lamine Ghanmi is a veteran 
Reuters journalist. He has covered 
North Africa for decades and is 
based in Tunis.
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A 2014 file picture of Algeria’s Chief of Staff General Ahmed Gaid 
Salah (R) with French Defence Minister Jean-Yves Le Drian (L) in 
Algiers.
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