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lgerian President Ab-
delaziz Bouteflika has 
vowed to reveal his long-
delayed constitutional 
changes within the next 

few weeks.
The declared purpose of the re-

forms is to shore up stability and es-
tablish a multiparty democracy in a 
country deeply affected by a dec-
ade of civil war between Islamist 
insurgents and a powerful military.

Bouteflika, 78, first announced 
he would revise the law nine years 
ago and kept dangling that prom-
ise to fuel political debates across 
the country. As the time passed, 
Algerians dubbed the awaited draft 
constitution “Bouteflika’s political 
ghost”.

But Bouteflika, a canny politician 
who became president in 1999, had 
been clearing hurdles out of the 
way of his planned reforms.

“The draft of the revised consti-
tution aims at protecting freedoms 
and establishing a more appeased 
democracy at all levels and spheres 
including the independence of the 
judiciary,” Bouteflika said in an ad-
dress on the commemoration of the 
beginning of the independence war 
against French colonial rule on No-
vember 1, 1954.

The projected reforms allow a 
shift of some power from the presi-
dent to the prime minister, who 
would be the head of the govern-
ment. The reforms are expected to 
expand the role of the legislative 
body and give more say to the op-
position in parliament.

On paper, Algeria’s president 
enjoys an overwhelming power, 
leaving limited executive power to 
the prime minister and a rubber-
stamp role to the parliament. In 
reality, however, power and wealth 

are shared in a complicated and 
opaque way within networks of rul-
ing elites in the military, National 
Liberation Front party and its po-
litical allies and influential busi-

ness families and top government 
bureaucrats.

The planned constitution revi-
sion attempts to “deepen the sepa-
ration and [complementary role] of 

the government power bodies as 
well as strengthening the opposi-
tion in parliament to play an active 
role, including by submission of 
cases to the constitutional council,” 
Bouteflika said.

“The approach of the constitu-
tional change seeks to consolidate 
the national unity and promote the 
place and role of youth to tackle the 
millennium challenges and rein-
force the respect of citizens’ rights 
and freedoms as well the independ-
ence of the judiciary.”

Bouteflika did not say why it 
took such long time to revisit the 
constitution but he appeared to be 
repeating the experience of his re-
vision of November 2008 when he 
scrapped the two 5-year terms limit 
for the president to give himself an 
indefinite stay in power.

“Bouteflika, who is known to rule 
with ruse and surprise, strived to 
dismantle all hurdles which might 
obstruct the way of his enterprise. 
The constitution will be revised 
only when he dismantles all obsta-
cles, not before,” said political ana-
lyst Ahcene Bettahar.

Analysts, independents and 
those close to the government said 
they expected Bouteflika to move 
quickly on constitutional reforms 
after he sidelined dozens of gener-
als, including Mohamed Mediene, 
known as Toufik, the chief of the 
military intelligence service, the 
Department of Research and Secu-
rity (DRS).

“This group [of generals)] was 
able and had the resources to ruin 
the reforms. This group does not 
exist anymore within the state insti-
tutions following various changes 
made by the president, “a govern-

ment source told pro-government 
Algerian TSA website.

Bouteflika sacked Mediene in his 
latest move to curb the long-serv-
ing spy chief’s influence on politics. 
Mediene had long played the role of 
political kingmaker, analysts said, 
influencing leadership choices in 
the country’s backroom tussles be-
tween civilian and military factions 
within the leadership.

Some Algerians say they expect-
ed few changes of substance as they 
pointed to Bouteflika’s record as an 
authoritarian leader obsessed with 
preserving the status quo and one 
who used huge spending measures 
to soothe the frustrations of a pop-
ulation reeling from years of vio-
lence and mistrust of politicians af-
ter a multiparty experiment turned 
into war in early 1990s.

“This stand of the president’s 
opponents is dismissed or mitigat-
ed by those who think Bouteflika 
could make good on his pledges of 
reforms. Because of his health, he 
will not seek a fifth mandate and 
might not be able to complete his 
current term. Expecting nothing 
from the president job, he could 
only be in a reform-mind position,” 
wrote El Watan editorialist Ali Bah-
mane.

“Algeria after or with Boutef-
lika at the end of his rule will be a 
powder keg. If he and his allies are 
aware of this, he could only rig a 
bold constitutional revision to give 
Algeria a tool to build democracy 
and escape chaos.”

Lamine Ghanmi is a veteran 
Reuters journalist. He has covered 
North Africa for decades and is 
based in Tunis.
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ith UN efforts to 
produce a set-
tlement in Libya 
foundering be-
cause of the two 

sides’ refusal to compromise, 
Egypt could end up as an arbiter of 
the crisis on its western border.

The only people not lobbying 

Cairo, unsurprisingly, are those in 
Libya’s General National Congress 
(GNC) who regard Egypt as an en-
emy and look instead for support 
from Turkey, Qatar and Algeria.

Egypt’s interest in Libya is first 
and foremost security and pre-
venting either the Islamic State 
(ISIS) or the Muslim Brotherhood 
gaining power in a neighbouring 
country. Before heading to Lon-
don for an official visit, Egyptian 
President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi 
made it clear that ensuring Libya’s 

stability would be a main subject 
of conversation with the British 
government.

The Egyptians know, however, 
that Libyans remain deeply suspi-
cious of their eastern neighbour 
but there has still been a parade 
of Libyan officials and others in-
volved in the Libyan dispute rec-
onciliation process heading to 
Cairo.

On November 3rd, Faiez Seraj, 
designated by Libya dialogue ne-
gotiators to lead a national unity 

government, was in Cairo meeting 
EU foreign policy chief Federica 
Mogherini. Also in Cairo discuss-
ing Libya was UN Special Envoy 
Bernardino Leon, whose aim was 
to persuade Egyptian leaders to 
pressure the Libyan House of Rep-
resentatives (HoR) to accept the 
government of National Accord.

Ageela Saleh Gwaider, president 
of the HoR, was in Cairo trying to 
persuade the Egyptians to support 
his side.

Given that situation, it was not 
surprising that the Tripoli authori-
ties claimed that the head of the 
HoR air force had called for Egypt 
to intervene militarily in the coun-
try.

In Cairo, Leon offered Gwaider 
an amendment in a bid to ensure 
the proposed deal’s acceptance. 
He suggested that the Presidency 
Council governing Libya until a 
new constitution is in place, once 
seen as a six-person body, should 
total nine people — three each from 
the country’s three historic prov-
inces of Tripolitania in the west, 
Cyrenaica in the east and Fezzan in 
the south. Under the proposal, the 
council would consist of the prime 
minister, five deputy prime minis-
ters and three senior ministers.

Leon’s nod to the federalist 
mood has gained support within 
the HoR. One of its objections to 
the dialogue deal had been that the 
six-member Presidency Council 
was dominated by the west, with 
three members from Tripolitania, 
two from Cyrenaica and one from 

Fezzan. Following Leon’s new of-
fer, the HoR set up a 30-member 
committee to study the plan.

While Leon continues to try to 
come up with a deal acceptable to 
both sides, it became clear that it 
is one thing getting agreement on 
a government of National Accord 
but an entirely different matter 
ensuring security in Tripoli and 
the rest of the country.

On November 1st, one of the 
militias in the capital, the Tripoli 
Revolutionaries’ Brigade, led by 
Hashem Tajouri, abducted the 
Tripoli government’s planning 
minister, accusing him of corrup-
tion. When Tripoli Prime Minis-
ter Khalifa al-Ghwell ordered Ta-
jouri’s arrest, the brigade attacked 
the prime ministry and, according 
to reports, managed to enter it and 
make off with government papers.

The incident is seen as underlin-
ing a fundamental flaw in the UN 
peace process: It has focused on 
achieving a government of nation-
al unity while the problem from 
the start has been security.

While politicians and militias 
squabble, the plight of ordinary 
Libyans worsens. Many are facing 
soaring inflation even though they 
aren’t being paid. The price of a 
loaf of bread has more than tripled 
and the value of the dinar contin-
ues to fall despite threats to black 
market dealers from some Tripoli 
militias. Cairo is yet to offer a solu-
tion to Libya’s economic crisis.

Michel Cousins is the 
editor-in-chief of the Libya 
Herald.
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