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M 

ohamed Mediene, 
the longtime security 
chief in Algeria who 
“retired” in Septem-
ber, re-entered the 

country’s security debate with a 
letter written in support of a former 
subordinate who was sentenced to 
prison for disobeying orders.

Mediene led Algeria’s Depart-
ment of Intelligence and Security 
(DRS) for 25 years and was seen at 
the centre of power in the country. 
Although he left office in Septem-
ber, he stepped up recently with 
an open letter strongly in support 
of one of his deputies, Abdelkader 
Ait-Ouarabi

Ait-Ouarabi, known as General 
Hassan in the intelligence commu-
nity, on November 26th became 
the first senior intelligence officer 
convicted in Algeria after he was 
charged with a “breach of military 
rules”. He was sentenced to five 
years in prison.

Ait-Ouarabi had headed Scorat, 
the operational coordination and 
counterterrorism intelligence ser-
vice, which draws elite troops fo-
cused on thwarting terrorist plots 
and infiltrating jihadist groups.

He was a key ally of Mediene, 
who had been seen as untouchable 
before the surprise in September 
announcement that Algerian Presi-
dent Abdelaziz Bouteflika had ac-
cepted Mediene’s “retirement”.

Some analysts argue that Ait-
Ouarabi’s jailing was another slap 
at Mediene, further showing he no 

longer had influence in Algeria’s 
power circles.

The removals of Mediene and 
other senior officers have been 
viewed as fulfillment of Boutefli-
ka’s long-stated goal to exert more 
civilian control over the powerful 
DRS.

The DRS made itself integral to 
virtually every institution in the 
country and Mediene was blamed 
for the security crisis that dete-
riorated the political and economic 
sectors, argued Amar Saidani, sec-
retary-general of the National Lib-
eration Front (FLN).

The DRS failed to protect former 
president Mohamed Boudiaf, who 
was killed by a DRS soldier in 1992, 
and did not anticipate an attempt 
to assassinate Bouteflika in 2007, 
Saidani said.

He also cited terrorist acts in Al-
geria in the 1990s and more recent 
ones, such as the al-Qaeda-linked 
hostage-taking at the Tiguentou-
rine gas facility near Amenas in 
January 2013 as points of DRS fail-
ure.

Mediene’s open letter, published 
December 3rd while Bouteflika was 
in France for a routine medical 
check-up, could be a move to re-
establish Mediene’s power.

He congratulated Ait-Ouarabi for 
a job well done. “The most urgent 
thing today is to right the wrong 
done to an officer who served his 
country with passion,” he wrote. 
He added that Ait-Ouarabi was not 
a renegade officer. “He handled his 
mission in full respect of normal 
procedures and gave updates at the 
appropriate moments”.

Saidani told supporters that Me-
diene’s letter was meant to mirror 
the former intelligence chief’s de-

spair. “He was drowning, drown-
ing, drowning,” Saidani said.

Algerian Minister of Communi-
cations Hamid Grine said the letter 
“is extremely violent. I can even 
talk about hyper-violence.” He 
added that “a senior former officer 
is required [to follow] the duty of 
discretion”.

A group of 19 well-known per-
sonalities cast doubt that the purge 
of the intelligence services oc-
curred with Bouteflika’s blessing. 
The group sent a letter to Boutef-
lika on November 1st requesting a 
meeting to determine whether the 

president could adequately man-
age state affairs.

Bouteflika, 78, who suffered a 
stroke in 2013, has been seen most-
ly in brief television images or in 
photographs on state media since 
winning a fourth presidential term 
in 2014.

Questions over Bouteflika’s 
health have left his opponents ask-
ing who replaces him if he cannot 
govern for his entire term and how 
that affects political and economic 
reform in the vast North African 
country.

Many say a debate should have 

been initiated on the role of the 
intelligence services in democrat-
ic transition. The success of any 
emerging democracy in the Arab 
world relies heavily on security.

Recent developments make clear 
that the Algerian military, which 
has long been called “the great 
mum” for its ability to keep the 
power struggle within the regime 
under wraps, is no longer willing to 
do so.
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December 14th front pages of Algerian newspapers bearing headlines on General Athmane “Bachir” 
Tartag, who recently replaced General Mohamed Mediene, better known as General Toufik, as head of 
Algeria’s military intelligence.

A group of 19 
well-known 
personalities cast 
doubt that the purge 
of the intelligence 
services occurred 
with Bouteflika’s 
blessing.

Many say a debate 
should have been 
initiated on the role 
of the intelligence 
services in 
democratic 
transition.

Tunis

T 

he Islamic State (ISIS) is 
only one of the jihadist 
organisations jeopardis-
ing the security of Libya, 
UN experts and the North 

African country’s neighbours 
warned.

ISIS’s core leadership picked 
Libya into which it could expand 
beyond Iraq and Syria, dispatching 
trusted loyalists of its leader, Abu 
Bakr al-Baghdadi, to supervise the 
groundwork of its franchise in the 
violence-torn North African coun-
try.

A statement from Libya’s six 
neighbouring countries and a UN 
report suggested that ISIS’s scheme 
to establish a fallback territory in 
Libya, however, did not go beyond 
recycling local extremist gangs and 
returning Libyan fighters.

Territorial control by ISIS has not 
spread outside Sirte, the home-
town of late Libyan strongman 
Muammar Qaddafi.

ISIS moved into the ranks of 
feuding militias to capture Sirte, a 
Mediterranean coastal area close 
to the basin of oil and gas wealth 
in eastern Libya. It is about 600 km 
east of Sicily, making it the closest 
territory to Europe that ISIS con-
trols.

Many in Sirte saw ISIS as a tool 
to hit back at new political forces 
in Libya and avenge the destruc-
tion of the city where Qaddafi was 
killed by rebels in 2011.

“ISIS is an evident short- and 
long-term threat in Libya. The 

group is benefiting from the ‘ap-
peal’ and notoriety of ISIS in Iraq 
and in the Syrian Arab Republic,” 
the UN report stated. “However, 
the group’s threat should be real-
istically assessed. ISIS is only one 
player among multiple warring 
factions in Libya and faces strong 
resistance from the population, as 
well as difficulties in building and 
maintaining local alliances.”

ISIS has yet to show the same ea-
gerness to benefit from Libya natu-
ral resources as its central com-
mand has done in Iraq and Syria.

Several waves of Libyans have 
returned from battlefields in Syria 
and Iraq since 2013 and form the 
backbone of the ISIS branch in Lib-

ya, which continues to be a magnet 
for foreign terrorist fighters, largely 
from North Africa, according to the 
report seen by The Arab Weekly.

While ISIS has been focusing on 
Sirte, it could forge local alliances 
to spread its territorial clout and 
provide inspiration for other for-
eign fighters to join the group in 
Libya, the report added.

The document, issued December 
1st, compiled intelligence assess-
ments on ISIS and other groups 
in Libya from UN members and 
suggested the al-Qaeda affiliate in 
North Africa as well as other ter-
rorist organisations were using the 
country for rear bases and retreats.

While Ansar al-Sharia Derna and 

Ansar al-Sharia Benghazi seem to 
have weakened since the estab-
lishment of ISIS in Libya, al-Qaeda 
in the Islamic Maghreb (AQIM), 
al-Mourabitoun and Ansar al-Sh-
aria in Tunisia continue to use the 
country as a rear base for opera-
tions in the region.

“Groups associated with al-Qae-
da have established a significant 
presence in Libya, including facili-
ties for training, implying a long-
er-term strategic goal to sustain a 
presence in the country (with ex-
ternal operations capability),” the 
report said.

“The resulting threat is regional 
and international, with particular 
significance for Africa, given the 
growing numbers of foreign terror-
ist fighters and the presence of a 
globalised group of terrorists from 
different al-Qaeda backgrounds.”

Al-Qaeda has benefited from 
weapons looted from Libyan Army 
stocks. Those arms played a sig-
nificant role in the advances by al-
Qaeda affiliates in northern Mali in 
2012. After al-Qaeda affiliates were 
dislodged from Mali, the remaining 
fighters withdrew to Libya, accord-
ing to the document.

ISIS and al-Qaeda have not repli-
cated the enmity in Libya they dis-
played in Syria, even though they 
compete for clout and resources in 
some areas.

Libya’s neighbours — Algeria, 
Egypt, Sudan, Chad, Niger and Tu-
nisia — did not single out ISIS as the 
only threat from Libya when they 
met on December 1st and 2nd in 
Algiers to spur Libya’s political ri-
vals into coming together to form a 
unity government.

They expressed their worries 

from the terrorism expansion in 
Libya especially ISIS, al-Qaeda and 
Ansar al-Sharia and called for In-
tensifying efforts to ward off the 
phenomenon, the Libyan neigh-
bours said in a statement.

They “deem the worsening of 
the situation in Libya will permit 
the development of terrorism and 
deepening instability in Libya. That 
forms a serious threat to neigh-
bouring countries,” the statement 
said.

The UN report quoted an un-
named member as saying that at 
least 12 of the 28 individuals in-
volved in the attack on the Tigan-
tourine gas field near Amenas in 
Algeria by al-Mourabitoun and al-
Mouaqaoune Biddam in January 
2013, had been trained during the 
summer of 2012 in camps run by 
Ansar al-Sharia in Benghazi.

In addition, Ansar al-Sharia in 
Benghazi and Derna took part on 
the September 11, 2012, attack 
against the US diplomatic outpost 
in Benghazi.

A senior unnamed US Defense 
Department official told the New 
York Times the group expanded 
to about 2,000 fighters since it an-
nounced its affiliate in Libya, in 
what he said was “contingency 
planning” as it grows its forces.
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Workers clean the ground after a suicide car bomber set off his 
device at a checkpoint near Misrata, Libya, last May.

Territorial control 
by ISIS has not 
spread outside 
Sirte, the 
hometown of late 
Libyan strongman 
Muammar Qaddafi.


