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A 

41-second video clip 
showing Algerian Presi-
dent Abdelaziz Boutef-
lika struggling with frail 
health as he received vis-

iting French Prime Minister Manuel 
Valls triggered concern among Alge-
rians about their leader’s health and 
the country’s stability.

Images showed Bouteflika, 79, 
with a haggard gaze unable to put 
his shaking right hand on his lap. He 
struggled to join his hands together; 
his eyes fixed at some point in front 
of him.

The footage, re-tweeted by Valls 
at the end of his April 9th-10th visit 
to Algiers, went viral on social me-
dia.

“Algerians cried, worried, ago-
nised, felt humiliated and prayed 
that ‘God protects Algeria’ as they 
saw the pictures,” wrote the coun-
try’s influential French-language 
daily El Watan.

Bouteflika, a hero of the Alge-
rian war of independence against 
France, has been president since 
1999. He won re-election for a fourth 
five-year term in 2014, despite hav-
ing suffered a stroke the year be-
fore. His death or incapacity would 
risk throwing the vast, energy-rich 
North African country into turmoil 
at a time it is struggling to deal with 
falling oil prices and the challenge of 
Islamist extremism.

Commenting on the video, Alge-
ria’s main Arabic-language newspa-
per El Khabar commented: “The pic-
ture underlined the falseness of the 
claims by Bouteflika’s backers that 
he is fully in command of the coun-
try’s affairs and following events 
and files closely.”

Its leading commentator, Saad 
Bouokba, said the footage was 
“another snapshot of the nation’s 
shame”.

Opposition parties, which have 
often alleged that Bouteflika is hos-
tage to a clique that has staged an in-
ternal coup to seize power, asked for 
the presidential office to be declared 
“vacant” as a first step towards an 
election.

Such has been the uncertainty 
over the health of Bouteflika follow-
ing his 2013 stroke, that even some 
of his former closest associates — 
known as a Group of 19 — wondered 
publicly in December 2015 whether 
he was still in control.

“This is a picture that shocks. It 
is a terrible scene that sent shivers 
down people’s spine. It hurts the na-
tion’s feelings to the highest level,” 
commented El Watan on April 13th.

“The inevitable question arises 
about the ability of the head of the 
state to carry out his duties,” it add-
ed.

Political analyst Essaid Wakli said: 
“The picture of Bouteflika is so de-
grading that state radio ran an old 

picture of him with Valls to illustrate 
an article at its website.”

Bouteflika’s office spokeswoman 
Farida Bessa said: “I’m not a doctor. 
Thus, I’m not able to comment on 
the president’s condition.”

But the main ruling National 
Liberation Front (FLN) party said: 
“The president’s health is good and 
his condition is no business for the 

French media.”
“We ask the French media not play 

with fire as the relations between 
the two countries are not stable and 
the wounds are still raw,” added FLN 
spokesman Houcine Kheldoune.

Bouteflika has not addressed the 
nation directly since May 12th, 2012, 
and struggled to read from a pre-
pared text on April 28th, 2014, dur-
ing his swearing-in ceremony.

“Algeria’s prestige is undermined 
by a president who does not pre-
side,” said former prime minister Sid 
Ahmed Ghozali.

“The president lacks the capacity 
of discernment and his entourage 
lacks dignity and Algeria is taking a 
hit in the process,” said former min-

ister Abdelaziz Rahabi.
Analyst Hacen Ouali cited Alge-

ria’s economic woes due to falling 
oil prices and violence and instabil-
ity in neighbouring countries and 
called for a rapid solution.

“Time is not an ally of Algeria. It is 
urgent to pull the country out of this 
dangerous impasse,” he said.

Jil Jadid, a movement that is part 
of a coalition of leading political 
groups, called for early elections, 
saying “the vacancy of power is now 
verified”.
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Video of ailing Algerian president sparks concern

The footage, 
re-tweeted by Valls 
at the end of his 
April 9th-10th visit 
to Algiers, went viral 
on social media.

French Prime Minister Manuel Valls (L) meets Algerian President Abdelaziz Bouteflika at his residence during an official visit on April 
10th, in Zeralda, a suburb of Algiers.

Libya’s changing game

T 

he arrival of Faiez 
al-Sarraj and seven 
members of the 
Presidency Council 
(PC) of the Govern-
ment of National 

Accord, established under the 
UN-brokered Libya Political 
Agreement (LPA), in Tripoli 
brought a new dynamic to 
Libyan politics.

Many in Tripoli were fed up 
with endless political quarrels, 
the dire economic situation, the 
crime rate and the slogans of the 
General National Congress (GNC), 
the Islamist-leaning rival parlia-
ment in Tripoli, and its “Salvation 
government”. This facilitated a 
widely positive attitude towards 
Sarraj.

However, the decisive element 
allowing the entry was the partial-
ly active, partially tacit support 
of most of the major militias in 
and around Tripoli. Some of them 
belong to the best-equipped and 
most efficient forces in Tripoli.

The breaking line between sup-
port and rejection of the Govern-
ment of National Accord runs 

directly through the Libya Dawn 
coalition, the militia alliance be-
hind the GNC. Misrata, whose mi-
litias play a key role within Libya 
Dawn, is also deeply divided. The 
city’s Islamists support the Beng-
hazi Revolutionary Shura Council 
in its fight against General Khalifa 
Haftar, and several of Misrata’s 
most powerful militias remain the 
security backbone for the GNA 
and key to the fight against the 
Islamic State (ISIS).

The Sarraj government will es-
tablish itself under the protection 
of local militias. The international 
community will try to strengthen 
it, emphasising international rec-
ognition, and will probably lift the 
arms embargo. The Government 
of National Accord will act widely 
independent from the House of 
Representatives (HoR), Libya’s 
internationally recognised parlia-
ment, and try to establish facts 
on the ground, while consciously 
violating the LPA and Libya’s 
constitution.

All this will probably allow Sar-
raj to establish control over the 
Libyan Investment Authority, the 
National Oil Corporation and the 
Central Bank of Libya. This will 
give his government the ability to 
control the flow of funding.

However, as long as the Gov-
ernment of National Accord is 
not endorsed by the HoR its legal 
status is debatable.

The State Council, a consulta-
tive body foreseen in the LPA, 
had a constituent meeting April 
5th. 

According to the agreement, it 
should include 145 members 
elected during GNC elections in 
July 2012. Actually, it consists of 
82 members of the GNC. Many 
of them are “replacements” for 
original GNC members. Abdulrah-
man Swehli, one of the most in-
fluential politicians from Misrata, 
was elected president of the State 
Council.

The GNC remnants will be 
ignored by Sarraj and disappear in 
irrelevance.

Most of the Islamists have real-
ised the advantage of having the 
Government of National Accord 
dependent on their protection 
in Tripoli. Their influence on the 
new government will surface over 
time. This could lead to some-
thing similar to what happened 
in 2012-14 when every govern-
ment was blackmailed by armed 
groups. If Sarraj manages to limit 
their influence, he will face an 
increasingly violent opposition.

Many of the HoR leaders and 
Haftar are convinced this will 
happen. Consequently, they try to 
prevent a full recognition of the 
Government of National Accord.

The HoR will act carefully not 
to lose its international recogni-
tion and its legislative status ac-
cording to the LPA. HoR President 
Ageela Saleh, already subject to 
European sanctions, will insist 
that recognition by the HoR is a 
precondition for the Government 
of National Accord, as stated in 
the agreement. Haftar will lower 
his profile and argue that the HoR 

is the responsible authority to give 
him guidance.

As long as the HoR has not 
recognised the Government of 
National Accord, Haftar will not ei-
ther. He has said he will work with 
any HoR-approved government.

The Cyrenaica federalists, in-
cluding leading HoR member Abu 
Bakr Bueira, will derive momen-
tum from these developments. 
The objective will be autonomy, 
not independence, staying within 
the framework of the country and 
to keep access to funding. It could 
well be that a local government 
will be established. The federalists 
will enjoy the support of Egypt, 
which has vital security interests 
in the Cyrenaica; from Russia and 
probably from the United Arab 
Emirates.

A military council is considered 
by the leadership in the east as a 
measure of a last resort. It is aware 
of the negative consequences. 
Obviously wide international 
rejection can be expected.

ISIS has been aggressively pa-
trolling the territory near the Sirte 
basin but does not have sufficient 
forces for a permanent occupation. 
It will expand and probably target 
the Government of National Ac-
cord in Tripoli. Certainly, ISIS will 
prevent renewed oil exports from 
Gulf of Sidra terminals.
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View point
The 
international 
community 
will try to 
strengthen 
the Sarraj 
government 
and probably 
lift the arms 
embargo.

The GNC remnants
will be ignored by 
Sarraj and disappear in 
irrelevance.


