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A 

lgerian President Ab-
delaziz Bouteflika and 
Moroccan King Moham-
med VI have exchanged 
rare cordial messages, 

sparking speculation the rival 
Maghreb powers may begin to ease 
decades of tension in the face of a 
resurgent jihadist threat.

Relations between Algeria and 
Morocco have been tense since Al-
gerian independence in 1962. The 
neighbours fought a brief border 
war a year later, but it is the issue 
of Morocco’s 1975 annexation of the 
former Spanish colony of Western 
Sahara that has dogged relations 
between the two for more than four 
decades.

Algeria backs claims for inde-
pendence for the mostly desert 
territory while Morocco says it has 
sovereignty. Morocco closed the 
border with Algeria in 1994 fearing 
the spillover of Islamist violence 
and Algeria has refused to open it 
again.

The public overtures between 
the two began with the Algerian 
president, who expressed “Algeria’s 
eagerness to work with Morocco 
towards strengthening bilateral re-
lations for progress, development 
and prosperity”.

In reply, King Mohammed VI re-
minded both countries of their soli-
darity in the fight against colonial 
power France in the 1950s and early 
1960s.

“We need today this very spirit 
of solidarity with Algeria due to 
the current circumstances through 
which the Arab peoples and the 
Maghreb region live to face the 
challenges of development and 
common security threats,” King 
Mohammed VI said in his address 
marking the anniversary of the Rev-
olution of the King and the People

Hundreds of militants from Mo-
rocco and Algeria have travelled to 
Syria and Libya to join Islamic State 
(ISIS) forces there and if they return 
they could pose a major threat to 

security.
The messages between King Mo-

hammed VI and Bouteflika could 
mark the beginning of the end to 
the strained ties between Algeria 
and Morocco, observers said.

“President Bouteflika and King 
Mohammed VI exchanged ‘very 
elegant’ messages that were seen 
as unusual for observers of rela-
tions between Algeria and Morocco. 
Some analysts read from the ab-

sence of the Western Sahara issue 
in the speech of the king a willing-
ness of Morocco to mend ties with 
Algeria,” said Algeria’s el Khabar 
daily in a commentary.

Khalid Chiate, a professor of in-
ternational relations at Moham-
med I University of Oujda in Mo-
rocco, told Al-Arab newspaper that 
the king’s message highlighted the 
need for Moroccan-Algerian ties to 
return to normal.

“The reference to the ties be-
tween the two peoples is a remind-
er to politicians, particularly Alge-
rians, that they cannot circumvent 
the future,” said Chiate.

With Algeria facing possible in-
stability due to uncertainty over 
who will succeed the ailing 79-year-
old Bouteflika, there is an added in-
centive to normalise relations.

“If anything happens in Algeria, 
it could seriously affect Morocco 

in one way or another,” said Ali Ba-
haijoub, director of the Centre for 
Euro-Mediterranean and African 
Studies in London.

The opening of the land border 
between the two countries would 
be an important step towards nor-
malisation, analysts said.

Saad Guerraoui is a frequent 
contributor to The Arab Weekly on 
Maghreb issues.
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Algeria, Morocco and the distant prospect of normalisation

C
an Algeria bypass its 
long-ingrained 
complex and re-evalu-
ate its relations with 
Morocco based on 
common interests 

instead of an out-of-date ideol-
ogy? Can the Algerian regime use 
a better language in dealing with 
the Morocco dossier, which has 
been unresolved for a long while? 
These are questions the Algerian 
leadership should ask itself.

Morocco had sent Algeria many 
clear messages on the need for 
normalisation between the two 
countries, the most recent on 
August 20th during the speech of 
King Mohammed VI on the 
occasion of the 63rd anniversary 
of the Revolution of the King and 
the People.

He stated that solidarity is the 
main guarantor of building a 
culture of neighbourly relations 
between the two countries that 
would overcome the cold-war 
attitude during the second half of 
the last century.

The king reminded Algeria of 
Morocco’s support towards its 
neighbour during the struggle for 
independence from French 
colonisation in the 1960s. 
Morocco had postponed the 
discussion of the borders until 
Algeria became independent.

The sensitivity between the two 
countries is created by the 
dispute over the Western Sahara. 
This issue — among others — can 
be dealt with more realistically 
but first gestures of goodwill, 
such as the reopening of borders 
that have been shut since the 
early 1990s, must be shown. Is 
Algeria ready to move in that 
direction?

There are limits to what the 
Moroccan side can offer to 
re-establish ties with Algeria. The 
existence of an artificial state that 
breaks away from Moroccan 
territories is not on the table for 
discussion, no matter what the 
pressures are.

Historically, there has never 
been any separate political entity 
whose decision-making is 
independent of the central 
government of the kingdom of 
Morocco.

Many inside the Algerian 
establishment do not want to 
move towards having better 
relations with Morocco because 
they do not wish to give up their 
ambition in establishing a 
corridor that leads towards the 
Atlantic Ocean via the Polisario.

The Algerian side sometimes 
makes announcements that call 
for rapprochement yet, at the 
same time, uses its influence in 
the African Union to undermine 
the sovereignty of Morocco.

The visit of Moroccan officials 
to Algeria on July 15th was an 
indicator for the wish to establish 
better security cooperation 
between the two countries, which 
are both facing terror threats.

Counterterrorism efforts along 
the shared borders should not be 
placed on Morocco’s shoulders 
alone, especially given the 
vulnerability of Algeria’s location, 
which attracts terrorists and 
smugglers crossing from Libya 
and other countries.

The Algerian side did not 
appear to understand the nature 
of the visit. It assumed that it has 
the upper hand over Morocco, 
forgetting that the security of the 
region is a shared responsibility 
and the risks and benefits will 
affect all sides.

Algeria is the number one 
country in North Africa that 
should be concerned with the 
spread of the threat of terror. 
Algerian officials should get down 
from their high horses and begin 
visiting and coordinating with 
other countries. This would be the 
pragmatic thing to do for the sake 
of Algeria’s own interests.

The normalisation of ties 
between Algeria and Morocco will 
not happen overnight. It requires 
political maturity and the show of 
goodwill. It requires Algeria to 
meet Morocco half way.

Unfortunately, however, what 
the reality of the situation tells us 
is that the Algerian mindset has 
not yet moved on from the cold 
war barrier between it and 
Morocco. It is this mentality that 
is blocking progress.

Mohamed Alaoui is a Moroccan 
writer.
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The normalisation of 
ties between Algeria and 
Morocco will not happen 
overnight.

“We need today this 
very spirit of 
solidarity with Algeria 
amid the current 
circumstances.”
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