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Algerian President Abdelaziz Bouteflika during an official meeting, last April.
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A 

lgerian President Ab-
delaziz Bouteflika dis-
missed a number of sen-
ior military officers, the 
most notable being army 

chief of staff General Abdelghani 
Malti, and appointed General Amr 
Tlemsani to lead the ground forces.

Several judges and procurators 
in military courts in the areas of 
Blida, Oran and Ouargla were also 
dismissed.

Among the top officials sacked 
were General Boumediene Mazouz, 
who was in charge of a number of 
military schools; Brigadier-General 
Khelifa Ghaouar, chief of staff of the 
fifth military point; and General Ha-
chemi Bachiri, chief of staff of the 
second military point of Oran.

Brigadier-General Abdelhakim 
Meraghni is to replace Ghaouar and 
Brigadier-General Hussain Mahsoul 
will take over from Bachiri.

The moves are the latest in a series 
of changes in the military sought by 
Bouteflika since 2013, amid a strug-
gle for power between the country’s 
presidency and the military.

The military grip on power suf-
fered a major blow when Algeria’s 
intelligence strongman, General 
Mohamed Mediene was dismissed 
by the president a year ago.

Unlike previous dismissals in the 
military, which had been leaked to 
the media and stirred up a heated 
debate before being implemented, 
the new firing came quietly and un-
expectedly.

Many questions remain, especial-
ly with regards to the differences 
between the government and the 
military over the possible choices 
of succession of Bouteflika who has 
been ailing.

Since taking power in 1999, 
Bouteflika has sought to remove the 
country’s top brass and restructure 
the military.

Although he was initially sup-
ported by the military, which con-
tinued to back his presidency in his 
ill health, Bouteflika has made it 
clear that he would not be a “quar-
ter of a president” — in a defiance 

of the country’s military and intel-
ligence institutions.

The pace of the conflict between 
the presidency and the military 
establishment had accelerated re-
cently but the roots of the tensions 
go back to the 2004 election, when 
Bouteflika dismissed late general 
Mohamed Lamari from his post as 
the chairman of the Joint Chiefs of 
Staff and replaced him with General 
Ahmed Gaid Saleh.

Political observers see a connec-
tion between the new changes in 
the military and a move by some 
members of Algeria’s ruling party, 
the National Liberation Front (FLN), 
to remove Amar Saadani from the 
party leadership.

It is thought that Saadani has be-
come the political arm of Saleh.

Other observers downplayed that 
theory, arguing that dismissals in 
the FLN can easily be arranged by 
the presidency without any push-
back, as is the case with the mili-
tary. They maintain that the change 
of local military leaders is part of 
putting younger officers in charge 
as the military transforms into a 
professional army.

They add that any change re-
lated to Gaid Saleh could come in 
moves among military officials at 
the Defence Ministry. Whether his 
replacement is orchestrated by the 
presidency or from within the mili-
tary, the move might come in No-
vember or next July.

One scenario would be naming 
General Benali Benali chief of staff 
of the armed forces and instead of 
Gaid Saleh, leaving the latter with 
the title of deputy Defence minister.

Benali, the chief of the 5th mili-
tary region with headquarters in 
Constantine covering the border 
with Tunisia, is the most popular 
general with a good record in fight-
ing jihadists.

As for who will be the presi-
dent’s successor, many influential 
networks in Algeria are support-
ing Bouteflika’s brother, Said. The 
country’s top generals, however, 
are seen opposing the naming of 
Said Bouteflika as a candidate for 
president. That is why some ob-
servers see the recent moves in the 
military leadership as steps by the 
presidency to make sure the mili-
tary would not object to Said Boutef-

lika becoming president.
The military shake-up is also 

viewed as aiming to undermine 
the political influence of Saleh by 
dismissing some of his allies in the 
army.

It is worthy to note that the presi-
dent’s decisions to dismiss the mili-

tary officials did not come at the 
expected time of such manoeuvres: 
Around the beginning of July when 
the nation is celebrating its inde-
pendence day.

It comes after the end of the sum-
mer holidays and as parliament 
readies to resume work, leading 

observers to expect additional sur-
prises at the helm of power before 
the beginning of November.

Saber Blidi is an Algerian writer. 
Lamine Ghanmi, an Arab 
Weekly correspondent in Tunis, 
contributed to this report.
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T 

he Islamist Party of Jus-
tice and Development 
(PJD) in Morocco is fight-
ing to salvage its reputa-
tion, which has been tar-

nished by a sex scandal involving 
senior Islamist figures close to the 
ruling party.

Moroccan Communications 
Minister Mustapha Khalfi banned 
the film Much Loved from being 
screened in Morocco because of its 
explicit sex scenes. Khalfi, howev-
er, has kept mum about the arrest 
of two senior members of the Uni-
ty and Reform Movement (MUR) 
over charges of lewd behaviour in 
public. They were allegedly found 
in a “sexual position” in a car on a 
beach in Mansouria, close to Mo-
hammedia.

The MUR leadership quickly sus-
pended married 63-year-old father 
of seven Moulay Omar Benhammad 
and 62-year-old widow and mother 
of six Fatima Nejjar, both vice-pres-
idents of the Islamist movement.

The MUR is PJD’s religious and 
ideological wing, which, in addi-
tion to having a religious and chari-

table ideology, has been the base 
for many PJD members, includ-
ing Khalfi and Bassima Hakkaoui, 
Moroccan minister of Solidarity, 
Woman, Family and Social Devel-
opment.

MUR thanked the couple for 
their contribution in education and 
preaching. However, their affair be-

came a laughing stock. A 2011 video 
of Nejjar on YouTube shows her 
giving lessons on virtue and sexual 
harassment in a sarcastic way.

Benhammad, a university pro-
fessor and doctor of Islamic educa-
tion, was not immune to criticism 
on social media as he had issued a 
fatwa that was published on MUR’s 

website stipulating that “the exag-
gerated exchange of words of love 
between a husband and wife on so-
cial networks, mainly Facebook, is 
not recommended and could even 
be considered haram”.

In 2000, the Islamist movement 
rallied with PJD against Moroc-
can King Mohammed VI’s planned 
Mudawanna (Family Law) reforms, 
which were to install more gender 
equality.

Sympathisers with the sex scan-
dal couple argue that the arrest was 
a conspiracy against the MUR prior 
to October 7th legislative elections 
upon which Prime Minister Abdeli-
lah Benkirane — the PJD secretary-
general, hopes to win the polls for 
the second time in a row.

However, Benkirane is losing 
popularity because he failed to de-
liver on many of the promises made 
during the PJD’s campaign in 2011. 
Benkirane vowed to fight corrup-
tion and reform the transportation 
sector if he became prime minister 
or step down if he failed to do so.

The image of the PJD as a moder-
ate Islamist party is also in tatters 
because it has chosen ultra-con-
servative preacher Hammad Kab-
baj as its candidate for the trendy 
Gueliz district of Marrakech, which 
is Morocco’s top tourist destination.

Kabbaj, a known Salafist in Mo-
rocco, went to “sister” Nejjar’s de-
fence, arguing that her reputation 
would remain intact despite the 
evidence against her. On his blog, 
he cited a conspiracy against the 
former MUR members, calling it a 
“spinning orchestrated by the Mo-
roccan police to shoot his two col-
leagues”.

Kabbaj sparked civil societies’ 
outrage last year after posting a ha-
dith that talked of killing Jews.

The choice of Kabbaj to represent 
the ruling Islamist party in an up-
market constituency only few days 
after the outbreak of the scandal 
could be seen as a defying political 
message to the Moroccan authori-
ties.

Saad Guerraoui is a frequent 
contributor to The Arab Weekly on 
Maghreb issues.
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