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M 

orocco’s Prime Min-
ister Abdelilah Ben-
kirane probably did 
not expect negotia-
tions with other par-

ties to form a majority government 
to be so difficult seven weeks after 
being tasked by King Mohammed 
VI to do so after his Islamist party 
won the most seats in October 7th 
parliamentary elections.

It took the leader of the Party of 
Justice and Development (PJD) 34 
days to form a government when 
his party won the most seats in the 
November 2011 elections. But this 
time, he said “political manoeu-
vring behind his back [has made] 
the formation of the new majority 
government a mission impossible”.

Only two political parties have 
agreed in principle to join his gov-
ernment: The Istiqlal Party (PI), 
which holds 46 seats in the new 
parliament, and the Party of Pro-
gress and Socialism (PPS), which 
has 12 seats. But the PJD, with 125 
seats, still cannot win a majority in 
the 395-member parliament, push-
ing Benkirane to seek more coali-
tion partners.

The Socialist Union of Popular 

Forces (USFP), which declared at 
the beginning of the negotiations 
its willingness to join Benkirane’s 
government, is still reluctant to 
use its 20 seats to end the political 
vacuum.

The USFP administrative com-
mission agreed that the party 
should continue consultations 
with Benkirane regarding its par-
ticipation in the next government 
on the basis of shared interests “far 
from any artificial or cyclical bipo-
larisation”.

The USFP did not mention the 
possibility of an alliance with its tra-
ditional ally the Istiqlal Party, which 
took part with the USFP in five suc-
cessive governments between 1998 
and 2011, dealing a blow to Ben-
kirane’s hope of having the PPS, 
USFP and PI in his government.

The National Rally of Independ-
ents (RNI), which has 37 seats, 
might be holding the key that Ben-
kirane needs to unlock the political 
impasse, although the two parties, 
which were allies in the previous 
government, have recently ex-
changed harsh rhetoric.

Benkirane said two weeks ago 
that he would not yield to the 
“blackmail” by any party and that 
he would not make any conces-
sions likely to prejudice the dem-
ocratic choice after refusing RNI 
conditions to join his coalition.

After weeks of political chess, 

the PJD is under increasing pres-
sure to reach a compromise with 
other parties.

The Moroccan Constitution does 
not stipulate holding new elec-
tions if the designated head of gov-
ernment fails to gain a majority.

Benkirane has alleged a “putsch” 
against democracy was taking 
place. A continued stalemate 
might prompt the intervention of 
the king, who has warned that “the 
future cabinet should not be the re-
sult of calculations aimed at fulfill-

ing political parties’ wishes, based 
on electoral arithmetic, as if there 
were spoils to be shared out”.

Saad Guerraoui is a frequent 
contributor to The Arab Weekly on 
Maghreb issues.
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The Moroccan prime minister and secretary-general of the Islamist Justice and Development Party 
(PJD), Abdelilah Benkirane, speaks during a conference in Sale, on October 22nd.                                   (AFP)

A June 2015 file picture shows Chinese labourers working in Algiers at the construction site of the 
third largest mosque in the area and the largest in Africa.           (AFP)
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Benkirane has 
alleged that a 
“putsch” against 
democracy has been 
taking place.

Only two political 
parties have agreed 
in principle to join 
his government.
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A 

lgeria will inaugu-
rate Djamaa El Djazair 
mosque, the largest 
in Africa, in Algiers in 
December to anchor 

the legacy of President Abdelaziz 
Bouteflika as a living symbol of the 
nationalist movement that freed 
Algeria and revived its religious 
and cultural identity after 130 years 
of French colonial rule.

“Our forefathers built al-Azhar 
mosque in Cairo. We are building 
for Algeria its religious landmark 
and its Islamic reference to protect 
the nation, its African environment 
and the world with enlightenment 
and moderate religious observation 
and guidance,” said Mohamed Ais-
sa, the Religious Affairs minister.

Aissa inspected the sprawling fa-
cility on November 17th along with 
the Housing and City Minister Ab-
delmajid Taboune and Algiers Gov-
ernor Abdelkader Zoukh.

Their inspection of the mosque 
to discuss the final touches came 
after Bouteflika visited the build-
ing site on October 30th for more 
than three hours, prompting local 
analysts to speculate that the Alge-
rian leader wanted to show he was 
doing well despite his fragile health 

after suffering at least two strokes 
since 2013.

Some of the analysts said his visit 
to the construction site was meant 
as a message for potential rivals 
that Bouteflika could possibly ex-
tend his 20-year stay in power in 
2019 when his current five-year 
mandate ends.

“We will bring the best Islamic 
experts in the world to train the fu-
ture imams of al-Djazair mosque,” 
said Aissa.

Bouteflika broke ground for the 
mosque on October 31st, 2011. It is 
expected to cost an estimated $1.5 
billion and spread over 20 hectares. 
The central prayer area will be able 
to accommodate 120,000 worship-
pers, its minaret will be 265 metres 
tall, and there will be a library even-
tually containing 1 million books.

While secularist intellectuals 
have deplored the mosque as a 
symbol of a progressive Algeria slid-
ing from its humanist secularism 
and the revolutionary principles, 
Bouteflika’s supporters defend the 
costly project as a necessity to bol-
ster Algeria against fanatical brands 
of Islamism.

Critics have cited estimates that 
the financing of the mosque would 
be better spent in building its equiv-
alent of 100,000 housing units, 10 
big hospitals and 20 opera houses 
at a time when the government is 

trimming social spending because 
of lower oil revenues.

The government’s supporters say 
the mosque will play the role of an 
Islamic fortress to boost the coun-
try’s defence against extremism, 
which if it left unchecked could 
cost more.

They gave the example of Alge-
ria’s experience with extremism.  
An Islamist insurgency starting in 
the 1990s left more than 200,000 

dead and cost an estimated $80 bil-
lion in damages and missed devel-
opment opportunities.

German architects KSP Engel und 
Zimmermann designed the mosque 
and the China State Construction 
Engineering Corporation  has de-
ployed about 16,000 workers to 
build it.

Algerians have been wondering 
about the number of worshippers 
who would brave the legendary traf-

fic to reach the mosque in the Mo-
hammadia neighbourhood.

To protect it from non-human 
damages, the mosque planners re-
cruited tremor experts from Japan 
and the United States to help build 
a facility capable of withstanding 
an earthquake of 9 on the Richter 
scale, officials said.
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