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T 

housands of candidates 
are vying for a position 
in Algeria’s 462-member 
People’s National Assem-
bly, a record number of 

participants that reflects the cov-
eted status of the job. However, the 
strong turnout from candidates is 
unlikely to mean high voter partici-
pation, as Algeria’s 23.3 million eli-
gible voters are showing low levels 
of interest in the May 4th elections.

“Parliamentary elections are 
used by elites as a social ladder,” 
said Nacer Djabi, a sociology re-
searcher at Algiers University. “In 
Algeria, only the state remains rich. 
The elites in the middle-class elites 
are poor. Being made parliamentar-
ians bring the lucky ones close to 
the wealth of the state.”

Algerian Interior Minister 
Noureddine Bedoui said the candi-
datures of 12,591 people, about one-
third of whom were women, were 
filed with election officials.

The High Independent Elections 
Monitoring Authority Chairman 
Abdelwahab Derbal reported “two 
or three cases of cheating” in the 
mandatory voter lists to endorse 
candidates led to the removal of 
involved candidacies. He did not 
name the candidates or their par-
ties.

“The final lists of candidates will 
be validated on March 27th after the 
end of an appeal period for the can-
didates to challenge the ministry 
decisions,” said Interior Ministry 
Secretary-General Hocine Mazouz.

The initial number of citizens 
hoping to run for office was even 
higher. In the National Liberation 

Front (FLN) party alone, 6,228 
members — 600 from Algiers — 
sought to be candidates.

Algerian media reported similar 
levels of participation in other ma-
jor parties.

The selection process was a night-
mare for party leaders, who had to 
navigate fierce internal disputes to 
come up with a final list. Among 
those hoping for slots were minis-
ters, billionaires, school teachers 
and doctors.

“Not everybody can be a deputy,” 
said FLN chief Djamel Ould Abbes 
to angry members lobbying for a 
seat. “There are not 6,000 seats 
available in the parliament.”

This high level of political en-
gagement is unlikely to translate to 
voters, who are increasingly disil-
lusioned with their leaders’ inabil-
ity to effectively contain the threat 
from jihadists or save the economy 
from faltering oil revenues.

“The state of [this year’s] par-
liamentary elections is the worst 
Algeria has seen since 1976,” said 
political commentator Saad Bokba. 
“Social tensions are high because 
of the economic crisis, which has 
been caused by mismanagement 
and a decline in oil prices.

Bokba said that recent protests 
have taken a more political turn.

“Ruling parties are not even con-
trolling their angry members and 
the government lacks the plan and 
resolve to handle the crisis,” he 
said. “According to the population, 
the upcoming elections will only 
make the situation worse.”

Most of this year’s candidates are 
linked to the FLN and the National 
Democratic Rally party but Islam-
ists groups are looking to make a 

return after years of decline.
To improve their odds, three of 

Algeria’s leading Islamist parties — 
El Binaa, the Front for Justice and 
Development (FJD) and Ennahda — 
formed a coalition for the election.

Another alliance was formed be-
tween the Fundamentalist Move-
ment of Society of Peace, which is 
linked to the international Muslim 
Brotherhood, and Islamist group 
Front of Change.

Much of the public has scorned 
Islamist groups since Algeria’s civil 
conflict in the 1990s, when violence 
between Islamists and government 
forces claimed the lives of an esti-
mated 200,000 people. With bitter 
memories of Algeria’s civil war still 
alive, whether the public will re-
ceive Islamists back into the main-

stream is unknown.
While Islamist groups are run-

ning candidates for all available 
seats, some secularist opposition 
parties, whose popularity is nar-
rowly concentrated, failed to field 
candidates for all election districts. 
Such groups included the Front of 
Socialist Forces (FFS), Culture and 
Democracy Rally (RCD) and the So-
cial Democratic Movement.

For almost five decades, Algeria’s 
political regime has been sealed 
from opposition, and those who 
challenge the status quo have faced 
fierce backlash from ruling powers.

In 1992, then-president Moham-
ed Boudiaf, a leading figure in Alge-
ria’s independence war, was killed 
by presidential guards after form-
ing the National Popular Rally party 

to fight regime corruption.
During the 1999 presidential elec-

tion cycle, FFS founder Hocine Ait 
Ahmed, who was running for office 
on a platform of reform, was forced 
to scrap his candidacy days before 
the elections.

In 1991, the Algerian army 
stepped in to prevent the radical 
Islamic Salvation Front (FIS) from 
taking power when it was poised to 
win parliamentary elections.

“The regime is convinced that its 
stability is secured by the repres-
sion and distribution of oil mon-
ey, not through democracy,” said 
political analyst Mustapha Ham-
mouche.

Lamine Ghanmi is an Arab Weekly 
correspondent in Tunis.
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Worst state of elections since 1976. An Algerian woman walks next to a poster encouraging people to 
vote in upcoming legislative elections.                                                                                                                     (AP)

Voters are 
increasingly 
disillusioned with 
their leaders’ 
inability to contain 
jihadist threats or 
save the economy.

Islamist groups are 
looking to make a 
return after years of 
decline.

T
he appointment of 
Moumen Ould 
Kaddour as the chief 
executive officer of 
Algeria’s state oil and 
gas company 

Sonatrach was a bolt out of the 
blue. Nobody was expecting 
Amine Mazouzi, who had been 
appointed less than two years 
ago, to get fired.

The name of the new CEO was 
not even whispered in the 
corridors of power before the 
impromptu Sonatrach board 
meeting called March 20th by 
Algerian Minister of Energy 
Noureddine Boutarfa. Like his 
immediate predecessors, Ould 
Kaddour is a competent techni-
cian but has no experience in 
upstream activities or the 
commercialisation sector.

Ould Kaddour’s appointment 
underlines the extent of infight-
ing within Algeria’s leading 
circles. It sends a confused 
message to Sonatrach’s foreign 
partners, which are helping to 
develop Algeria’s vast gas 
resources and to those countries 
Algeria is committed to working 
with to stabilise a north-western 
African region beset by civil strife 
(Libya) poverty and terrorism 
(Libya, Mali, Niger and Tunisia).

Sonatrach is on its sixth CEO 
since the removal of Chakib Khelil 
as Energy minister for corruption 

in 2010. His downfall was engi-
neered by the Département du 
Renseignement (DRS). Khelil fled 
to the United States but returned 
to Algiers two years ago, part of a 
presidentially sanctioned 
rehabilitation process. Ould 
Kaddour is close to Khelil and his 
appointment is considered 
another step in the rehabilitation 
of the former minister.

Trials followed the dramatic 
events of 2010 but those responsi-
ble for the massive corruption 
charges were never brought to 
trial or charges were dismissed. 
Second-liners, including Ould 
Kaddour, were sentenced to 
prison and then rehabilitated. The 
sorry affair left a bitter taste in the 
mouths of millions of Algerians.

Ould Kaddour was in charge of 
Brown and Root Condor (BRC) in 
the mid-2000s. This was a joint 
venture specialising in engineer-
ing work between Algerian 
companies (Sonatrach and the 
Nuclear Research Centre at 
Draria) and KBR, the British 
subsidiary of Halliburton, a major 
US company whose chairman was 
Dick Cheney before he became US 
vice-president.

BRC was alleged to have 
received kickbacks from 
Sonatrach and the Ministry of 
Defence for work carried out at 
their behest in Algeria during the 
boom years of high oil prices. 
None of the senior culprits were 
held to account. The DRS did 
press charges of spying for a 
foreign power to get Ould Kad-
dour condemned.

After he left Algeria, Khelil 
worked at the World Bank, 

eventually overseeing the Latin 
America energy department after 
1980. In the decade that followed, 
Argentina and Bolivia came under 
huge pressure from the US 
government directly and through 
the World Bank to privatise state 
oil and gas companies, which they 
strongly resisted. It was during 
those years that the future 
minister forged strong links with 
Cheney.

Today, the energy sector is 
seriously weakened by the fact 
that neither the minister of 
Energy nor the CEO of Sonatrach 
makes key decisions, which occur 
at the level of Prime Minister 
Abdelmalek Sellal, a practice 
unprecedented in modern Algeria.

Prime Minister Ould Kaddour’s 
appointment will further demor-
alise staff at Sonatrach and the 
Ministry of Energy. The institu-
tions were, until a decade ago, the 
pride of Algeria. This key sector of 
the Algerian economy — it 
provides 95% of Algeria’s export 
income and 60% of government 
budget income — has traditionally 
been led by men of the highest 
integrity and competence. Its 
engineers and managers enjoyed a 
strong reputation internationally.

In recent years, however, many 
have taken early retirement or 
gone abroad where their skills are 
appreciated. The culture of 
international engagement so 
characteristic of Sonatrach since 
it was founded in 1964 is vanish-
ing as fear of denunciation 
following events since 2009 
means that no one at intermedi-
ate levels dares make any deci-
sion. This pushes decision-mak-

New Sonatrach pick reflects Algeria’s infighting
ing to the top where the system is 
clogged.

With recent ministers and CEOs 
a pale shadow of their predeces-
sors, two key institutions of the 
Algerian state have been turned 
into giants with feet of clay.

Ould Kaddour’s appointment 
may be no more than a minor 
episode in the endless settling of 
scores between Algerian security 
and the presidential circle.

Rehabilitating people close to 
Khelil is viewed by those close to 
Algerian President Abdelaziz  
Bouteflika as another demonstra-
tion that they can make and 
unmake any senior official in 
Algeria. The president’s feud with 
the DRS and its predecessor the 
Securité Militaire (SM) goes back 
to 1979 when, after president 
Houari Boumediene’s death, the 
SM blocked Bouteflika’s candida-
ture to succeed Boumediene.

These palace intrigues will have 
serious consequences for Alge-
ria’s reputation. They send a 
confused signal to foreign 
partners with whom Algeria is 
keen to discuss regional issues.

How can such countries engage 
seriously about the future of 
Libya, the threat of terrorism in 
the Sahel and the challenges 
facing Tunisia with a country 
whose senior officials are on a 
perpetual merry-go-round — 
replaced at the drop of a hat by 
less competent officials, for 
reasons as petty as they are 
difficult to fathom?

Francis Ghilès is an associate 
fellow at the Barcelona Centre for 
International Affairs.
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The appointment may be part 
of the settling of scores 
between security and the 
presidential circle.


