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T 

he sudden firing of Abdel-
majid Tebboune as Alge-
ria’s prime minister led to 
intensified calls to remove 
President Abdelaziz Boutef-

lika, the country’s ailing president 
who many say is controlled by a 
clique of businessmen and ambitious 
politicians.

Bouteflika, 80, has been plagued 
by health problems since he suf-
fered a stroke in 2013. After being 
elected to a fourth five-year term in 
2014, he attended his inauguration 
in a wheelchair, struggled to deliver 
a speech and mumbled through the 
oath of office.

The president has rarely appeared 
in public since, fuelling concerns 
about his ability to handle state af-
fairs.

Such worries grew after Tebboune 
was sacked August 15, less than three 
months after being appointed to the 
job. Even Bouteflika’s staunch sup-
porters said the events could only 
be explained by the incapacity of the 
president.

“The message conveyed to the 
people from the firing of Tebboune 
is that we have to worry because 
the man who leads the state is un-
conscious,” said Abdelaziz Belaid, a 
former chief of the ruling National 
Liberation Front (FLN)’s youth or-
ganisation.

Former Trade Minister Noureddine 
Boukrouh, who served under Boutef-
lika, said it was likely that someone 
other than the president was behind 
Tebboune’s removal.

“When Tebboune, after his firing, 
uttered the sentence: ‘My fidelity 
to the president remains complete,’ 
some saw it as a sign of spineless-
ness but it was likely a small gesture 
of courage to tell us in sibylline lan-
guage that it was not the president 
who removed me.”

“It could be also a gesture to thank 
the politico-financial mafia for spar-
ing his life and not killing him as 
they did to Boudiaf,” said Boukrouh, 
referring to former Algerian leader 
Mohamed Boudiaf, who was assas-
sinated by a bodyguard in 1992 after 

vowing to “cleanse the regime of cor-
ruption.”

“To put the matter in a nutshell, 
Bouteflika is staying in power even 
absent, even invisible and even in 
a state of clinical death,” Boukrouh 
added in a statement.

Political analyst Guemache Hamid 
said doubts about Bouteflika’s capac-
ity to lead the country have intensi-
fied after Tebboune was fired.

“These doubts had never been as 
strong as they are now,” he said. “Af-
ter the opposition, doubts spread to 
the periphery of the core of the re-
gime.”

Former Finance Minister Mourad 
Benachenhou compared Bouteflika’s 
reign to the final years of former 
Tunisian President Habib Bourgui-
ba who, after growing senile, was 
sidelined by Prime Minister Zine el-
Abidine Ben Ali in a “medical coup” 
in 1987.

“The function of a president is a 
mission that requires inexhaustible 
energy, a permanent watch and vigi-
lance at every moment. Is it the case 
now in Algeria?” asked Benachen-
hou. “If Algeria has its ageing Bour-
guiba on the top of leadership, who 
will be his Ben Ali?”

“The Algeria ship risks being 
knocked off balance because the 
storm is bearing down,” he added.

Tebboune was replaced as prime 
minister by Ahmed Ouyahia, a ca-
reer diplomat who held the posi tion 
of prime minister three times previ-
ously.

Since Bouteflika’s election in 1999, 
the presidency displayed rigour, at-
tention to detail and resolve to re-
build Algeria after a black decade that 
humbled its government and isolated 
the country on the world stage but 
since he became ill, confusion has 
seeped into the Office of the Presi-
dency.

In June, the president named Mes-
saoud Benayoun as tourism minister. 
Benayoun was fired three days later 
because his “police record was not 
clean.”

Benayoun was again named tour-
ism minister in Ouyahia’s govern-
ment but removed the same day after 
the presidency said he had been ap-
pointed because of a “typo.”

Analysts were puzzled by the re-

shuffle, particularly after the abrupt 
firing of Tebboune.

“Tebboune was fired without warn-
ing, which means that it is not the 
president who appointed him,” said 
political analyst Benzatat Youssef. 
“If it were the president who named 
him, he would have taken time to dis-
cuss with him his mission and make 
sure he understands his task.

“Moreover, the president is not 
present physically and he communi-
cates his messages via his entourage. 
Nothing proves that the president is 
the genuine author of these messag-
es. It could be someone else usurping 
his identity.”

“Tebboune is a political product of 
the regime. He must be aware of the 
whole situation and have acted out 
of full consciousness. He was likely 
backed by a faction in the military 
that seeks to finish with the Boutef-
likas,” he argued.

Political analyst Mustapha Ham-
mouche said: “Tebboune could not 

be so candid to believe that he could 
survive his declaration of war against 
the alliance between politics and 
money. By attacking the alliance, he 
would change the regime in the pro-
cess and the regime neutralised him.”

Meanwhile, many Algerians, in-
cluding political opponents and intel-
lectuals, took to social media to call 
for the implementation of Article 102 
of the fundamental law, which stipu-
lates a president can be removed 
from office if he is unable to carry out 
his duties.

“The calls for Bouteflika’s depar-
ture coincided with the campaign 
against Tebboune because of his hos-
tilities against the head of the [Algeri-
an Business Leaders Forum] employ-
ers group Ali Haddad (who is close 
to Bouteflika’s brother and adviser 
Said),” said political scientist Redha 
Mahmoudi.

Lamine Ghanmi is an Arab Weekly 
correspondent in Tunis.
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M 

auritanians over-
whelmingly voted to 
scrap their Senate and 
redesign the national 
flag, siding with Presi-

dent Mohamed Ould Abdel Aziz 
against opposition groups that boy-
cotted the vote.

More than 53% of the estimated 
1.4 eligible voters cast ballots in the 
referendum, with 85% voting to en-
dorse the revision, the official elec-
toral commission said.

The outcome of the vote was 
seen as a victory for Abdel Aziz, 
who was accused by opponents of 
trying to consolidate power. They 
said he was using the referendum 
as a “rehearsal” for a potential con-
stitutional amendment that would 
extend the president mandate. He 
denied the accusations.

Abdel Aziz, 60, is barred by the 
constitution from seeking a third 
term. He rose to power after a coup 
by high-ranking generals ousted 
President Sidi Mohamed Ould 
Cheikh Abdallahi in 2008. Abdel 
Aziz was elected president the fol-
lowing year and won a second term 
in 2014.

Getting rid of constitutional term 

limits would enable Abdel Aziz to 
follow neighbouring Algerian Presi-
dent Abdelaziz Bouteflika and more 
than a dozen other African leaders, 
including the presidents of Rwan-
da, Uganda, Cameroon, Equatorial 
Guinea and the Democratic Repub-
lic of Congo, in securing a longer 
tenure.

Though the constitutional chang-
es were minor and did not immedi-
ately cause a major political impact, 
the campaign preceding the refer-
endum was loud and fierce, with 
the political future of Abdel Aziz in 
the backdrop.

The opposition boycott move-
ment was supported by leading 
figures from a range of political 
groups, including Islamist extrem-
ists, Islamic conservative factions 
and anti-slavery activists. Before 
the results were announced, they 
called the referendum an “electoral 
farce” and said Mauritanians would 
“clearly reject the proposed amend-
ments.”

Analysts, speaking before the 
vote, said the most important thing 
to watch was turnout. The level of 
political polarisation was high even 
though the only changes being vot-
ed on were the abolishment of the 
upper house of parliament and the 
Senate, and whether to add two red 
bands to the national flag.

The current flag, green with the 

yellow Islamic crescent and star, 
will now feature red bands to hon-
our the blood spilt by those who 
fought for independence from 
France. Mauritania gained inde-
pendence in 1960.

Abdel Aziz had planned to en-
dorse the amendments through a 
vote in the two-chamber parliament 
but the Senate opposed the changes 
even though its members are most-
ly government loyalists. Abdel Aziz 
took the issue to the voters, telling 
Mauritanians in campaign rallies 
that the “Senate was useless and 
too costly.”

“Those people had, according 
to their own talks, shared among 
themselves the money they were 
given by businessmen with the goal 
of undermining the country’s in-
stitutions,” state media quoted the 
president as saying.

Abdel Aziz dismissed accusations 
by right-wing activists and oppo-
nents that the referendum was a 
waste of money that Mauritania — 
one of the poorest countries in the 
world — could have spent on the 
more urgent needs of its popula-
tion.

He said the country would gain 
much from good governance stem-
ming from elected local councils 
that will replace the role of the 
scrapped Senate.

In 2016, Mauritania’s per person 
GDP was $1,296, less than 10% of 
the world average. Per person GDP 
was $3,196 and $4,846, respectively, 
in neighbouring Morocco and Alge-
ria, official data indicate.

Under Abdel Aziz, Mauritania 
has expanded its role in the fight 
against jihadist extremism and radi-
cal Islamist groups in West Africa 
and the Arab world. Mauritania is 
a member of the France-backed G5 
military alliance that includes Chad, 
Mali, Niger and Burkina Faso aiming 
to curb the spread of al-Qaeda and 
its jihadist allies in the Sahel region.

Nouakchott severed diplomatic 
ties with Qatar in June over accusa-
tions that Doha supported terrorists 
in line with major Arab powers Sau-
di Arabia, the United Arab Emirates 
and Egypt, which cut links with Qa-
tar over alleged support of radical 
Islamists and alignment with Iran.
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A 

n unknown armed group 
in Sabratha, to the west 
of Tripoli, is reportedly 
preventing and detain-
ing migrants in Libya 

from boarding boats destined for 
Italy and the European mainland.

News of the group’s activities 
helps explain the recent dramatic 
drop in migrant arrivals in Europe 
from North Africa. Reuters said ar-
rivals in Italy from North Africa, the 
main route for migration to Europe 
this year, were off more than 50% 
in July from a year earlier. Figures 
for August indicate a further reduc-
tion.

Thought to be made up of former 
police officers, military personnel 
and civilians, the precise identity 
of the group remains unknown. 
Speaking to Reuters on condition 
of anonymity, a civil society organ-
iser said the group is conducting a 
“very strong campaign” launched 
by a “former mafia boss,” a second 
Sabratha source said.

A third source told Reuters that 
the group was detaining migrants 
turned back while en route to Eu-
rope and provided an image of hun-
dreds of potential migrants sitting 
in front of a high wall as evidence.

It was not possible to contact the 
group, which the third source said 
was called Brigade 48, although 
other sources did not confirm this.

European countries and interna-
tional agencies have been seeking 
to work with the UN-backed Gov-
ernment of National Accord (GNA) 
in Tripoli to formulate a cohesive 
response to migrants travelling to 
Europe from North Africa. Their 
efforts have only had limited suc-
cess, however.

One of the sources contacted by 
Reuters speculated that the Sa-
bratha group may be seeking both 
funds and legitimacy from the GNA 
in helping it achieve one of its key 
aims.

Italy has been especially affected 
by migrant flows into Europe and 
in recent years has been trying to 
support the GNA with cash, train-
ing and by sending a ship to repair 
Tripoli’s Coast Guard and naval 
vessels. Approximately 600,000 
migrants have reached Italy by sea 
from North Africa since 2014. More 
than 12,000 others died trying.

Reports of the armed group’s 
activities were supported by testi-
mony provided to the International 
Organisation for Migration (IOM), 
which interviewed migrants who 
arrived in Trapani, Sicily on August 
19.

The NGO’s spokesman said: 
“They said that it was very difficult 
to depart from Sabratha. There are 
people stopping the boats before 
they set out and if they get out to 
sea they’re immediately sent back,”

Some migrants spoke of being 
turned back before reaching Sabra-
tha, they said.

News of the drop in migrant 
numbers was welcomed in Italy, 
with Interior Minister Marco Minni-
ti saying that he could see the “light 
at the end of the tunnel.”

Italy wants to replicate a deal 
with Libya that the European Union 
struck with Turkey last year, largely 
shutting down the migrant route 
through Greece and the Balkans.

With a national election loom-
ing during the first half of next year 
and fears of widespread civil unrest 
commonplace, the government in 
Rome is under pressure to show it 
can stop, or at least slow, migration.

(The Arab Weekly staff and news 
agencies)
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