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Algerian party leaders 
suggest Bouteflika will 
not seek re-election
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orocco’s expected 
launch of a reconnais-
sance satellite may be 
worrying some of its 
neighbours but one 

expert said it was part of Rabat’s de-
fence strategy to boost its surveil-
lance capability against smuggling, 
illegal immigration and to tighten 
control of its borders.

“I see this as a defensive move by 
Morocco to strengthen its security 
by increasing its capacity to obtain 
intelligence about what is going 
on across its borders,” said James 
Farwell, an expert in communica-
tion strategy and cyber-warfare 
and a non-resident senior fel-
low at the Middle East Institute in  
Washington.

“The idea that Morocco and 
Spain are somehow going to wind 
up in an armed conflict is extremely 
unlikely. Tensions rather rise on il-
legal immigration and smuggling,” 
Farwell said.

“Morocco has had a long con-
cern about two main things: One is 
smuggling and the other one is the 
constant threat posed by terrorist 
groups like al-Qaeda in the Islamic 
Maghreb (AQIM) and the Islamic 
State (ISIS).”

Morocco planned to launch its 
first French-built spy satellite from 
Kourou in French Guiana. A sec-
ond satellite is to be launched in 
2018. The French daily newspaper 
La Tribune reported that France 
sold Morocco the two satellites for 
nearly $600 million in a deal signed 
in April 2013 during former French 
President François Hollande’s visit 
to Morocco.

The North African kingdom will 
become the third country in Africa, 
after Egypt and South Africa, to 
have its own spy satellite. The two 
satellites can take up to 500 very 
high definition photographs a day 
and send them to a station near 

Rabat-Sale airport every six hours.
Morocco was a victim of terror 

attacks in Casablanca in 2003 and 
Marrakech in 2011 that killed a total 
of 50 people and injured dozens. 
Moroccan authorities have said 
they have dismantled 53 terrorist 
cells linked with ISIS since 2014.

Spain and Algeria expressed con-
cerns that the satellites would give 
Morocco a military edge over them.

“Morocco is a friendly country, 
with which we maintain a very in-
tense and fruitful cooperation, es-
sential to stop clandestine immigra-
tion or prevent terrorist attacks but 
it is not pleasant that nobody, not 
even the friendliest, goes around 
snooping around the kitchen,” a 
Spanish military strategist told El 
Pais newspaper.

Algerian media reported that Mo-
rocco would be able to obtain in-
formation on military installations 
and troop movements of Algeria 
and the Polisario Front, an inde-
pendence movement in Western 
Sahara backed by Algeria.

Rabat and Algiers have been at 
loggerheads for decades over West-
ern Sahara, a territory disputed be-
tween Morocco and the Polisario 
Front. They have had frequent dip-
lomatic rows and their land border 
has been closed since 1994.

“Morocco has differences with 
Algeria, which is supporting the 
Polisario Front,” Farwell said. “Mo-
rocco’s move is a defensive meas-
ure to deal with Western Sahara 
and Algeria but not an offensive 
measure.”

Saad Guerraoui is a contributor 
to The Arab Weekly on Maghreb 
issues.
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Security needs. A transfer of the components of the European 
launcher Vol Vega 11, on September 27.                               (ESA)
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arty leaders campaigning 
for local elections in Al-
geria have indicated that 
ailing President Abdelaziz 
Bouteflika will not seek 

another term in office in 2019. The 
revelation is likely to transform a 
usually tepid presidential election 
cycle into a fierce battle for the 
country’s top position.

Local elections, scheduled for 
November 23, are being seen as the 
first stage in a process that pits the 
ruling National Liberation Front 
(FLN) party against Algerian Prime 
Minister Ahmed Ouyahia’s camp.

“To win the presidential elec-
tions in 2019 we have to get an 
overwhelming majority in the local 
elections,” FLN Secretary-General 
Djamel Ould Abbes said at a party 
rally in Algiers October 26.

Ould Abbes has repeated for 
months that “Bouteflika is the 
party’s only candidate” but he said 
on October 26 that he did not know 
whom the FLN would nominate.

Analysts said local election cam-
paigns had become de facto “presi-
dential primaries.”

“The FLN’s secretary-general 
missed no occasion these last days 
to assert that its party already had 
its candidate for the presidency in 
2019,” said political analyst Salim 
Mesbah. “Ould Abbes wants to 
hammer home the message that 
his enemy brother (the National 
Rally for Democracy party) has no 
chance of being supported by the 
FLN to be the next president.”

One likely contender for the 
presidency is Ouyahia, a veteran 
diplomat and four-time prime min-
ister who has managed difficult cri-
ses over the years. In the 1990s he 
brokered a peace treaty with jihad-
ists, before successfully overseeing 
the economy’s transition to a lib-
eral, free-market system.

He has been a firm supporter of 
Bouteflika and served as his chief 
of staff before being appointed 
prime minister — for the fourth 
time — in August. Recently, how-
ever, Ouyahia has told supporters 
at campaign rallies that he “agrees 
with 70-80%” of the president’s 
positions. This is a far cry from his 

one-time assertion that “the presi-
dent is the saviour of Algeria.”

Analysts said the change indi-
cated that Ouyahia, who heads 
the National Rally for Democracy 
(RND) party, is looking towards the 
presidency. To get there, however, 
he must navigate various politi-
cal and business factions vying for 
power, including the Bouteflika 
family, which opposes his political 
ambitions behind the scenes.

The influential El Watan daily 
quoted a former minister “privy to 
Ouyahia’s strategy” as saying that 
beyond the local polls of November 
23, the game is over for the presi-
dential elections in 2019. Ouyahia’s 
decision to lead RND campaign ral-
lies is not a coincidence.

Ouyahia’s emergence on the na-
tional scene allows him to “take 
advantage of the campaign at a 
time when his position gives him 
an edge over other aspirants for the 
presidency,” the former minister 
continued. “It is a trump card for 
him and he is playing it to the ex-
treme limits.”

“Despite the fragile economic 
and social situation, Ouyahia can 
manage to stay on top until 2019 if 
the inflation does not soar and the 
prices of oil rise steadily to reach 
$70 a barrel next year and the fol-
lowing,” the ex-minister was quot-
ed as saying.

“That will allow Ouyahia to 
claim he succeeded in managing 
the crisis and appear in the eyes of 
the population as the experienced 
and steady hand who is the natural 
choice to be the next president.”

Ouyahia’s campaign rhetoric 
seems to support the notion that 
he is eyeing a run. “I’m from a 
working-class neighbourhood in 
Algiers,” he declared during a re-
cent speech. “I’m a son of those 
people and I feel their pains and 
share their hopes.”

Ould Abbes, who is also looking 

to run for the presidency, said his 
party has “historic legitimacy” as 
champions of the country’s strug-
gle for independence.

“I say and I repeat it that the FLN 
is the party that had the historic le-
gitimacy and this legitimacy is here 
and alive. The FLN is the founder of 
the state and we are always here,” 
Ould Abbes said at a recent rally.

Many observers, including mem-
bers of government, said the mili-
tary was the only institution capa-
ble of deciding the next president.

On October 25, former minis-
ter Abdelmajid Menasra said: “If 
Bouteflika does not seek a new 
mandate… the army will pick his 
replacement. This is the truth and 
the party is here to play as a politi-
cal cover for the military.”

“No sane person can believe 
what Ould Abbes said,” said Saad 
Okba, a commentator for Algeria’s 
main Arabic-language el Khabar 
daily. “People with sound judg-
ment could reason that the FLN 
can name the president who is 
commander-in-chief without the 
army’s accord. The aspirant for the 
presidency is keen in getting the 
endorsement of the army and he 
does not care about what the Alge-
rian people want.”

Talk of replacing Bouteflika, who 
is 80 years old and has suffered two 
strokes since February 2013, gained 
traction as his medical condition 
deteriorated. The president’s close 
friends and allies have publicly 
demanded to see him to ensure 
that high-level decisions and an-
nouncements are indeed being 
made by him in recent months.

Opposition groups called for 
the president to be removed from 
office in August, arguing that a 
clique within the ruling circle was 
making decisions for him. Some 
opponents urged the military to 
force him out of office.

When asked October 31 about the 
prospect of Bouteflika’s candidacy, 
Ould Abbes replied that “only God 
would know for sure.”

“What I know is that President 
Bouteflika is able to end his man-
date with ease. Those who are talk-
ing about snap presidential vote 
are dreaming. The sickness is de-
cided by God,” he said.

Lamine Ghanmi is an Arab Weekly 
correspondent in Tunis.
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Uncertainty. Secretary-General of the National Liberation Front Djamel Ould Abbes speaks during an 
election campaign rally in Algiers.                                                                                                                       (Reuters)
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