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rench President Emma-
nuel Macron extended a 
gesture of goodwill to Al-
gerians by offering to re-
turn the skulls of 37 Alge-

rian resistance fighters killed in the 
19th century.

The move, which had been 
sought by Algerian intellectuals 
and archaeologists, came as Ma-
cron looks to strengthen ties with 
France’s former North African col-
ony.

Macron described himself as a 
“friend of Algeria” and “a construc-
tive partner who wants to strength-
en our links” on December 6 during 
his first official visit to Algeria as 
president.

The return of the skulls and other 
efforts, he said, would help the two 
countries “turn together towards 
the future.”

The relationship between France 
and Algeria has long been strained 
by its colonial past and a brutal in-
dependence war in the 1950s and 
1960s. While the two countries are 
looking to bolster economic and 
security ties, some Algerians said 
steps should first be taken towards 
reconciliation.

Algerian diplomat Lakhdar Bra-
himi said Algeria has the right to 
ask France to apologise for crimes 
committed during the colonial era, 
including the killing of an estimat-
ed hundreds of thousands of indig-
enous Algerians.

Algerian War Veterans Minister 
Tayeb Zitouni told the state radio 
that Algeria expected much from 
Macron’s visit “in terms of memo-
ry.”

“Algeria will never bargain or 

turn the page in relations with 
France before the issue of memory 
is resolved,” Zitouni said, noting 
that apart from the skulls being 
returned, Algeria asked France to 
share records from the 1954-62 in-
dependence war and provide com-
pensation for victims of an atomic 
bomb test conducted in the Alge-
rian Sahara.

Despite promising to return the 
skulls, Macron gave mixed signals 
as to how far France would go to 
make amends.

“I know the history but I am not 
a hostage of the past,” Macron told 

the Algerian daily El Watan, “but 
from now on, I hope that we will 
turn together towards the future.”

Walking through central Algiers, 
Macron was swamped by requests 
to approve more visa applications 
for young Algerians. One girl drew 

laughs when she shouted from her 
balcony: “Mr Macron, you are the 
youngest and the most beautiful 
president in the world.”

Macron’s approach to French-
Algerian relations has been met 
with general optimism by many 
analysts.

“President Macron wants to be 
reformist and an innovator and he 
is doing that with much out of sin-
cerity,” commented Algerian daily 
L’Expression, which has close ties 
to the government, in an editorial.

The government-controlled El 
Moudjahid wrote in an editorial 

that “while the path to genuine 
reconciliation is long and tricky, 
more steps will be taken, we are 
convinced as the pending issues 
are progressively discussed and 
treated. Mr Macron’s visit is highly 
useful.”

Before his election in June, Ma-
cron called France’s colonial histo-
ry a “crime against humanity” dur-
ing a visit to Algiers. The statement 
prompted a backlash from France’s 
far right but won praise in Algeria.

In more recent statements, how-
ever, Macron has said he advocates 
“neither denial nor repentance,” 
stressing that “we cannot remain 
trapped in the past.”

Macron called for expanding 
trade and investment between the 
two countries, saying he would 
“encourage our firms to expand 
their presence in Algeria.”

Despite losing a share of the Alge-
rian market to China, France relies 
on Algeria as its top trading partner 
in Africa.

Another issue discussed was the 
expansion of French-Algerian secu-
rity cooperation to counter terror-
ism.

Paris deployed 4,000 soldiers in 
Mali and the surrounding regions 
as part of a force to fight extrem-
ism but Algeria has not joined the 
group. Members of the G5 Sahel 
force are to meet in Paris on Decem-
ber 13.

Macron met with Algerian Presi-
dent Abdelaziz Bouteflika for al-
most an hour before seeing other 
Algerian leaders, including military 
chief Ahmed Gaid Salah. The day 
after the visit to Algeria, Macron 
travelled to Qatar, where he met 
with Qatari Emir Sheikh Tamim bin 
Hamid al-Thani.

Lamine Ghanmi is an Arab Weekly 
correspondent in Tunis.
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orocco’s renewed 
diplomatic ties with 
South Africa may 
consolidate its efforts 
to gather support for 

its position on the issue of Western 
Sahara, analysts said.

Rabat is expected to send an am-
bassador to Pretoria — the first in 13 
years — after Moroccan King Mo-
hammed VI met with South African 
President Jacob Zuma on the side-
lines of the African Union-Europe-
an Union summit in late November.

Morocco recalled its ambassador 
to South Africa in 2004 after Pre-
toria’s recognition of the Sahrawi 
Arab Democratic Republic (SADR), 
another name for the disputed 
Western Sahara.

Morocco annexed Western Sa-
hara in 1975 and maintains it is an 
integral part of the kingdom. The 
Polisario Front began an armed 
conflict with Morocco for an inde-
pendent state that lasted until the 
United Nations brokered a ceasefire 
in 1991.

Rabat has proposed a form of 
autonomy under Moroccan sover-
eignty for the vast territory, which 
has fewer than 1 million inhabit-
ants. The proposal was rejected by 
the Polisario Front, which insists 
on the right of the Sahrawi people 
to self-determination in a UN-mon-
itored vote.

Fuelling the latest diplomatic 
tussle between the Algeria-backed 
Polisario movement and Rabat was 
South African authorities last May 

seizing a Moroccan ship carrying 
50,000 tonnes of phosphate to New 
Zealand after the Polisario com-
plained it was illegally transporting 
cargo from Western Sahara.

The ship’s seizure sparked a dip-
lomatic crisis between Rabat and 
Pretoria.

“Mending ties with South Africa 
is crucial to Morocco’s offensive to 
regain more support among Afri-
can countries or at least have them 
neutral with regards to the Western 
Sahara issue,” said Ali Bahaijoub, 
editor of the London-based North 
South magazine.

“South Africa previously formed 
the pro-Algerian axis Pretoria-Abu-
ja-Algiers, but because of the politi-
cal vacuum in Algeria caused by the 
ever-ailing President [Abdelaziz] 
Bouteflika and the fall in oil prices, 
alliances are shifting in favour of 
Morocco being the most important 
foreign investor in Africa last year.”

Mountacir Zian, director-general 
of the Mediterranean Company of 
Analysis and Strategic Intelligence 
in Rabat, said the meeting between 
King Mohammed VI and Zuma 
marked a turning point in Morocco-
Africa diplomacy.

Zuma’s decision is likely to cause 
political friction within South Af-
rica’s African National Congress 
(ANC), which issued a statement 
reaffirming unwavering support for 
the Polisario Front and the party’s 
international relations officer de-
plored Zuma’s mending ties with 
Morocco.

“The ANC is one of the strongest 
supporters of the Polisario Front 
in both Africa and internationally 
through the socialist networks, 
which may complicate the offen-

sive against the separatist move-
ment,” said Zian.

Morocco has also addressed dip-
lomatic ties with Angola, another 
backer of the SADR following a 
meeting between King Moham-
med VI and Angolan President Joao 
Lourenco in Abidjan.

“A new relationship between Mo-
rocco and Angola and South Africa 
will be important in the sense that 
it will bring in a new dawn in Mo-

rocco’s relations with southern Af-
rican countries that have been the 
flag-bearers of the Algeria-backed 
Polisario’s African diplomacy,” said 
Bahaijoub.

“If Morocco manages to placate 
them and convince them to remain 
neutral, Polisario will be out of the 
[African Union] AU sooner than 
later,”

Since officially requesting to 
rejoin the African Union in Sep-
tember 2016, after an absence of 
almost 30 years from the bloc, Mo-
rocco has conducted a diplomatic 
offensive that has led to a series of 
trade agreements, investments and 
memoranda, even with countries, 
such as Nigeria, Rwanda and Ethio-
pia that back the SADR.

Bahaijoub said investment is the 
new strategy to convince African 
countries to move away from ideo-
logical divides that had marked Af-
rican relations in recent decades.

“The AU is heading towards a 
more pragmatic approach to south-
south cooperation as new leaders 
have realised that only Africans can 
help boost their economies and not 
European or other powers,” he said. 
“South-south cooperation, security 
and solidarity are crucial to the fu-
ture of the continent and the pros-
perity of its peoples.”

Zian warned that some countries 
still supported the SADR despite 
Morocco’s investments in them.

“Do not forget the case of Ethio-
pia, which, despite the signing of a 
contract of almost $3 billion for the 
construction of a fertiliser plant, 
has not changed its position vis-a-
vis the Polisario while maintain-
ing the support and recognition of 
SADR,” he said.

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

Saad Guerraoui

New strategy. Moroccan King Mohammed VI delivers a speech in the main plenary session of the 
African Union in Addis Ababa, last January.             (AFP)

Time to move on. French President Emmanuel Macron greets children in the streets of Algiers, on 
December 6.                 (AFP)

Macron strives to improve ties with Algeria during first state visit

Morocco’s renewed ties 
with South Africa likely 
to consolidate support 
for Western Sahara stance

Rabat is expected to 
send an ambassador to 
Pretoria — the first in 
13 years — after 
Moroccan King 
Mohammed VI met 
with South African 
President Jacob Zuma 
in late November.
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Despite losing a share 
of the Algerian market 
to China, France relies 
on Algeria as its top 
trading partner in 
Africa.
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