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lgeria’s ruling National 
Liberation Front (FLN) 
ordered members to 
keep quiet about a possi-
ble fifth term for Algeri-

an President Abdelaziz Bouteflika, 
a move that analysts described as 
an attempt to shield the president 
from public scrutiny.

“We have given clear and strong 
instructions to our comrades in 
the party. It is strictly forbidden to 
talk about the fifth mandate,” FLN 
Secretary-General Djamel Ould Ab-
bes said.  “It is up to the President 
Abdelaziz Bouteflika to decide if he 
likes to seek a fifth mandate.”

The statement represents a shift 
in thinking from officials who pre-
viously encouraged Bouteflika to 
seek re-election in April 2019. As 
recently as December, Ould Abbes 
made comments strongly backing 
the president.

“The FLN was the first to propose 
the candidacy of Bouteflika for the 
presidential elections in 1999. Since 
then there were four mandates,” 
Ould Abbes said at the time. “In-
shallah (“God willing”), there will 
be the fifth, the sixth and eternally.”

Bouteflika, who turns 81 on 
March 2, has been president for 
almost two decades. He has rarely 

been seen in public since suffering 
a stroke in 2013.

Despite a reported frail condi-
tion, Bouteflika remains a reas-
suring presence in Algeria’s com-
plex political scene and many 
voiced concern that a leadership 
transition would bring instabil-
ity. However, Bouteflika’s declining 
health has led to questions about 
his fitness for office.

“The inner circle in the presiden-
tial camp has given the order to 
be silent about the fifth mandate 
to avert the controversy about the 
fifth mandate,” said political ana-
lyst Mustapha Hammouche. “This 
fallback position is an important 
part of the strategy to preserve the 
status quo.”

He and other analysts said the 
strategy was aimed at curbing de-
bate over Bouteflika’s health.

“The silence helps the presiden-
tial camp avoid the first hurdle: 
the issue of whether the president 
is able physically and intellectu-
ally to take on the responsibility 
of a fifth mandate,” Hammouche 
said. “Keeping quiet gives an ad-
vantage to the president’s allies as 
the silence forces the projects of 
would-be contenders to stand by. 
That punishes and undermines the 
opposition.”

The FLN has threatened to sanc-
tion members who make public 
statements on the president’s cam-
paign.

“Any member who disobeys the 
party order will stand before the 
disciplinary board,” Ould Abbes 
said. “We will be ruthless. Open, all 
of you, your eyes, and implement 
the instructions.”

In defiance of the FLN’s order, 
senior party official Baha Eddine 
Tliba, a billionaire businessman 

from the eastern region of Annaba, 
established a coordination commit-
tee to support Bouteflika’s candi-
dacy in 2019.

Tliba, a member of parliament 
and former deputy speaker, set up 
a similar committee in 2014 before 
Bouteflika announced his intention 
to run for his fourth term.

Algerian analysts said Tliba’s 
move, which has the support of 
other top party officials, including 
former FLN head Abdelaziz Belkha-
dem and former Energy Minister 
Chakib Khelil, who is a close Boutef-
lika ally, is an early display of loy-
alty to the president.

Tliba and his backers say an early 
campaign announcement could 
lend Bouteflika more legitimacy as 
the race approaches.

Ould Abbes dismissed Tliba’s ini-
tiative as an “air bubble in a wind-
mill” and said he would face the 

party’s disciplinary board.
In the meantime, the FLN is put-

ting the finishing touches on its 
pro-Bouteflika campaign, which 
aims to highlight the president’s 
achievements since taking office in 
1999. The party is bracing for ques-
tions on how authorities spent an 
estimated $1 trillion earned from oil 
and gas exports during Bouteflika’s 
tenure, Algerian political sources 
said.

Bouteflika has not directly com-
mented on whether he will seek 
a fifth term but some of his con-
fidantes conveyed his desire to 
continue in office at a time when 
Algeria is facing instability and  
conflict.

“If Bouteflika is declared a win-
ner in the face of a unified oppo-
sition, his presidency and power 
would be more legitimate,” said po-
litical analyst Sofiane Ait Iflis.
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Mounting speculation. Algerian President Abdelaziz Bouteflika at 
a polling station in Algiers, last November.                (AFP)

Algeria’s FLN keeps members quiet on Bouteflika’s prospects

Despite a reported 
frail condition, 
Bouteflika remains a 
reassuring presence in 
Algeria’s complex 
political scene.
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ecurity officials have ex-
pressed concern about po-
tential terror attacks in the 
Maghreb, saying militants 
were believed to be moving 

into Libya and the Sahel after the 
defeat of the Islamic State (ISIS) in 
Syria and Iraq.

“More than 400 dangerous ter-
rorists are taking positions across 
the borders,” Algerian Army Chief 
General Ahmed Gaid Salah said af-
ter a live-firing drill in the southern 
area of In Guezzam.  “We have to be 
ready and vigilant.”

The exercise, which was aimed 
at repelling an attempted attack 
“by enemies of Algeria’s national 
borders,” the Algerian Defence Min-
istry said, is one of a series carried 
out by the army in areas bordering 
Mali, Niger and Libya in the last two 
months.

Algerian security analyst Yacine 
Babouche said “the visits by Gen-
eral Gaid Salah to southern military 
areas and his overseeing in person 
of such specific exercises mean that 
Algeria’s leadership at the top levels 
is taking no chances with the threats 
of jihadists attacking Algeria.”

Algeria has closed its land bor-
ders, other than the frontier with 
Tunisia, to stop jihadists from en-
tering the country.

Algerian daily El Khabar reported 
that the military received intel-
ligence on movement of 400 ISIS 
fighters in Libya near where the Al-
geria, Niger and Mali borders meet.

Algeria fears that ISIS militants 
could stage an attack like the one 
that targeted Ben Guerdane, a Tu-
nisian town near the Libyan border, 
in May 2016. They were then fended 
off by Tunisian Army, police and the 
local population and many of the at-
tackers were killed.

Tunisian Defence Minister  
Abdelkrim Zbidi warned parliament 
of possible terrorist plans to target 
“military and security facilities and 
other vital institutions of the coun-
try.”

Officials in Morocco have similar 
concerns.

Moroccan anti-terror chief Abdel-
hak Khiame said: “Daesh has not 
disappeared; it has delocalised into 
the Sahel.”

Daesh is an Arabic acronym for 
ISIS.

European officials said they were 
worried that jihadists could mix in 
with illegal migrants travelling from 
the Sahel region through North Af-
rica.

“We’re concerned about the 
growing number of people affili-
ated with Daesh who, having been 
defeated in Iraq and Syria, are mov-
ing their activities to the Sahel and 
Libya. It’s practically at our border,” 
Spanish Foreign Minister Alfonso 

Dastis told Agence France-Presse.
Dastis said Madrid feared Islamist 

fighters could take advantage of the 
high volume of migrants and work-
ers travelling in the summer, when 
many go through Spain on their 
home for holidays and visits.

Security analysts in the Maghreb 
previously said al-Qaeda, which has 
deep ties to the Maghreb and Sahel, 
would likely fight to protect its turf 
from ISIS, with which it has disa-
greements over tactics and priori-
ties. However, a UN report said no 
rivalry between the various groups 
had been observed.

The report noted that, in Libya, 

ISIS was striving to recover from the 
loss of Sirte and had strengthened 
its presence with fighters returning 
from Iraq and Syria.

Libyan forces, aided by US air 
strikes and British logistics and in-
telligence, uprooted ISIS from Sirte 
in December 2016.

“Member-states assessed that 
there is a potential for the transfer 
of leaders from ISIS in Libya to oth-
er conflict zones in West Africa and 
the Sahel region, including Mali,” 
the UN report said.

UN members warned about ISIS’s 
determination “to rebuild its capa-
bilities in Libya,” where it has been 
strengthened by fighters from Iraq 
and Syria.

The report added that some coun-
tries reported arrests of foreign ter-
rorist fighters who were en route to 
Libya to join ISIS.

Lamine Ghanmi is an Arab Weekly 
correspondent in Tunis.
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Across borders. A Tunisian policeman looks through binoculars during a military operation near the 
town of Ben Guerdane.                                          (Reuters)

Maghreb countries wary about
jihadists relocating from Iraq, Syria

In Europe, officials are 
worried jihadists could 
mix in with illegal 
migrants travelling 
from the Sahel region 
through North Africa.
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ights activists strongly 
criticised a statement 
from Tunisia’s Islam-
ist party Ennahda that 
threatened legal ac-

tion against “hostile” journalist 
and critics.

Ennahda’s Executive Bureau 
accused media organisations of 
carrying out a “smear campaign” 
against its members and threat-
ened to sue “unfair critics.”

The Ennahda statement was 
rejected by journalists and activ-
ists, who said the party should 
not try to intimidate the media 
ahead of municipal elections in 
May.

“We condemn any kind of 
threat that may target journal-
ists,” said the National Union 
of Tunisian Journalists, adding 
that Ennahda was “trying to 
drag journalists into a battlefield 
of no interest to them.”

Reporters without Borders, 
an international media freedom 
group, said Ennahda’s statement 
was a “serious threat to the free-
dom of the press.”

“A few weeks before elections, 
it is necessary to remind the En-
nahda Party that journalists play 
a central role in a democracy and 
must be able to exercise their in-
formation mission independent-
ly without fear of prosecution,” 
the group said.

Abdelkarim Harouni, chair-
man of Ennadha’s Majlis al-
Shura, said the party’s hand was 
forced after it was the subject of 
untrue allegations from the me-
dia.

“Ennahda’s members and 
sympathisers have been put-
ting pressure on the leadership 
to ward off such unfair critics,” 
Harouni said. “They are asking 
us: ‘Why you are silent when the 
party is attacked by allegations 
of terrorism, corruption, money 
laundering?’”

Analysts said Ennahda was 
likely trying to reshape the polit-
ical narrative ahead of municipal 
elections, the first such elections 
since the 2011 revolutionary up-
heaval that toppled the Ben Ali 
regime.

“As the municipal elections 
of May 6 draw closer, replaying 
the card of the victimisation by 
Ennahda and its leaders as well 
as the card of intimidating the 
media and journalists can really 
pay off,” said Tunisian journalist 
Sofiene Ben Hmida.

Tahar Belhassine, who heads 
al-Mostakbel Party, said En-
nahda’s statements were “a pre-
emptive move… to steer away 
from being associated with all 
that happened during its rule.”

Tunisia has been plagued by 
economic hardship and security 
woes since 2011. High inflation, 
soaring debt and widespread un-
employment have been attribut-
ed to years of economic misman-
agement and poor security. The 
country’s difficulties were made 
worse in 2015 when two major 
terror attacks hit the country.
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Reporters without 
Borders said 
Ennahda’s 
statement was a 
“serious threat to 
the freedom of 
the press.”
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