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Political instability in Algeria: opposition and repression 

 

Algeria. On 17 September, thousands of students protested in the streets of Algiers.           

The request is the cancellation of the December elections because "undemocratic and influenced 

by the military and politicians compromised with the regime". 

The protesters, who have been protesting for six months, want real political reform and the 

removal of the loyalists of the former president. The month of September closes with the thirty-third 

consecutive week of street protests in Algiers. 

Protest demonstrations have been banned by the Algerian law since 2011, but this ban was 

ignored following the first demonstration, on 22 February - following the announcement of the 

candidacy of President Abdelaziz Bouteflika, sick and incapable of governing the country. 

However, the government's reaction now tends to contain public protest demonstrations: access to 

the Algiers capital to protesters has been so banned. 

On the one hand, the government has tried to implement a reformist policy with a 

generational change of political and military leaders. A change characterized by arrests for 

corruption and exemplary sentences against senior institutional and Bouteflika family leaders: 

among the most important, the brother of the former president, Said Bouteflika, the two former 

heads of intelligence, the generals Bachir Tartaq and Mohamed Mediene, and the head of the 

Workers' Party, Louisa Hanoun, were sentenced to 15 years in prison for "conspiracy against the 

state" in September, on the other hand, the Algerian government strongly intensified police 

activities during the demonstrations and arrested several prominent activists before the Friday 

protests in September. This approach is confirmed by the head of the Algerian army and deputy 

defense minister, General Ahmed Gaid Saleh.1 

Gaid Saleh, who imposed himself as an authority in this power vacuum, referred to a plot in 

his public speech of 12 September, making explicit reference to foreign influence in fueling street 

demonstrations. Gaed Saleh played a key role in removing Bouteflika, imposing his resignation 

and arresting some of his closest political allies and collaborators; but many Algerians believe that 

the ultimate goal of Saleh's army is to keep the system alive, albeit in another guise. A strong and 

growing role, combined with a past in the Bouteflika regime, which prompted tens of thousands of 

Algerians to protest on September 20 to demand the cancellation of the elections and the dismissal 

of Saleh.2  

General Saleh's reaction was immediate: the elections are confirmed in December, in order 

to elect a legitimate president of the republic who will govern and respond to the needs of the 

people, including the demands of the protesters. The government is increasingly weak and shows 

condescension towards its opponents: it was announced, "The elections will be held in a different 

way from the previous ones, widely seen as mere electoral exercises aimed at strengthening the 

power of Bouteflika". For the first time - said Saleh - "the government will no longer have control 

over the electoral process". To confirm this, the independent electoral authority will replace the 

interior ministry, historically responsible for the elections.3 

                                                           
1  Al-Jazeera, 26 settembre 2019, in https://bit.ly/2omYCOe 
2  Thousands march in Algeria in first protest since election call, Al-Jazeera, 20 settembre 2019, in 

https://bit.ly/2p1m4QS.  
3  Reuters, September 24, 2019, in https://bit.ly/30Xzlr4. 
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Who will succeed to Bouteflika? 

At the end of September, the independent national election authority announced that there 

would be 73 politicians ready to submit their applications4. 

The presidential elections in Algeria, scheduled for December 12, will be a tough competition 

among candidates who were close to former President Bouteflika and had important roles under 

his regime. If the authorities succeed in guaranteeing the elections as planned, the leaders of the 

opposition party will be absent for the first time since the 1995 elections, when for the first time 

more candidates were admitted. Due to the large number of candidates loyal to the former 

president, the scenario is described by many observers as a path towards a "fifth mandate without 

Bouteflika"5. 

Among the candidates is one of the most important members of the Bouteflika regime: 

former Prime Minister Abdelmadjid Tebboune6, 72, a key supporter of President Bouteflika and 

twice appointed as Minister of Housing and Urban Development. Tebboune is linked to the "Khalifa 

scandal" in 2003, which takes its name from the businessperson Abdelmoumen Khalifa detained 

because he was accused of corruption; his son, Khaled, has been in prison for 18 months for his 

involvement in a real estate corruption case. Abdallah Baali, former ambassador of Algeria in the 

United States, would be responsible for his election campaign. Tebboune is indicated as a 

candidate supported by the army: hypothesis denied by Baali and by the army chief of staff, 

General Ahmed Gaed Saleh. 

The former minister of the national community abroad, Belkacem Sahli, 48, is another 

candidate. Sahli, supporter of a fifth term for Bouteflika, is the head of a small party, the 

Republican National Alliance. 

 

Analysis, assessments and forecasts 

The Algerian army is deeply rooted in national political management: it has been managing 

national politics for over 20 years and does not intend to give up the leading role that it has 

consolidated in twenty years of the regime. 

Exemplary convictions and arrests of former senior officials and politicians (intelligence chiefs and 

former President Bouteflika's brother) make them "scapegoats" in order to appease popular anger. 

The protest movements try to undermine the role of the military, but the so-called Deep State 

(based on collusion and patronage of the Armed Forces within the political system) would remain 

extremely strong, despite requests for change by the Algerians: politicians are expendable in order 

to guarantee the military institution that manages Algeria to survive the political and social 

turbulence unscathed..7 

This is the goal of popular protests: the destruction of a system in which the armed forces are 

the limit to the construction of democracy. In fact the Armed Forces are in the front line to contain a 

protest that could involve the lower military ranks; in this way the institution would be affected from 

within. This is a scenario that Saleh, and all the military and governmental groups, would try to 

avoid at all costs, even at the price of a very violent repression. 

 

Main events in the Maghreb and Mashreq area: 

 Algeria. Algeria and ExxonMobil, a U.S. energy giant, signed an agreement to study the 

hydrocarbon potential in the North African nation's Sahara desert, the official APS news agency 

reported on Monday. According to Algeria's National Agency for the Evaluation of Hydrocarbon 

                                                           
4  Amnesty International, in https://bit.ly/2ocQrDv.  
5  AAWSat, October, 1st 2019, in https://bit.ly/2LS018q.  
6  AAWSat, September 27, 2019, in https://bit.ly/2VkzmEi 
7  Voa News, September 25, 2019, in https://bit.ly/2IvQVwa. 
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Resources (ALNAFT), ExxonMobil showed interest in the Algerian hydrocarbon-mining sector, 

which has significant hydrocarbon resources. The signing of the agreement, part of ALNAFT's 

mission to promote and develop the hydrocarbon mining, makes ExxonMobil the fourth 

multinational company to join the agency in this study, after Italy's ENI, France's Total and 

Norway's Equinor. ALNAFT considers this commitment as "the first step of ExxonMobil in 

Algeria for the prospection of opportunity in hydrocarbon research and exploitation." According 

to an earlier statement by the government on Jan. 28, 2019, Algeria's reserves of 

unconventional energy make it the third in the world in shale gas and seventh in shale oil.8            

The signing of the agreement, part of ALNAFT's mission to promote and develop hydrocarbon 

extraction, makes ExxonMobil the fourth multinational company to join the agency in this study, 

after the Italian ENI, Total French and Norwegian Equinor. 

 

 Egypt. Egypt: More than 1,100 protesters arrested after demonstration. Egyptian authorities 

have arrested more than 1,100 people, including several high-profile individuals, after rare 

protests were held in several cities calling on President Abdel Fattah el-Sisi to quit.           Those 

reported arrested include one of Egypt's most prominent opposition figures, a former 

spokesperson for a candidate in last year's presidential election, and a renowned writer, human 

rights monitors said. Defying a ban on protesting without a permit, thousands took to the streets 

in the capital Cairo and other cities on Friday in response to calls for demonstrations against 

alleged government corruption. The protests continued in the Red Sea city of Suez.9 

 

 Israel. Israeli elections: Netanyahu and Gantz both promise to form the next government: Gantz 

suggested he wanted to consider a national unity government. 

 

 Lybia. A US air strike in southwestern Libya killed 17 people, allegedly affiliated with the so-

called Islamic state: the third attack against jihadist militants was carried out on September 26 

by the US command of Africa (AFRICOM), in collaboration with the government of national 

agreement (GNA). The US attacks in Libya in September are the first of the last year. Reports 

the Associated Press (AP) that, according to official US sources, Washington will continue to 

target the Islamic State-Libya and other terrorist groups in the region, in order to prevent the 

creation of safe areas for terrorism. 

 

 Tunisia. Presidential elections in Tunisia: two candidates, and one was in prison until three 

days before the elections. In the first round of presidential voting last month, all the major-party 

candidates were knocked out, leaving two contenders: Kais Saied, a previously obscure law 

professor who claimed 18.4 percent of the vote as an anticorruption independent, and Nabil 

Karoui, a businessman and co-owner of a popular TV network, who won 15.6 percent. 

Mr. Karoui has support mainly among poorer people with whom he has built a relationship 

through his Nessma TV network and a philanthropic organization, Khalil Tounes. Mr. Saied, his 

law-professor opponent, ran a campaign with almost no advertising, relying on an image of 

integrity and the votes of young people disillusioned with the political system. The men’s 

success threatens to shatter Tunisia’s consensus governing model since 2011, in which 

conservatives and modernists have shared power.10 

 

 

                                                           
8  Xinhua, October 1st 2019. 
9  Al-Jazeera, September 25, 2019, in https://bit.ly/2nwtXNH.  
10  Blaise L., The New York Times, 6 ottobre 2019, in https://nyti.ms/2OpKuOG. 
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