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HAIZER: While tens of thousands of Algerians have been
gathering for four months in the capital to demand sweep-
ing political reforms, former fighters who led the last con-
frontation with the establishment have been warning peo-
ple not to rock the boat. In the 1990s, they drove an upris-
ing against the military after it cancelled a landmark multi-
party election that Islamists were poised to win. This time
they say protests could bring a repeat of the chaos and
bloodshed their actions unleashed. 

“I deeply regret what happened in the 1990s,” once
such fighter, Sheikh Yahya, said at his home in Haizer, a
village in the Kabyle mountains 120 km east of the capi-
tal Algiers where he now works as a butcher. “This is
why I will never participate in any action that might end
up violent.”

Some 200,000 people died in Algeria’s decade-long
civil war, leaving many Algerians fearful of radical change
now that longtime President Abdelaziz Bouteflika has giv-
en into the pressure from the streets and stepped down.
Following Bouteflika’s departure in April, the protesters
have been pressing for the exit of the entire elite in control
since the North African country’s independence from
France in 1962 - the same cause the jihadists took up arms
for in 1991.

But Yahya and other former jihadists now support the
army and other security forces, the strongest part of that
elite. It also includes business tycoons and former inde-
pendence fighters in Algeria’s ruling FLN party as well as
labor unions in a state-dominated economy sustained by
oil and gas production. The ex-fighters are Salafists, a lit-
eralist Sunni school of Islam whose adherents range from
the radical jihadists of Islamic State to an overwhelming
majority which shies away from politics.

Salafi influence in Algeria is far wider than their num-
bers - an estimated one in 40 people - would suggest,
analysts say. This makes their anti-protest messages a sig-

nificant counterweight to calls for radical change. “Algeria
has around 18,000 mosques, most of them are under Salafi
influence,” said political analyst Mohamed Mouloudi. One
Salafi cleric has a website with a million followers. By con-
trast leading Sufis, a more inclusive Sunni school that most
Algerians belong to, have kept a low profile since the
ouster of Bouteflika, their most high-profile member.

Salafists are social conservatives heavily influenced by
Saudi Arabia’s Wahhabis. They reject both political
Islamist groups like the Muslim Brotherhood, which led
Egypt in a 2012-2013 interlude from military-backed rule,
as well as Western influence - from clothing to political
systems. They were part of the reason the 2011 Arab
Spring pro-democracy movement bypassed Algeria, after
Sheikh Ali Ferkous, a Salafi icon, declared “unrest is for-
bidden in Islam”, and they continue to argue that stability
is paramount.

Military chief, conservative leader
The Army chief, Lieutenant-General Ahmed Gaed

Salah, played a key role in toppling Bouteflika by saying
the president’s poor health made him unfit for office.
Upper House Chairman Abdelkader Bensalah became
interim president but is now under pressure from demon-
strators to quit, due to his links with Bouteflika and pledge
on June 6 to stay in office until elections, which have been
postponed indefinitely. A group of protesters and some
Salafi clerics have suggested Bensalah hands over to for-
mer conservative minister Ahmed Taleb Ibrahimi, son of
well-known cleric Bachir Ibrahimi who played a role in the
independence war against France from 1954 to 1962.

Ahmed Taleb Ibrahimi is a fierce opponent of
Bouteflika, who did not allow him to set up a political par-
ty. Ibrahimi, 87, has promised to end of what he called
“dirty money”, referring to corruption under Bouteflika,
and introduce transparency. “Ibrahimi is one of the rare

clean politicians in Algeria who can reconcile the youth
with politics. We believe he can play a very positive role,”
said Seif Islam Benatia, a dentist prominent among pro-
testers who encompass a wide array of views.

Yahya, who spoke to Reuters with two of his fellow for-
mer fighters Akli and Mohamed sitting alongside, also sup-
ports Ibrahimi, as well as army chief Salah. “We want sta-
bility to remain,” he said. Their village lies in what was
known in the 90s as the “triangle of death” — the flash-

point of the civil war, which the army said it was fighting to
prevent Taliban-style rule. The mountains with its caves
and valleys were ideal hiding ground for fighters to store
arms and prepare ambushes on the army.

Yahya gave up the fight in 2006 after accepting
amnesty from Bouteflika and persuaded others to make
peace with the state. Algeria’s welfare state rewarded him
with $6,000 in aid to build a modest house where the
ground floor serves as his poultry butchery. — Reuters

Algeria conservatives weigh in against 
pressure for Western-style democracy

Religious conservatives oppose protests, back army chief

ALGIERS: Algerians brandishing national flags take part in a weekly demonstration in the capital Algiers.  — AFP 

Dozen killed in 
Indonesia crash 
after argument
JAKARTA: Twelve people were killed and dozens more
injured in an Indonesian traffic accident yesterday after a
passenger tried to wrest control of a bus steering wheel
following an argument with the driver, police said. The
accident happened at around 1:00 am yesterday when the

coach swerved into oncoming traffic on a toll road in West
Java, smashing into two cars and causing a truck to roll.

Some 43 people were injured in the multi-vehicle acci-
dent and rushed to hospital, police said. “In the middle of
the journey, a passenger attempted to forcibly take con-
trol of the steering wheel... and the bus then lost control,”
Atik Suswanti, the head of the Majalengka police traffic
unit, told AFP.

The bus driver was killed, according to authorities,
while the 29-year-old passenger was severely injured.
Traffic accidents are common in the Southeast Asian
archipelago, where vehicles are often old and poorly main-
tained and road rules regularly flouted. — AFP

At least 161 dead in
northeast Congo 
in ethnic clashes
GOMA: At least 161 people have been killed in a north-
eastern province of Democratic Republic of Congo in the
past week, local officials said yesterday, in an apparent
resurgence of ethnic clashes between farming and herding
communities. A series of attacks in Ituri province has
mostly targeted Hema herders, who have long been in con-
flict with Lendu farmers over grazing rights and political
representation, although the exact identity of the
assailants remains murky.

Open conflict between Hema and Lendu from 1999-
2007 resulted in an estimated 50,000 deaths in one of the
bloodiest chapters of a civil war in eastern Congo that left
millions dead from conflict, hunger and disease. Tit-for-tat
attacks between the two groups in late 2017 and early
2018 killed hundreds of people and forced tens of thou-
sands more to flee their homes, but a tenuous calm had
taken hold until this month.

Pascal Kakoraki Baguma, a national lawmaker from Ituri,

said the latest violence was sparked by the killing last
Monday of four Lendu businesspeople. “Members of the
Lendu community believed that these assassinations were
the work of the Hema,” Kakoraki said. “This is why they
launched several attacks on Hema villages.” “Sources affirm
that 161 bodies have been found so far. But the death toll
goes beyond the bodies recovered, as there were other
massacres of civilians and police officers,” he said.

Jean Bosco Lalo, president of civil society organiza-
tions in Ituri, said 200 bodies had been found since last
week in predominantly Hema villages, including the 161
mentioned by Kakoraki. Lalo said the toll would rise once
his teams gained access to other villages where killings
had been reported. Ituri Governor Jean Bamanisa said
provincial authorities were still working to establish the
exact death toll and declined to say who was responsible.
He said the assailants’ tactics were to “empty out the vil-
lages, burn them and pursue those who had fled to the sur-
rounding areas with bladed weapons”.

Congo President Felix Tshisekedi, who took office in
January, is trying to restore stability to the country’s eastern
borderlands, a tinderbox of conflict among armed groups
over ethnicity, natural resources and political power. Several
rebel leaders have surrendered or been captured during his
first months in office, but armed violence has persisted, par-
ticularly in North Kivu province, south of Ituri, which is the
epicenter of a 10-month Ebola outbreak. — Reuters

Jihadist rocket kills 
12 civilians in Syria
DAMASCUS: Rocket fire has killed 12 civilians in a
regime-held village in northwestern Syria, state news
agency SANA has said blaming former Al-Qaeda affiliate
Hayat Tahrir Al-Sham for the attack. SANA said 15 people
were also wounded late Sunday in the attack on Al-Wadihi
village south of Aleppo city and said HTS, which controls
parts of Aleppo’s countryside as well as most of neighbor-
ing Idlib, was responsible. 

It published graphic pictures purporting to show some
of the victims in a hospital in the aftermath of the attack,
including of bandaged men and children lying on stretch-
ers, thick blankets covering their bodies. The Syrian
Observatory for Human Rights reported the same death
toll - saying five children were among those killed - and
also blamed jihadists based in rural Aleppo for the attack.
But the Britain-based monitor did not specify whether
HTS or other allied jihadist groups were responsible. The
attack came as Syrian government forces have been
locked in clashes with HTS fighters in nearby Hama
province. 

More than 35 combattants, mostly regime forces, were
killed on Saturday in battles in Hama’s countryside, accord-
ing to the Observatory. Parts of Aleppo, Hama and Idlib are
supposed to be protected from a massive regime offensive
by a buffer zone deal that Russia and Turkey signed in

September. But it was never fully implemented as jihadists
refused to withdraw from a planned demilitarized zone.

In January, HTS extended its administrative control over
the region, which includes most of Idlib province as well as
adjacent slivers of Latakia, Hama and Aleppo provinces.
The Syrian government and Russia have upped their bom-
bardment of the region since late April, killing nearly 400
civilians, according to the Observatory. Syria’s war has
killed more than 370,000 people and displaced millions
since it started in 2011 with the repression of anti-govern-
ment protests.  — AFP 

IHSIM: Photo shows damaged and destroyed buildings in
the town of Ihsim, in Syria’s Idlib region. — AFP 

MPONDWE: DR Congo nationals wash their clothes in the river of Lhubiriha at a non-gazetted crossing point in Mirami
village, near the Mpondwe border check point between Uganda and the Democratic Republic of Congo.  — AFP


