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ALGIERS: Mounting frustration at their ailing
president’s bid for a fifth term has brought pro-
testors to the streets in Algeria, where Abde-
laziz Bouteflika is the regime’s candidate for
April elections.  Bouteflika, in power for 20
years, has rarely been seen in public since a
2013 stroke. He is currently in Switzerland for
what his office calls “routine medical checks”.
Thousands have taken to the streets to protest
against the 81-year-
old’s candidacy in recent
days.

Did the government 
expect protests?
The authorities were

probably aware that a
bid for a fifth term
would be unpopular.
But it was difficult to
foresee how the nearly
unprecedented protests would escalate so
quickly.  Complacency may have set in because
Bouteflika’s successful 2014 bid was accepted
“relatively easily”, according to Louisa Dris-Ait
Hamadouche, who teaches political science at
the University of Algiers 3.

For Zoubir Arous, a sociologist at the Univer-
sity of Algiers 2, the architects of the bid for a
fifth term “have made a big error”. “They did not

anticipate that society had reached this level of
maturity and (political) consciousness,” he told
AFP.  The government’s stubbornness in sticking
with Bouteflika even amid protests “is an under-
estimation of the shockwave” already in motion,
Arous said. For fellow sociologist Nacer Djabi,
the regime did not see the protests coming be-
cause its leaders have “lived in isolation for 30
years and are cut off from the people”. 

Why have the protests
gained traction?

One major source of
anger is the humiliation
Algerians feel in seeing
their country’s image
defined by a head of
state whose speech is
impaired and only ap-
pears in public in a
wheelchair. Arous be-

lieves people are angry because Algeria has
“become the laughing stock of the world”.
Nacer Djabi argued citizens “accepted the
fourth term because they thought Bouteflika
would not die (in office) - but the fifth (term) is
too much”.  “Young people... who use social
networks see what is happening elsewhere, and
see the country’s humiliation”, he noted.  Dris-
Ait Hamadouche agrees that a sense of humili-

ation is palpable. With Algeria’s heavily oil-de-
pendent economy hit by tumbling crude prices,
Bouteflika’s fourth term has also been marred
by “an accumulation of frustrations”, she said.

She also thinks the much-mooted possibility
of the president’s brother Said becoming the
next president “is not an acceptable option for
Algerians”. “Even if democracy is not a very

rooted notion, Algeria is a republic” and not a
dynastic system, Dris-Ait Hamadouche said.  Fi-
nally, the “Bouteflika Generation”, born around
the president’s accession to power in 1999 and
the driving force of the protests, is too young to
have experienced the country’s devastating
1992-2002 civil war, which the authorities evoke
to discredit demonstrations. —AFP  

Frustration drives shockwave 
protests in streets of Algeria

Thousands takes to the streets against 81-year-old’s candidacy

ALGIERS: Algerian plain clothes police detain a protester participating in a rally organized by journalists
against alleged censorship of coverage of protests against a fifth term for veteran President Abdelaziz Boute-
flika yesterday.  —AFP

River flood swamps 
2,000 buildings in 
Northern California
LOS ANGELES: A rain-swollen river in Northern California
flooded about 2,000 homes and businesses on Wednesday along
a valley famous for its wineries and left residents of one town
stranded by high waters, officials said. Water rose to the roofs of
homes and submerged cars as the Russian River overflowed its
banks, forcing authorities in Sonoma County, about 70 miles (110
km) north of San Francisco, to order the evacuation of 3,600 peo-
ple, local authorities said.

Residents got around flooded towns in kayaks, an indication
that not everyone evacuated. Members of the National Guard and
local rescuers used helicopters, boats and high-clearance vehicles
to reach about 60 people who stayed behind and needed help, said
Barry Dugan, a spokesman for the Sonoma County emergency op-
erations center. Guerneville, a community of more than 4,500 peo-
ple that is the largest town in the flood zone, was cut off from other
areas by inundated roadways, the Sonoma County Sheriff’s Office
said on Twitter.

“I’ve been here 30 years. I’ve never seen it rain so hard,” said
Brian Gipson, director of marketing at the Farmhouse Inn hotel near
Guerneville, which evacuated guests after water flooded its car
park a third of a mile from the river. The evacuation orders affected
about two dozen communities stretching dozens of miles along the
river. The Russian River rose to more than 45 feet (13.7 metres) late
on Wednesday, well over flood stage of 32 feet (9.8 meters), Dugan
said. The river was expected to fall below flood stage at the end of
yesterday. —Reuters

Teenagers enslaved 
in Russia as sisters, 
leave as mothers
SHYMKENT: The story of 30-year-old Fatima Musabayeva, a Kazakh
survivor of modern-day slavery, appears to have a happy ending. Of sorts.
Eight years after escaping years of exploitation, Fatima lives in her own
freshly remodeled apartment, raises a son and runs a small business. She
went a long way to get where she is now.

In 2007, she and her sister Aliya travelled 2,000 miles from their home
in Shymkent, a quiet city in southern Kazakhstan, to Moscow, hoping for
jobs in a grocery shop. They ended up enslaved by the shop owners -
falling prey to a trade estimated by the United Nations to affect 40 million
people globally, trapped in forced labor and forced marriages. When the
sisters, with several other victims, escaped in the early 2010s, the scandal
made headlines and shocked Russia. It remains the country’s most high-
profile case of modern slavery. Dogged by discrimination, stigma, and
trauma, and in need of healthcare and housing, many survivors worldwide
struggle to cope in the aftermath of slavery. For those who are further
along the road to recovery, pursuing justice is paramount. Having rebuilt
their lives, Aliya and Fatima are now part of a lawsuit in the European Court
of Human Rights after all legal routes in Russia and Kazakhstan failed to
punish their former employers for enslaving and torturing them. Yet for-
getting the ordeal is as hard as winning justice. “The wound has started to
patch up,” Aliya said. “But it is far from completely healing.”

‘Young, clueless and broke’
The story began when Fatima, 18, and Aliya, 17, were to become home-

less after their father died and they faced eviction. “That’s when a friend
of mine told me her brother was working at a shop in Moscow, and sug-
gested we all go work there,” Fatima said.

“The friend said that ... we’ll be able to buy a car and a house. We were
young, clueless and broke. So we went.” She was to work as a cashier,

while Aliya would babysit the employer’s kids. They arrived to the jobs as
promised. But there was no pay, no freedom and dire living conditions. Fa-
tima and Aliya would work every day, sleep on the floor in the basement
with a dozen other workers and eat rotten food. Every misstep would lead
to punishment, beatings or rape. In 2009, Fatima tried to escape. She was
caught, assaulted and raped. Nine months later, she gave birth to her son,
Rinat, who was taken from her. Fatima ran away in 2010. She got to
Shymkent and immediately sought help for her sister and son. “I went to
the police, but they shrugged me off and said it’s not their jurisdiction,”
she said. “So, I went to our local TV station, and they sent me to this or-
ganization, Sana Sezim, that helps people like me.”

Woman of willpower
When Fatima contacted Sana Sezim - a women’s rights group that

helps trafficking victims - she had nowhere to live, but her main concern
was finding Rinat and bringing Aliya back, said Raushan Khudaishukurova,
program coordinator with the charity. “Her courage amazed me from the
start,” she said. “She was ready to do whatever it takes. Interrogations,
identification line-ups, interviews in front of cameras - anything.” Within
a week of filing an official complaint to the local police, Fatima’s former
employers released Rinat.

It took her another three years to rescue Aliya - after threats, surveil-
lance and temporary protection from the police. “For months, while my lit-
tle sister was still there, I couldn’t sleep at night,” Fatima said. She recalled
travelling back and forth between Moscow and Shymkent, trying to figure
out how to rescue Aliya. “I was very protective of her (in childhood); (I)
even fought boys in school who bullied her,” she added. Throughout those
tough years, Sana Sezim lawyers, psychologists and social workers sup-
ported Fatima.

They gave her a place to live, plus food and clothes, helped her get
back into college, nurse her malnourished son to health and apply for social
housing. Fatima was also struggling with trauma, typical for victims of slav-
ery. So for two years, psychologist Shakhnoza Khasanova, vice president
of Sana Sezim, counseled Fatima through her fears and stress, bolstering
her self-esteem. “Fatima’s exceptional determination, her willpower, helped
her get her sister back, build a relationship with her son and restore her
psychological health,” Khasanova said. —Reuters
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