
ALGIERS: Suffering from lack of work and afford-
able housing, Nasredine and 40 of his relatives live
squeezed into a three-room flat in a poverty-hit hous-
ing project outside Algeria’s capital. On Friday, just
like last week, the 28-year-old planned on taking to
the streets with friends to march against the “system
and injustice” after a decision by ailing President
Abdelaziz Boutefl ika to stand for a f ifth term
unleashed pent-up ire. 

Just outside the city cen-
tre of Algiers, the graffiti-
strewn streets of the hous-
ing project are filled with
pot holes and there are no
squares of parks. In a coun-
try where half the popula-
tion is under 30, there is lit-
tle to occupy Nasredine
and his friends. Instead they
spend their ample free time
on social media, where calls
for rallies saw tens of thou-
sands defy a ban on
protests in Algiers last week and pour onto the streets. 

The scale of those demonstrations took many in
Algeria by surprise, and they were followed by smaller
protests. On Friday, demonstrators geared up to march
against Bouteflika’s bid to hold onto power at an April
18 election, but also against “the system” as a whole. In
the lead-up to those rallies, youth in the project have
prepared their gear: a national flag along with water
and vinegar to treat the effects of tear gas. 

‘We can’t take it anymore’ 
The youngest of 12 children, Nasredine lives in the

tiny apartment with his parents and siblings, along with

their spouses and children.  At night, they sleep “like in
prison, lined up next to each other... no intimacy is pos-
sible”, he says, refusing to give his surname. He would
know about prison. He’s been locked up twice for a
total of eight months after trying to scratch out a living
as a “parkingueur” like many other of the country’s
unemployed. 

A common sight on the streets of Algiers, drivers pay
these informal attendants a nominal fee to watch over

their parked cars. “You
express yourself, you go to
jail. You try to cobble
(together a living) doing odd
jobs, you go to jail... we can’t
take it anymore,” says
Nasredine. His friend
Youssef, 34, recently
secured a job as a security
agent after long years of
unemployment.  

But he sti l l  can’t find
housing. He shares one of
four rooms in his family’s

flat with his wife and two children. The 16 other mem-
bers of his family live in the remaining three. Despite
the many government-sponsored social housing proj-
ects established over Bouteflika’s 20 years in power,
Algeria is still suffering from a housing crisis. The rea-
son is simple, say Nasredine and his friends. No bribe,
no social housing. 

‘Against the system’ 
Abdenour, a 29-year-old hairdresser, cuts hair on

credit for his friends, including Nasredine. He regrets
that Bouteflika has used “the people’s money to build
just for show the largest mosque” in the world in

Algiers, after those in the Muslim holy cities of Mecca
and Medina in Saudi Arabia. That money should have
been used to build hospitals, the group of friends say,
noting that their leaders, including Bouteflika, seek
treatment abroad. 

The ailing head-of-state flew to Switzerland on
Sunday for what the presidency called “routine medical
checks” and has not yet returned. Bouteflika uses a
wheelchair and has rarely been seen in public since suf-
fering a stroke in 2013. “We’re not against him, he’s
sick, he’s resting. But we’re against the system,” says
Youssef. For them, “the worst” is when they hear some

leaders “say that people are happy and want Bouteflika
to stay” in power.

“That’s wrong!” the group of friends cries-adamant
that none of them are happy. “Lack of hope” has
pushed many young Algerians to opt for illegal bids to
Europe, drugs or radical Islamism, says sociologist
Nacer Djabi. Amine, a 23-year-old welder who’s been
out of work for four years, says he’d jump at the first
chance to cross the Mediterranean on a makeshift boat.
“There is no future in Algeria,” he says. “(Only) if the
entire system is removed... then I would have some
hope and I could stay”. — AFP 
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No bribe, no 
social housing

Anger, bleak prospects, poverty fire 
protest mood for young Algerians

Tens of thousands defy a ban on protests in Algiers

ORAN: Algerians shout slogans and raise signs and national flags as they protest outside the city hall in the
northern coastal city of Oran, about 410 kilometers west of the capital Algiers during a rally against ailing
President Abdelaziz Bouteflika’s bid for a fifth term in power. — AFP 

Who owns the fight
for LGBT+ rights in
the Arab world?
BEIRUT: Westerners shouldn’t be writing the Arab
LGBT+ “narrative”, activists said on Friday, even
while applauding Luxembourg’s gay prime minis-
ter’s confrontational remarks at a summit between
European Union and Arab League leaders. Xavier
Bettel, speaking in a closed session, called out
homophobia in the Arab world by telling the dele-
gates that his marriage to a man could lead to his
execution in some of the nations represented in
Sharm el-Sheikh, Egypt, this week.

The remarks were greeted with “icy silence from
some, quiet joy from others,” according to a tweet
by a German journalist who attended the meeting at
Egypt’s Red Sea resort. LGBT+ relationships are
illegal across most of the Middle East and North
Africa, and gay people often risk fines, jail and even
the possibility of death, according to the charity
Human Rights Watch.

Tarek Zeidan, executive director of Lebanese
LGBT+ rights group Helem, said it is positive that
LGBT+ issues in the Arab world were being talked
about at big event - but he does not believe a
Westerner should be leading the conversation. “It is
a very gray area - my gut feeling is that if you are
going to Egypt on a global stage and do not men-
tion human rights abuses then you are complicit,”
he told the Thomson Reuters Foundation by phone.
“But, do I like the fact that we have to rely on a
European politician to speak on our behalf ...
agency is important.”

Zeidan said it is difficult to categorize Bettel’s
comments as “good or bad”, but he did not believe
the prime minister’s remarks will cause “extra harm”
for the LGBT+ community in Egypt and the Arab
world. “The idea that his remarks will make things
worse for the LGBT community in the Arab world
and for places like Egypt is ludicrous, because
things are incredibly bad already,” he said. In
Egypt, homosexuality is not explicitly criminalized,
but LGBT+ people have long been targeted under
laws on “debauchery”.

Noor, an Egyptian LGBT+ activist who declined
to use her real name for safety reasons, was happy
that Bettel took the opportunity to confront Arab
leaders at an event in the global spotlight. “It is a
good step to show these leaders that LGBT identity
and sexual orientation - it’s part of the daily life of
any person, so it’s not something isolated,” she said.
A gay Qatari man, who declined to be named for
reasons of safety, said the Arab leaders should be
held liable for their treatment of LGBT+ people,
but Westerners, and Western leaders should not be
“driving the narrative”. —Reuters

Somalia vows
crackdown 
after deadly
siege kills 20
MOGADISHU: At least 20 people died
in an attack in the Somali capital
Mogadishu, which saw Al-Shabaab
insurgents battling security forces for
nearly 24 hours before the siege ended,
officials said yesterday. As the standoff
ended, the government vowed to step
up efforts to fight the jihadists, with the
deadly siege the latest in a long line of
bombing and assaults claimed by the
Al-Qaeda-linked group. “The Somali
government will never stop its war on
Al-Shabaab, our aim is to be done with
them, whatever the cost,” Prime
Minister Hassan Ali  Khaire told
reporters late on Friday.

The premier also praised the courage
of the elite soldiers who he said had res-
cued 35 civilians used as “human shields”
by the assailants. The attack began on
Thursday evening at around 1800 GMT,
when a Shabaab militant in a car blew
himself up, causing a huge blast that

ripped the front off a major hotel and left
several cars in flames on the busy street.
Other fighters then stormed inside a
building housing a restaurant, where they
were quickly surrounded by police.

Medics pulled five bodies from the
wreckage immediately after the explo-
sion, but the recovery of more bodies
was blocked for hours by the ensuing
fighting. Sporadic shooting continued
until officials finally declared an end to
the siege late Friday afternoon. “Our
teams have recovered one more dead
body after the operation was over and
this makes the overall number of the con-
firmed dead 20,” Aamin Ambulance
director Abdikadir Abdirahman said yes-
terday. At least 112 people were admitted
to the city’s three main hospitals, medical
sources said.

‘Martyrdom-seeking’ attack
At a press conference, Somali security

forces held up photos showing the
alleged bodies of four of the attackers. In
a statement posted on a pro-Shabaab
website, the militants confirmed that four
of their number had been killed, adding
that others had managed to escape. It
said the fighters waged a “martyrdom-
seeking” operation against a “luxury
hotel inhabited by government officials
and security service officers”. Witnesses
said the initial car bomb attack occurred

as the street was filled with people relax-
ing after a day at work. The explosion
was so powerful that it tossed several
vehicles into the air that then burst into
flames. “The whole area was in flames,”
said Abdisamed Mohamed, a witness. 

The Shabaab emerged out of the
Islamic courts system that once con-
trolled central and southern Somalia. The
group is believed to have between 5,000

and 9,000 men. In 2010, the Shabaab
declared its allegiance to Al-Qaeda. The
following year, its fighters were chased
out of Mogadishu by the 22,000-strong
African Union peace-enforcement mis-
sion, AMISOM. They have since lost
many of their strongholds but retain con-
trol of large rural swathes of the country
and continue to wage a guerrilla war, fre-
quently hitting Mogadishu. — AFP 

MOGADISHU: A backhoe loader clean the street outside the Maka Al-Mukarama
hotel in the Somalia capital after a car bomb exploded, killing at least five people
and wounding 25 others. — AFP 

Netanyahu defiant
after decision to
indict him ahead 
of polls
JERUSALEM: Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu’s
long reign atop Israeli politics has earned him the nick-
name “King Bibi,” but a decision ahead of April elec-
tions to indict him on corruption charges may be his
biggest challenge yet. After Israel’s attorney general
announced Thursday night he intended to charge the
prime minister with bribery, fraud and breach of trust
pending a hearing, Netanyahu showed characteristic
defiance in a televised statement.

He blamed his political opponents for what he called
a “witch hunt” intended to force him from office-
though he appointed the attorney general who issued
the decision. In the 20-minute statement, a campaign
banner reading “Netanyahu Strong Right” behind him,
he called the investigations a “house of cards” meant to
“influence the elections.” “Netanyahu will not resign,”
said Ilan Greilsammer, political science professor at the
University of Tel Aviv.

“There is a family-like culture in Israel, and for
Likud’s electoral base, Netanyahu is family,” he said of
the premier’s right-wing party. Netanyahu is not legally
required to resign if indicted, only if convicted with all
appeals exhausted. But the announcement by Attorney
General Avichai Mandelblit comes with Netanyahu fac-
ing a serious challenge from a centrist political alliance
led by former armed forces chief of staff Benny Gantz
in an April 9 general election. Should he win in April, he
will be on track to surpass founding father David Ben-
Gurion’s record of more than 13 years in office.

‘Mr Security’ 
The burly 69-year-old with his familiar grey comb-

over has entrenched himself at the top so firmly he has
been labeled “King Bibi”, his nickname dating to child-
hood. Few doubt his political effectiveness. Much of his

popularity has to do with another nickname-”Mr
Security”-in a country where such issues are always on
voters’ minds. He has sought to discredit Gantz in part
by calling him a “weak” leftist despite his military back-
ground and the fact that his alliance features three for-
mer armed forces chiefs of staff.

Netanyahu frequently highlights Israel’s actions
against Iran in Syria, a reference to hundreds of air
strikes there against his country’s main enemy and
Tehran-backed Hezbollah. He often seeks to avoid talk-
ing about the Palestinians apart from security opera-
tions, with prominent members of his right-wing coali-
tion openly ruling out a two-state solution. Netanyahu
was born in 1949 in the then-nascent state of Israel
around a year and a half after it was created. He and his
wife Sara have two sons, and he has a daughter from a
previous marriage. The son of a history professor
active in Israeli right-wing politics, Netanyahu grew up
partly in the United States.

He attended the prestigious Massachusetts Institute
of Technology, and with his fluent, American-accented
English would appear on television speaking forcefully
in defense of Israel. He performed his Israeli military
service with an elite unit and was wounded in combat,
but another family member’s service may have affected
him more deeply. In 1976, his brother Yonatan died in
an Israeli commando raid to rescue hostages in
Uganda. Netanyahu has called the operation “a very
dramatic national experience” and “one of great per-
sonal consequence.” — AFP 

Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu

Bandits kill 32 in 
northern Nigeria
KANO: At least 32 local vigilantes have been
killed in northwestern Nigeria in the latest attack
by criminal gangs that terrorize the region, wit-
nesses said yesterday.  Gunmen on motorcycles
opened fire on a group of militia manning an anti-
bandit checkpoint late on Thursday near Kware
village in Shinkafi district, Zamfara state. “We
recovered 32 bodies of the vigilantes after the
attack by the bandits,” Sukaiman Shuaibu, a local
chief in the area said.

“The death toll may rise because many people
are still unaccounted for and search teams are
combing the bush for more bodies,” Shuaibu
added. The attack occurred days after 27 people
were killed in raids on four villages in the region.
The vigilantes who were killed on Thursday were
part of a militia force providing security for traders
in the area, Kware resident Alu Wadatau said. 

“The bandits came in large numbers around
3:30 pm (1430GMT) and opened fire on the vigi-
lantes,” said Wadatau. “They killed 32 people on
the spot and injured many others.” Zamfara state
police spokesman Mohammed Shehu confirmed
the attack but declined to give details. Farming and
herding communities in Zamfara state have long
been terrorized by gangs who raid villages, stealing
cattle and kidnapping residents for ransom.

The repeat attacks prompted villages to form
local vigilante groups for protection, but they have
been accused of extrajudicial killings of suspected
bandits, leading to reprisals. Last week residents of
Danjibga village in Zamfara killed 59 bandits who
attempted to raid the village. Zamfara is a political
stronghold for President Muhammadu Buhari, who
carried the state in last week’s presidential election
that handed him a second four-year term. He has
pledged to continue confronting Nigeria’s many
security crises, while giving few specifics. — AFP 


