
The biggest demonstrations in Algeria since the 2011
Arab Spring uprising have died down since the week-
end, but cracks are appearing within a ruling elite long

regarded as invincible. Ailing President Abdelaziz
Bouteflika’s offer on Sunday to limit his term after April’s
election took some of the steam out of the protests which
began late last month, although students and other young
people are still on the streets. Some officials from his ruling
FLN party joined tens of thousands of people who turned
out on Friday to call on Bouteflika, in power for 20 years, to
step down along with his inner circle.

Several public figures have announced their resignations in
a country where personnel changes normally take place behind
closed doors. “Our duty in this country is to listen, to listen and
to imbibe great wisdom to accompany this important social
movement for the future of our country,” Sidi Ahmed Ferroukhi,
a former minister, wrote on his Facebook account as he
announced his resignation from the FLN and parliament.

The FCE, a top business association whose leaders have
been long-time supporters of Bouteflika, has also seen resig-
nations in sympathy with the protesters, including of its vice
president Laid Benamor. He said the association had moved
away from its mission of helping to lead the country to a
brighter future. “Meeting this challenge requires the support
of the people too,” he said. “To run counter to the will of our
fellow citizens is ineptitude. A nonsense. It’s the negation of
our values and our history.”

An anonymous call for a general strike has gone largely
unheeded but the leadership faces another test - an online
call for a “march of 20 million” - this coming Friday. The so-
far been peaceful protests are unlikely to quickly unseat the
embattled president, one of the veterans of the 1954-1962
independence war against France who still dominate Algeria,
a major oil producer. But steady departures from his inner

circle as protests rage could make his position untenable,
raising concerns among army generals who have dark mem-
ories of the civil war which raged in the 1990s after Islamists
took up arms when the military cancelled elections they
were poised to win.

‘Not the military’s business’
“It (the army) will not interfere for now because it is up to

the civilian ruling elite to clean the mess. This is not the mili-
tary’s business,” said a retired general, speaking on condition
of anonymity due to sensitivities. “But it will not accept a
remake of the 1990s scenario.” Algeria’s army will guarantee
security and not allow a return to an era of bloodshed, its
chief of staff said on Tuesday. Gaed Salah referred to the
war, saying there were some parties he did not name which
wanted Algeria to return to the “years of pain”.

Bouteflika and his closest allies fired dozens of generals
last year to remove any possible opponents from the military
and previously took similar measures within the security
services. Protesters have praised the military, which has
stayed in barracks throughout the unrest. A former minister
expressed doubt that Algeria’s entire political establishment
would be dismantled, even if Bouteflika, is pushed out of
office. “Bouteflika’s men will leave, no doubt, but the political
system based on consensus among the ruling elite will stay
no doubt,” he said. “I can’t see an alternative to the system
which will be updated as usual to adapt to the changes and
demands of demonstrators.”

For years, rumors have swirled about potential successors
for Bouteflika, but no one credible has emerged who has the
backing of the army and elite and is not in their 70s or 80s.
The 82-year leader, in office since 1999, said on Sunday he
would run in the April 18 poll but call early elections to find a
successor after holding a national conference to discuss

reforms and a new constitution.
That message was sent by letter, highlighting the discon-

nect between the president and young Algerians, who
express their frustrations on social media. Bouteflika has not
spoken in public since suffering a stroke in 2013. He remains
at a hospital in Geneva for medical checks. Political sources
say he is believed to be accompanied by family members
including his younger brother Said, a former teacher and
unionist who is his advisor: Many Algerians believe he is
actually running the country.

“I am sure that the president is no longer ruling. So we
cannot accept this situation,” said one protestor. Bouteflika
managed to stay in power during the 2011 protests that top-
pled other Arab leaders because Algeria had plenty of for-
eign reserves to boost state spending and appease citizens.
Older Algerians still haunted by the civil war have tolerated
crackdowns on dissent in exchange for stability.

But young protesters have no real connection to the war
of independence that gives Algeria’s elderly leaders their cre-
dentials and, desperate for jobs, have lost patience. European
countries which value the north African country as a gas sup-
plier and security partner in a volatile region have largely
stayed silent. An exception is the former colonial power,
France, which has called for the vote to be held in best possi-
ble conditions. France has major business interests and is
home to a large Algerian community. “Abdelaziz Bouteflika:
Too little, too late,” French newspaper Le Monde commented
in an editorial. A joke circulating in Algiers this week summed
up the frustrations with the absent leader after one of his
aides presented his candidacy for the election in his place and
a report said he had sacked his campaign manager. “So we
have one Bouteflika in hospital in Geneva,” it went, “a second
Bouteflika who sacked his campaign manager and a third
who submits his candidacy.” —Reuters
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Chinese, local 
drones reflect 
changing Mideast 

Ever since 9/11, drones have been amongst the most visi-
ble, and often controversial, signs of American power in
the Middle East and beyond. But as regional powers

look to chart their own course, a new generation of cheaper
unmanned aerial vehicles - Chinese or locally built, with far
fewer restrictions on their use - are taking to the skies. The
last five years have seen a dramatic rise in their use. Forbidden
to purchase weapons-carrying US drones due to export
restrictions, several countries - particularly Iraq, United Arab
Emirates and Saudi Arabia - have bought armed Chinese
models and use them extensively in action. 

Turkey - increasingly isolated from other Middle East
powers and with its own spats with Washington and Beijing -
has invested heavily in building its own, its latest model carry-
ing out its first combat strike in January. So has Iran, lifting
technical secrets from captured US and Israeli drones and
providing UAVs to non-state groups, including Hezbollah in
Lebanon and Syria, and the Houthis in Yemen. 

The latter have used them to target government bases, and
claimed July and August 2018 attacks on major UAE airports
in Abu Dhabi and Dubai. Independent observers doubt the
latter drone attacks really happened, an indication of just how
opaque this unmanned warfare can become. In the skies over
Yemen, Saudi and UAE drones may already be more plentiful
than their US counterparts, as Washington pulls back its
involvement in the conflict following the killing of Saudi jour-
nalist Jamal Khashoggi.  According to the New America think-
tank, February was the first month in which not a single US
drone strike was reported in Yemen. The United States
stopped refuelling Saudi and UAE warplanes targeting Yemen
last year, and now seems to be scaling down its strikes there
against Al-Qaeda and associated groups as well. Commercial
satellite footage published last year by Bard College’s Center
for the Study of the Drone showed armed Chinese-built CH-
4B and Wing Loong II drones operating from Jizan Air Base in
southern Saudi Arabia. 

The unmanned aircraft - believed to be both Saudi and
Emirati - appeared to be operating in tandem with unarmed
US-built Predators also acquired by both nations. Because the
United States deems Chinese technology a security risk, the
Chinese systems cannot interface with the US-built platforms
that many Middle Eastern states - including Iraq, UAE and
Saudi - remain heavily reliant on. That makes it much harder to
integrate the video footage and intelligence they gather into
US and Western-linked command chains, such as those used
to coordinate the fight against Islamic State. 

Less scrutiny 
For regional governments, this brings what may be a tacit

advantage - the activities of Chinese-made drones are much
less likely to be scrutinized closely by Western advisers.
Beijing puts much fewer constraints on their use - and may
well be keen to see how they fare in combat. While the
People’s Liberation Army has used drones extensively for
reconnaissance, the only time Chinese-built drones have fired
munitions in anger appears to be in the Middle East. Some
have done so heavily. 

A December report by the London-based Royal United
Services Institute said Iraq’s estimated five Chinese-built CH-
4Bs had chalked up some 260 strikes between them up to
mid-2018, primarily against Islamic State. The UAE’s Chinese-
built drones are believed to have been used in politically con-
troversial strikes in Libya, possibly flying from Egyptian bases.
They are also believed responsible for an April strike on the
Houthi-held city of Hodeida that killed top political figure
Saleh Al-Samad and others.  Clearly, Beijing sees drone
exports as an increasingly significant part of its military-diplo-
matic toolkit, particularly when it comes to countries frustrat-
ed by US limits on how they can use American weapons. In
October, China’s “Global Times” reported the sale of Wing
Loong II drones to Pakistan. This January, Chinese media
reported the first test flights of a more advanced variant, the
Wing Loong ID, also slated for export. 

The Chinese-Saudi relationship appears to be deepening
particularly quickly. Last month, Crown Prince Mohammed bin
Salman visited China as part of a wider tour of Asia, meeting
Premier Xi Xinping and signing a $10 billion investment deal.
He also pointedly supported China in its crackdown on ethnic
Muslim Uighurs in its northwest, where a UN panel said last
year up to one million people have been interned in “reeduca-
tion” camps. 

Mysterious ‘swarm’ 
Not all regional powers appear open to buying Chinese,

however. Turkey - increasingly at loggerheads with the United
States, Saudi Arabia and lately China over the Uighur intern-
ments - has ploughed considerable resources into building its
own armed drones. In January, its ANKA-S UAV carried out
its first combat sortie, while earlier types have become a main-
stay of Turkish military strikes against Kurdish militia and oth-
er targets. While Beijing only sells large military drones to fel-
low governments, much smaller Chinese commercial drones
are also common on many battlefields, often adapted to carry
grenades or other explosives. Islamic State used them exten-
sively during the battle of Mosul and elsewhere. 

The origin of other UAVs is more opaque still - particularly
a swarm of small drones that Russia says attacked one of its
bases in Syria in Jan 2018. While the drones looked home-
made and primitive, Russia says they contained unusually
advanced technology. It accused the United States of coordi-
nating the attack, which Washington denied. Even when the
United States was the only nation operating drones in the
Middle East, getting to the bottom of their activities was hard
enough. As UAVs get smaller, smarter, and otherwise more
powerful, it will only get more difficult. —Reuters

Colombia wants 
to break its coffee 
free from NYSE 

Colombia’s coffee may be known as
the best in the world, but that
doesn’t mean the South American

country can ask top dollar for it. Coffee
prices are regulated by the New York
Stock Exchange, which growers blame for
the crash that has devastated their indus-
try. “We want to offer our coffee at a fair
price, which covers the production costs
and a reasonable profit,” Jose Sierra, man-
ager of the National Coffee Growers
Federation (FNC), told AFP.

The problem is that being tied to a stock
exchange not only restricts the ability to set
your own prices, but also leaves you at the
mercy of traders. “Stock market speculators
who buy coffee securities... can dump them
the moment they like, which then sends the
price tumbling to the floor,” said Sierra.
“That’s why we want to stop using the New
York price as a reference.”

Colombia is the third largest coffee pro-
ducer in the world, after Brazil and
Vietnam, and number one amongst those
known for their high quality soft beans. The
international reference price for coffee has
dropped from a high of $1.5 per pound in
2016 to less than a dollar in February. And
while Colombian coffee has a 20-cent pre-
mium due to its high quality, that’s not
enough.

‘Dramatic situation’ 
“I’ve never seen such a dramatic situa-

tion as this,” said Sierra, who has been
FNC’s manager for 25 years. “They’re pay-
ing us 640,000 pesos for a 125kg shipment
of coffee and the production costs are
790,000 pesos,” said Sierra. That’s a loss
of $53.60 for every transaction. The price
crash is also a result of surplus. According
to the International Coffee Organization
(OIC), production-measured in 60-kilo-
gram bags - in 2018/19 should hit 167 mil-
lion bags compared to the expected world-
wide consumption of 165 million.

At $1.20 per pound the current price for
Colombian coffee is less than the $1.40 it
fetched in 1983, said Fernando Morales-De
La Cruz, from the Cafe for Change organi-
zation campaigning for a greater distribu-
tion of coffee profits going to those work-
ing in its production. He says that a pound
of coffee produces 55 cups, but while “the
consumer pays $1-$3, depending on the

country, for a cup of coffee, the producer
is sacrificing the value of his land.”

The FNC says the coffee market gener-
ates around $200 billion a year, but produc-
ers see only 10 percent of that. In order to
break away from the stock exchange,
Colombia needs to find allies amongst other
soft coffee producers in Central America
and Africa whose quality would allow them
to negotiate their own prices, the FNC says.
Colombian coffee has been priced on the
New York Stock Exchange for decades, and
such a radical change must first find
approval amongst the country’s coffee
growers. If such a consensus is found, it
would then need to be discussed at the OIC
meeting at the end of March in Kenya and
then a meeting of producers in Brazil in July.

Top export 
In Colombia, 540,000 families work in

the coffee sector. It’s the country’s top
export, ahead of oil and mining. The gov-
ernment has announced some drastic
measures to help, including the revision of
debts, potential refinancing, support to
purchase fertilizers and the renovation of
coffee plantations, while also reactivating a
subsidies fund. But the coffee growers
insist it’s not enough. “Coffee growers
should be paid more than three times the
current price,” said Morales-De La Cruz.

He says coffee producers need to
organize themselves into an equivalent of
the Organization of the Petroleum
Exporting Countries (OPEC), which sets its
own prices and coordinates production.
Only then could Colombia reap the
rewards of its prime export. “Colombia’s
soft coffee is the best of its type in the
world,” said Sierra. “Those who want to
drink a cup of soft coffee should recognize
its value” and pay a price that providers
producers with “a worthy profit”.  —AFP
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Cracks in elite as Bouteflika buys time
Algerian anti-riot police stand guard during a demonstration in the northern coastal city of Oran on Tuesday against President Abdelaziz Bouteflika’s bid for a fifth term. —FP

In this file photo taken on July 27, 2017, a
coffee picker collects coffee in the moun-
tains near Ciudad Bolivar, Antioquia depart-
ment, Colombia. —AFP

Origin and
species: Fighting
logging with 
science 

Atimeworn laboratory in Britain’s Royal
Botanic Gardens may not seem like the
obvious epicenter of efforts to halt

international illegal logging. Beakers bubble
away on a hotplate, while suspect guitars that
have been sent by customs officials for testing
sit on top of shelves lined with tattered old
journals and reference books in a multitude of
languages. But scientists at the Wood Anatomy
Laboratory, part of the research center at the
gardens in Kew, southwest London, are work-
ing on a new global project to help precisely
identify the origin and species of timber.

Illegal logging is estimated to account for 15
to 30 percent of all timber traded worldwide,
according to Interpol, with an estimated annual
value of $51 billion to $152 billion in 2017. Much
of the import and export business relies on
paper trails for verification. However experts
hope that their new project can, in future, pro-
vide enforcement agencies with some hard sci-
ence that can quickly identify through checks
whether a wood species is as claimed, and
exactly where it was grown. “I’m hoping it will
really help to reduce illegal logging,” said Peter
Gasson, the Kew institution’s research leader in
wood and timber.

‘Comprehensive library’ 
Chunks of wood from Laos are stacked in a

pile, alongside other slices of timber with yellow
sticky notes identifying them. The laboratory’s
samples originate from far and wide and some
date back well over a century. Lying around
besides the Leica and Nikon microscopes is a
piece of African blackwood collected during
British explorer David Livingstone’s Zambezi
expedition, dated 1860. There is method however
in the apparent miscellany at one of the world’s
largest wood sample collections.

Six chests of drawers hold 100,000 micro-
scope slides of fragments, sorted in Latin by
family, genus and then species. Each specimen
contains three different slices through the wood:
transverse, tangential and radial. “We’re trying
to build up and future-proof the reference col-
lection of wood samples of all the commercial
timbers used in the world,” said Gasson. “We
want a big, comprehensive library - and that’s
going to take a long time,” added the expert,
who started his life’s work in the Kew lab as a
student in 1977.

Accurate to 10 km
While the Kew experts have the know-how

to identify the species, they need help pinpoint-
ing where the tree originates, an expertise being
provided by a separate partner team in northern
England. By combining the wood analysis at
Kew with isotope testing of different timbers in
Yorkshire, the project should provide law
enforcement agencies with a key tool to help
rapidly establish whether the timber has come
from legal sources.

Kew will be able to determine the species of
wood and the so-called stable isotope testing -
looking at the chemical composition within the
wood and patterns reflecting local rainfall and
prevailing winds - can identify where the tree was
grown. The project is also in partnership with the
Forest Stewardship Council (FSC), a not-for-
profit body certifying sustainably-managed
forests around the world which account for about
10 percent of the planet’s productive forests.

The 200 million hectares of FSC-certified
forests hold around 2,000 species and the
Germany-based organization will be collecting
geo-referenced samples to start amassing the
database for use in fighting illegal logging.
Michael Marus, FSC chief information officer
and information technology director, said: “The
science is there; what is needed is reference
samples from forests which contain location
data. “Complex compounds create a type of
isotope fingerprint that can be measured and
obtained,” he told AFP. “The science can get us
down to even 10 kilometres to the source of
something.”

These scientific tools could help save forests
that are crucial for environmental, economic and
social sustainability, and combating climate
change and biodiversity loss. Marus noted that if
law enforcement agencies can rule out wood
from certified legal origins, resources could be
freed up to target illegal imports and exports.
“Illegal logging is one of the most massive global
forest-related problems,” he said. —AFP

Peter Gasson, research leader in wood and
timber, poses with wood used for DNA
sampling at Kew Gardens laboratory in
west London on Feb 19, 2019. —AFP


