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ALGIERS: A vote on a new constitution in Alge-
ria in November marks a turning point for a
country that has been rocked by huge protests
and political upheaval and which is now strug-
gling to move on from the tumult. For President
Abdelmadjid Tebboune, adoption of the charter
would be a welcome new beginning after his
predecessor and many top officials were top-
pled by mass demonstrations last year.

For the “Hirak” opposition movement, the Nov
1 referendum will show what clout it still has, after
its protests ended the 20-year rule of veteran
leader Abdelaziz Bouteflika but failed to achieve
its ambitions of deeper change. The weekly mass
protests, which sought to sweep away the entire
ruling elite, were put on hold when the coron-
avirus pandemic reached the north African coun-
try in March. Abdelaziz Djerad, the prime
minister appointed by Tebboune in January, re-
cently told parliament the referendum should be
a “day for consensus” among all Algerians.

It fits with Tebboune’s narrative of the mass
demonstrations as a moment of national renewal
that ousted corrupt officials and, its ends
achieved, is now over. “Hirak demands are in the
new constitution. It is important to pass it,” Ab-
delhamid Si Afif, a senior ruling party member,
told Reuters. However, though it is now six
months since they last paraded through the
boulevards of central Algiers, prominent figures
in the leaderless opposition do not see it Teb-

boune’s way. Their goal was to force from power
the entire generation of officials that has ruled
since independence in 1963, along with the mil-
itary and security figures in the background
who, they say, pull the strings. Influential people
in the Hirak, such as Islam Benatia, see the con-
stitution as doing little to answer their demands
and the referendum as a tactic to sideline their
movement. “We are in a state of obstruction.
There is a lack of consensus over the constitu-
tion that will be submitted to referendum with-
out any real debate,” he said.

The disquiet among Hirak activists was only
strengthened on Tuesday when an appeals court
confirmed the jailing of journalist Khaled
Drareni, only reducing his sentence from three
years to two, for his role in the protests. Several
other prominent Hirak supporters have also
been imprisoned. Some in the movement see it
as a signal from the authorities that they will not
tolerate any resumption of protests. Internally,
Hirak supporters seem unsure whether to push
for more street demonstrations or seek other
ways of pressing their case.

Turnout key
Tebboune’s proposed constitution gives par-

liament more rights to open inquiries into govern-
ment work and limits the president to two terms
in office. It has passed a vote in parliament despite
some opposition. “We boycotted the vote... be-

cause there has been no debate. It is unacceptable
to pass it without discussion,” said Lakhdar
Benkhelaf, a leading member of the Front for Jus-
tice and Development, an Islamist party. Many
street protesters regard the constitution as irrel-

evant in any case - what matters is not so much the
laws as they are written, they say, as who enforces
them and how. It all points to a vote in November
much like that which took place in December when
Tebboune was elected.  — Reuters

Algerian referendum looms as a
test for president and opposition
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LONDON: Nearly two thirds of people in
leading Western European countries would
consider augmenting the human body with
technology to improve their lives, mostly to
improve health, according to research com-
missioned by Kaspersky. As humanity jour-
neys further into a technological revolution
that its leaders say will change every aspect
of our lives, opportunities abound to trans-
form the ways our bodies operate from
guarding against cancer to turbo-charging
the brain. 

The Opinium Research survey of
14,500 people in 16 countries including
Britain, Germany, France, Italy and Spain
showed that 63% of people would con-
sider augmenting their bodies to improve
them, though the results varied across Eu-
rope. In Britain, France and Switzerland,
support for augmentation was low - at just
25%, 32% and 36% respectively - while
in Portugal and Spain it was much higher
- at 60% in both. 

“Human augmentation is one of the most

significant technology trends today,” said
Marco Preuss, European director of global
research and analysis at Kaspersky, a
Moscow-based cybersecurity firm. “Aug-
mentation enthusiasts are already testing
the limits of what’s possible, but we need
commonly agreed standards to ensure aug-
mentation reaches its full potential while
minimizing the risks,” Preuss said.

Billionaire entrepreneur Elon Musk’s
neuroscience startup Neuralink last month
unveiled a pig named Gertrude that has had
a coin-sized computer chip in its brain for
two months, showing off an early step to-
ward the goal of curing human diseases
with the same type of implant. The survey
found that most people wanted any human
augmentation to work for the good of hu-
manity, though there were concerns that it
would be dangerous for society and open to
exploitation by hackers. The survey showed
the majority of people felt that only the rich
would be able to get access to human aug-
mentation technology. — Reuters

Navalny team says 
nerve agent found 
on water bottle
MOSCOW: The nerve agent used to poison
Russian opposition leader Alexei Navalny was
detected on an empty water bottle from his hotel
room in the Siberian city of Tomsk, suggesting
he was poisoned there and not at the airport as
first thought, his team said yesterday. Navalny
fell violently ill on a flight in Russia last month
and was airlifted to Berlin for treatment. Labo-
ratories in Germany, France and Sweden have
established he was poisoned by a Novichok
nerve agent, a poison developed by the Soviet
military, though Russia denies this and says it has
seen no evidence.

A video posted on Navalny’s Instagram ac-
count showed members of his team searching
the room he had just left in the Xander Hotel in
Tomsk on Aug. 20, an hour after they learned he
had fallen sick in suspicious circumstances. “It
was decided to gather up everything that could
even hypothetically be useful and hand it to the
doctors in Germany. The fact that the case would
not be investigated in Russia was quite obvious,”
the post said. The video of the abandoned hotel

room shows two water bottles on a desk, and an-
other on a bedside table. Navalny’s team, wear-
ing protective gloves, are seen placing items into
blue plastic bags. “Two weeks later, a German
laboratory found traces of Novichok precisely
on the bottle of water from the Tomsk hotel
room,” the post said. “And then more laborato-
ries that took analyses from Alexei confirmed
that that was what poisoned Navalny. Now we
understand: it was done before he left his hotel
room to go to the airport.”

Previously, Navalny’s aides had said they sus-
pected he had been poisoned with a cup of tea
he drank at Tomsk airport. Vladimir Milov, a for-
mer deputy energy minister and an ally of
Navalny, said his team had outmanoeuvred the
FSB security police with their quick thinking:
“They took the evidence from under their noses
and shipped it out of the country.” Navalny’s ally
Georgy Alburov told Reuters “the bottles flew
with Alexei” when he was airlifted to Germany
on Aug. 22.

Navalny is the most prominent political op-
ponent of President Vladimir Putin, even though
he has not been allowed to form his own party.
His investigations of official corruption, pub-
lished on YouTube and Instagram, have reached
audiences of many millions across Russia. Ger-
many, France, Britain and other nations have de-
manded explanations from Russia, and there
have been calls for new sanctions against
Moscow. — AFP

PARIS: Protesters take part in a demonstration in support of jailed Algerian journalist Khaled
Drareni in Paris. Drareni, 40, was sentenced in August to three years in jail for his coverage of
the mass protest movement that toppled Algeria’s longtime president last year. — AFP 
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The future is cyborg: Kaspersky study
finds support for human augmentation


