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About the EMBRACE project

The EMBRACE research project (2022-2025) collects evidence-based knowledge on the
obstacles to democratisation and ways to overcome them in five regions of the European
neighbourhood: Southern Caucasus, Eastern Europe, Western Balkans, Middle East and North
Africa. Its aim is to strengthen the capacity of policy-makers and pro-democracy forces to
develop effective strategies to promote democratic progress in the European neighbourhood.
In addition to research reports and policy briefs, new policy tools for EUDP practitioners and
pro-democracy activists are developed based on the project’s findings.

The EMBRACE consortium consists of 14 partner organisations based in 13 countries, and
places particular emphasis on locally-led research with deep contextual familiarity and
stakeholder access within the regions under study. It brings together partners with unique and
complementary strengths as well as shared areas of interest, in order to foster joint learning
and development.

Empirical data was gathered in twelve case study countries through a variety of research
approaches, investigating episodes of political closure and opening to identify, analyse and
explain behavioural, institutional and structural blockages, and the conditions under which
they can be overcome. A new quantitative dataset was generated on the larger trends of EU
Democracy Promotion and its effects on democratisation over the last two decades in all 23
neighbours.

The research is structured around four thematic clusters: the re-configurations for democratic
policy shifts after popular uprisings; democratisation and economic modernisation in
authoritarian and hybrid regimes; the nexus between democratisation and peace; and the
geopolitics of EUDP and the competition that the EU encounters in its democracy promotion
efforts.
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1 Introduction

The Hirak movement (2019-2021) represented an unprecedented moment of mass
mobilization in Algeria, challenging not only the rule of former President Abdelaziz Bouteflika
but also the structural foundations of the country’s military-dominated political system. While
the movement’s initial demands focused on rejecting a fifth presidential term, its scope
quickly expanded, articulating broader calls for institutional change, an end to elite political
and economic domination, and a restructuring of the state-society relationship. However,
despite the unprecedented scale of these mobilizations, the Algerian regime neither collapsed
nor enacted significant democratic reforms. Instead, it has successfully reconfigured its
governance strategy by selectively integrating, neutralizing, or disqualifying different
segments of opposition, maintaining its control without relying solely on repression, thus
creating a renewed segmented social contract.

The Algerian regime has also leveraged its strategic partnerships with international actors,
particularly the European Union (EU), to reinforce its authoritarian adaptation. While the EU
has long framed its relationship with Algeria as a means of promoting stability, economic
cooperation, and democratic governance, European diplomatic and economic support has
unintentionally strengthened the segmented authoritarian social contract. The Algerian state
has instrumentalized this engagement to consolidate authoritarian governance rather than to
facilitate political liberalization. This contradiction, between European economic and technical
support and the regime’s internal authoritarian consolidation, raises fundamental questions
about the unintended role of international actors in stabilizing authoritarian social practices.

Drawing on extensive fieldwork conducted between 2019 and 2024, combining interviews,
digital ethnography and policy analysis, this policy brief explores the role of the European
Union in Algeria and assesses how the country’s leadership has leveraged international
cooperation while resisting democratization pressures.

2 The EU’s Role in Selective Co-optation and Governance
Modernization

European funding for good governance programs, administrative reforms, and economic
cooperation has largely benefited regime-aligned technocrats and economic elites (Barbieux
2004; Benantar 2018), reinforcing segmentation rather than fostering pluralistic governance.
While the EU has continued to invest in state-led projects aimed at modernizing Algeria’s
governance structures (European Commission 2024), these initiatives have primarily
strengthened the executive apparatus rather than opening democratic spaces.
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vy

# EU-funded administrative and legal modernization projects have facilitated the training
and expansion of a technocratic class loyal to the regime, ensuring that governance
reforms remain within state-controlled limits.

. Financial aid for institutional strengthening has been directed towards state-affiliated
bodies, rather than supporting independent civil society or opposition-linked groups.

vy

. The EU’s preference for regime stability over political liberalization has allowed Algeria to
selectively absorb external support while blocking substantive democratic reforms.

As noted by a policy expert specializing in EU-Algeria relations during interviews: “The EU
operates on the assumption that gradual governance improvements will lead to
democratization. In reality, these programs provide the Algerian state with resources to
reinforce its control mechanisms, ensuring that institutional modernization benefits the ruling
elite rather than the broader political landscape.”

By engaging in selective institutional partnerships, the Algerian regime has reinforced its
ability to co-opt certain actors while systematically excluding independent opposition forces.

3 Legal and Political Segmentation Through External Legitimacy

One of the key ways in which Algeria has sustained its segmented authoritarian governance is
by leveraging sovereignty discourse to resist political conditionality from the EU. Unlike other
North African states that have, at times, accepted democratic conditions in exchange for
economic support, Algeria has strategically negotiated its engagement to ensure minimal
interference in its internal political order.

e

« Algeria has consistently rejected EU demands for political reforms, insisting on non-
interference in its sovereign affairs while still securing economic and technical cooperation
(Celenk 2009).

. Legal insulation from external pressures has been achieved through diplomatic
negotiations that decouple economic engagement from governance accountability.

vy

«# The state portrays EU democracy promotion efforts as neocolonial interference,
reinforcing nationalist narratives that justify the criminalization of externally supported
civil society actors.

A former diplomat based in Brussels described the EU’s dilemma: “The EU is caught between
its commitment to democracy promotion and its geopolitical interests. Algeria exploits this by



(7 EMBRACE

positioning itself as a regional stability provider, ensuring that European partners prioritize
security and economic cooperation over political liberalization.”

This strategic bargaining has allowed Algeria to further entrenching elite blockage and
insulating the regime from external democratization pressures.

4 Economic and Energy-Based Segmentation: The EU’s Role in
Reinforcing Rentier Stability

Algeria’s economic model has long been characterized by hydrocarbon dependency, a reality
that has shaped its relationship with the EU. The European energy crisis following the war in
Ukraine has further strengthened Algeria’s bargaining power (Mezran and Varvelli 2022),
reducing EU leverage over domestic governance issues and reinforcing economic
segmentation strategies (Werenfels and Colombo 2022).

vy

. EU-Algeria energy partnerships have solidified rentier state dynamics, allowing the regime
to use increased hydrocarbon revenues to sustain economic clientelism and selective
redistribution.

vy

./ Trade agreements have favoured state-aligned economic actors, ensuring that business
opportunities linked to European investments remain concentrated among regime-
affiliated elites.

e

 The absence of conditionality in EU-Algeria economic relations has enabled the Algerian
state to sustain its segmented economic order, where certain social groups benefit from
economic privileges while others remain structurally excluded.

An economic analyst specializing in North African trade observed: “European reliance on
Algerian gas means Brussels has little leverage to push for democratic reforms. Instead,
economic engagement reinforces the existing political order, where elite networks control
access to economic opportunities while political opposition remains systematically excluded.”

By integrating external economic resources into its domestic segmentation model, the
Algerian state ensures that the political economy of repression is sustained through
international partnerships rather than disrupted by them.

5 Conclusion and recommendations

Rather than acting as a force for democratization, EU-Algeria relations have unintentionally

reinforced the segmented authoritarian social contract, sustaining elite blockage and
5
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preventing meaningful political transformation. Through selective co-optation, legal
insulation, and energy-based economic segmentation, Algeria has successfully engaged with
international actors in ways that consolidate rather than challenge its internal authoritarian
adaptation.

Looking ahead, Algeria's external insulation strategy, which has leveraged international
partnerships to reinforce domestic control, faces potential long-term challenges that could
destabilize the segmentation model. As Europe pursues energy transition policies that reduce
dependence on Algerian gas (Parchimowicz 2023), Algeria's geopolitical leverage will likely
diminish, potentially exposing the regime to greater external scrutiny regarding the efficiency
of its governance. Ongoing tensions with Morocco, instability in Libya, and Sahel security
challenges may force the reallocation of resources toward military spending, reducing funds
available for domestic co-optation mechanisms. Changes in international policies toward
authoritarian regimes could increase external pressure on Algeria's governance model. As a
diplomatic analyst observed: “For now, Europe values stability over democratization, but if
economic or security priorities shift, Algeria could face increased external pressure.” While
international engagement has thus far reinforced segmented authoritarianism, shifting
geopolitical conditions suggest that external insulation may not remain indefinitely
sustainable.

Recommendations for the European Union:

vy

# Shift from state-centric to society-centric engagement: The EU should redirect funding
and technical assistance toward independent civil society organizations, media outlets,
and grassroots movements rather than exclusively partnering with regime-aligned
institutions. This requires developing new modalities of support that bypass state
gatekeeping mechanisms.

. Introduce governance conditionality in economic partnerships: EU-Algeria energy and
trade agreements should include transparent benchmarks for political pluralism, freedom
of association, and judicial independence. While respecting Algeria's sovereignty, the EU
must recognize that unconditional economic support reinforces authoritarian
segmentation.

. Support cross-segmentation dialogue initiatives: The EU should facilitate platforms for
dialogue among Algeria's fragmented opposition actors, civil society groups, and excluded
political movements, helping to bridge divisions that the regime exploits to maintain
control.
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