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If the FPI can overcome internal
divisions, they could mount a

credible challenge to Ouattara's
re-election bid
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Gbagbo's long shadow on Côte d'Ivoire's
politics
By Olivier Monnier in Abidjan

The supporters of the former

president are slowly reforming

the opposition.

 

Times have changed for Côte

d'Ivoire's former ruling party, the

Front Populaire Ivoirien (FPI).

After boycotting every election

since the presidential vote in 2011,

the party founded by ex-president

Laurent Gbagbo now appears to be back in the political game.

It held a convention in Abidjan in late February with

about 2,500 supporters in attendance. It was the

first big meeting authorised by the authorities since

the end of the five-month post-election crisis in

April 2011.

The government approach to the main opposition

party has softened.

Since August last year, the Ivorian authorities have released about 100 FPI supporters from jail, including top

officials like party president Pascal Affi N'Guessan.

Other key figures, like former Abidjan port director Marcel Gossio, have returned from exile.

"The authorities made it clear they are willing to see the FPI back. They feel compelled to give them more freedom

to appear more democratic," explains Rinaldo Depagne, West Africa project director for the International Crisis

Group think tank.

"At the same time, some FPI officials have also taken notice that if they continue to stay away, the party will

disappear from the political stage."

This said, the FPI still has a long road ahead before regaining influence.

The party lost access to public funds following the boycott of legislative and local polls in 2012 and 2013. "They

don't have money. When you know how politics works here, this is a major handicap," says Depagne.

The party is also divided, especially over Gbagbo. The charismatic former leader was arrested in his residence in

April 2011 and sent to The Hague a few months later, where he is facing charges of crimes against humanity.

"The FPI is seeking to rebuild. However, Gbagbo's trial continues to cast a long shadow over the former ruling

party," argues Charles Laurie, head of Africa at risk analysis company Maplecroft.

"Pronounced divides remain within the party between the Gbagbo-or-nothing camp and reformers," he says.

Taking back power with pragmatism
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Affi N'Guessan, who is touring the country to mobilise supporters and represents the party's more pragmatic wing,

faces hardliners like former Gbagbo spokesman Justin Koné Katinan and former foreign affairs minister

Aboudramane Sangaré.

Even if the party has not announced if it will participate in the October 2015 presidential election, Affi N'Guessan

said at an 8 March meeting in Daloa that the party aims to "take back power" next year.

Observers say that the FPI's capacity should not be under- estimated.

"If the FPI can overcome internal divisions, they could mount a credible challenge to Ouattara's re-election bid,

particularly as reconciliation in the aftermath of the 2011 election crisis has been incomplete, which has cemented

FPI's support base," says Maplecroft's Laurie.

President Alassane Ouattara, who returned to Abidjan in March after a month of convalescence in France after

sciatica surgery, plans to seek re-election.

It is unclear whether the Parti Démocratique de Côte d'Ivoire, a former ruling party and part of the current ruling

coalition, will present a candidate or support Ouattara in the first round.

"None of the political forces can take power alone," Depagne says. "Depending on the circumstances, the political

landscape may rebuild itself. Many things can happen in the next 18 months." !
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