Chad’s Leader Survives, but Dissidents’ Peril Grows 
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French soldiers last weekend patrolled the area around the airport in Ndjamena, Chad, after rebels tried to overthrow the president, Idriss Déby. The poster of Mr. Déby and his wife offers a New Year’s greeting. 

NDJAMENA, Chad — Françoise Djiuiheïn responded with a start to each rap at the door, each passing car that lingered too long beyond the front gate of the safe house. 

“All of us who are against this government are afraid now,” said Ms. Djiuiheïn, a teacher and a member of an opposition party here. “The government wants to eliminate all its enemies.” 

The crisis in Chad, which reached a climax last week as rebels nearly toppled the president, has largely been seen through the lens of its effect on the catastrophe in the Darfur region of neighboring Sudan. 

At least 200,000 people have died there, and 2.5 million have been pushed from their homes. In the eyes of much of the world, Chad’s president, Idriss Déby, is a bulwark against that catastrophe causing even greater havoc across the region. He supports the deployment of a European Union force to protect hundreds of thousands of refugees living on the Chad-Sudan border. 

But civilian opponents of Mr. Déby say that the world has given him too much latitude to crack down on dissent within his own country. Ms. Djiuiheïn’s uneasiness was understandable given what had happened to her compatriots. At least half a dozen opposition leaders in Chad disappeared more than a week ago, carried off by armed men in military uniforms with no insignias, according to witnesses. They have not been heard from since. 

For years, ethnic warlords have pushed each other from power in Chad with backing from neighbors like Libya and Sudan. Chad’s 10 million citizens, who occupy a landlocked and impoverished nation three times the size of California, have had little say in how they have been ruled since independence from France in 1960. Chad’s presidents have a long history of torturing and killing their civilian opponents. Opposing the government has a price, and many have paid it. 

One former president, Hissène Habré, is believed to have tortured and killed tens of thousands of opponents during his eight-year rule, earning the nickname “African Pinochet.” Victims of his government, many of whom were permanently disabled by torture at the hands of his security forces, have been trying for years to have him held to account under international law. He is living in exile in Senegal, where the government agreed to try him 18 months ago, but the trial has yet to begin. 

Mr. Déby, who toppled Mr. Habré in a 1990 coup planned in Darfur and carried out with help from Sudan, has portrayed the recent attempt by three rebel groups to push him from power as a foreign plot, hatched in Sudan and carried out by Chadian mercenaries paid by Sudan. 

The Sudanese government has reasons to want to rid itself of Mr. Déby, who has helped rebel groups linked to his family that are working in the Darfur region. Still, the Sudanese government has denied any involvement in the anti-Déby uprising. 

While international condemnation of the rebels trying to push Mr. Déby from power was swift and harsh, and France, the former colonial power, pledged to defend his government by force if needed, hardly a word of public condemnation has been uttered about the political crackdown currently under way in Chad. 

“It is like we don’t exist; the world has forgotten us,” said one opposition party member who was in hiding in Cameroon. “It is the same old story. The West needs Déby, and civil society and political opposition is sacrificed.” 

Jacqueline Moudeina, a human rights lawyer and activist, was so afraid of being arrested that she moved from safe house to safe house for days until friends in the West were able to persuade France to intervene. She was taken to the French base in Ndjamena for her safety last week. 

“I am just relieved to be safe,” she said as she waited for a French official to escort her onto the base. In 2001, a security official against whom she had lodged a human rights complaint tossed a grenade at her, and she was badly wounded. The official was arrested and tried, but acquitted. 

Roland Marchal, a senior fellow at the National Center for Scientific Research in Paris who has studied Chad for years, said the civilian opposition was a real threat to Mr. Déby, who has managed to cling to power for 18 years — the longest tenure of any ruler in Chad — despite an array of enemies who wish him harm. 

“Civilian opposition groups are the Achilles’ heel to Déby,” Mr. Marchal said. “If they switch onto the side of the rebellion they could give the rebellion legitimacy. Politically they could change the balance internally and even internationally.” 

Mr. Déby has dismissed the political opposition as irrelevant, and in a news conference last week he said the arrests of opposition leaders were “petty details” not worth his time. 

Like many African countries, Chad is a democracy on paper but its elections have often been marred by fraud and violence. Since it won its independence in 1960, the country has never had a peaceful transfer of power. Its institutions, outside of the powerful presidency, remain very weak. 

Chad adopted a new Constitution in a referendum in 1996, and Mr. Déby was elected twice. In 2005, he pushed through a constitutional change that eliminated the two-term limit for the presidency. When he ran again in 2006, the opposition boycotted and he won in a landslide. 

The armed rebellions against Mr. Déby are drawn from a variety of ethnic groups. They say that he has not managed the country’s growing oil wealth well and that he has given preferential treatment to members of his ethnic group, the Zaghawa. But even members of his family have even turned against him — his nephew leads one of the rebellions. 

Blaise Mouga, a member of the Federation Action for the Republic, a party whose leader, Ngarlejy Yorongar, was arrested last week, said the country needed change by any means necessary. 

“Despite our oil, our cotton, our rich farmland in the south, look at how poor this country is,” Mr. Mouga said. “We want some kind of change. We are not for the rebellion, but we are not for Déby either. The international community might say Déby is the lesser of two evils, but they are not living with him.”
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