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CHAPTER 5

The drivers of Moroccan  
immigration policy101

ABSTRACT

In 2013, Morocco’s immigration policy shifted from generalized restriction and selec-
tive openings towards generalized opening and selective restrictions. How can we 
explain this fundamental change despite the continuity in political actors and immi-
gration patterns? This chapter looks at the drivers – institutions, interests, and ideas 
within society, the state, and the international sphere – that have shaped Moroccan 
immigration policy since the mid-20th century and, in particular, the 2013 policy 
change and its implementation.

Adopting a chronological approach, the chapter shows that Morocco’s immigra-
tion policy is largely driven by foreign policy interests and domestic regime legitima-
tion: In the post-independence period, Morocco used selective immigration facilita-
tions to strengthen diplomatic ties with European and African countries. The restrictive 
2003 law successfully turned so-called ‘sub-Saharan irregular transit migrants’ into 
diplomatic capital for Morocco’s relations with the EU and shifted attention away 
from the continued (irregular) emigration of Moroccans. And the 2013 immigration 
liberalization has been part and parcel of Morocco’s autocratic regime legitimation 
and stability strategies at home and abroad, crucial at a moment of continued regional 
political turmoil in the context of the ‘Arab Spring’. In particular, the promotion of 
Morocco as a ‘liberal’ monarchy and the King’s Africa policy drove the 2013 reform. 

This prevalence of foreign policy and regime legitimation in immigration politics 
did however not prevent civil society criticism or policy subversion at lower state 
levels: In parallel to the restrictive, state-driven policy over the 2000s, civil society, 
international and institutional dynamics have created selective openings for specific 
immigrant groups. Ultimately, civil society activism provided the foundation, and 
dynamics of international norm adherence created the window of opportunity for 
the 2013 reform. Based on this analysis of immigration policy drivers, Chapter 6 
subsequently investigates the inter-actor dynamics around the 2013 policy change 
that account for both the generalized liberalization and the continued restrictions 
on immigration, as well as for the striking disconnect between the politicization of 
specific migrant groups and actual immigration patterns.

101 Sections 1 and 2, in particular the analysis of the drivers behind Law 02-03, as well as the civil society 
and international dynamics following the 2005 Ceuta and Melilla incidents, draw heavily upon my Master 
thesis published in concise form in Natter (2014b). 
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1  POLICY PRIORITIES AT HOME AND ABROAD: THE DRIVERS OF 
SELECTIVITY AND RESTRICTION

Morocco’s post-independence immigration regulations date mostly from the colonial 
period. Over the second half of the 20th century, immigration was governed through 
arbitrary, ad hoc administrative decisions, or through bilateral agreements negoti-
ated behind closed doors and implemented inconsistently. The little state engage-
ment there was on immigration boiled down to three aspects – refugees, students, and 
regional integration – and reflected Morocco’s diplomatic priorities.

1.1  STATE FORMATION: IMPERIAL STATEHOOD, COLONIAL HERITAGE, 
AND DIPLOMACY 

Morocco’s imperial understanding of statehood did not require a meticulous system 
of control over foreigners’ entries and exits (Hibou and Tozy 2015). During the 18th 

and 19th centuries, foreigners in Morocco were subject to the consular jurisdictions 
of their countries of origin on the basis of bilateral agreements and benefited from 
preferential treatments (Khrouz 2016: 82-83).102 When the French colonial admin-
istrators took control over the Moroccan state in 1912, Morocco did therefore not 
have clear-cut immigration regulations (Diallo 2016; Sefrioui 1973). In December 
1915, French immigration law was transferred onto Moroccan territory. After the 
1929 Economic Crisis, the French administration restricted labour migration to 
Morocco: In 1931, work permits and fines for irregular migrants were introduced. 
In 1934, work permits were conditioned to the labour market situation and sanc-
tions introduced for employers and carriers of irregular migrants. With World War II 
unfolding in Europe, French administrators securitized immigration to Morocco; in 
1940 a decree was issued to expel or detain anyone considered a national security 
risk. 

Europe’s economic-political history has left its marks on Moroccan immigration 
law and practice up until today. As Diallo (2016) details in his ethnographic study 
on local migration control in Morocco, “after independence, the local bureaucracy 
has reconverted all the practices and know-how deployed in the colonial context 
and integrated it into their government of foreigners”. For instance, foreigners are still 
required to hand in health and housing certificates with their residence permit appli-
cation, a practice introduced in the 1930s and 1940s. The work permit application 
form provides a visual example of this colonial heritage (see Figure 6): The one used 
in 1965 by Moroccan authorities is exactly the same as the one used in 1949 by 
the French administration. Only the name of the French authority in charge of grant-
ing work permits (the work division in Rabat) was replaced by that of the Moroccan 

102 This consular protection was cancelled only in 1937 by the French colonial administration.
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authority (the Ministry for Labour and Social Affairs), and the currency of negotiated 
salaries was changed from French Francs to Moroccan Dirham.

FIGURE 6: Format of work contract in 1949 (left) and 1965 (right)

SOURCE: Bulletins Officiels (B.O. n°1908 of 20 May 1949, p.622 and B.O. n°2727 of 3 February 1965, 
p.104).

This example is symptomatic of Morocco’s immigration policy over the second half of 
the 20th century: Moroccan authorities took over existing regulations from the colo-
nial period and dealt with immigration primarily through bilateral agreements and 
informal administrative practices that created exemptions and selective openings for 
specific categories of migrants. 

The last decree issued by the French administration with regards to foreigners in 
Morocco was the ratification of the Geneva Refugee Convention in 1955. And one 
of the first decisions of Morocco’s post-independence administration was to confirm 
its commitment to refugee protection. In August 1957, the Bureau of Refugees and 
Apatrides (BRA) was created within the Ministry of Foreign Affairs (MoFA) to deal with 
refugee status determination (Decrees 1-57-271 and 2-57-1256). Morocco became 
one of the first countries in Africa and the Middle East to create an asylum institution. 
However, the BRA never established a legal procedure for national refugee determi-
nation. Instead, Morocco granted refugee status at discretion and “there is a history of 
granting refugee status to befriended states or offering protection to specific popula-
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tions” (M16-I15). Refugees from Zaire (after 1997, the DRC) for instance were granted 
protection.103 But most of those who arrived at the end of the 1990s from Sierra Leone, 
Liberia or Côte d’Ivoire were not admitted as refugees and remained in Morocco 
irregularly. 

The second aspect through which independent Morocco engaged in immigra-
tion politics was education: To deepen its relations with francophone Africa, Morocco 
established public scholarships for African students and signed bilateral agreements 
on student exchanges with Mauritania in 1974, Zaire in 1975, and Guinea in 1977 
(Goldschmidt 2004; Infantino 2011). By the 1980s, student migration was well estab-
lished: In 1981, the Confederation of African Pupils, Students and Interns in Morocco 
(CESAM) was created, and in 1986, the MoFA created the Moroccan Agency for Inter-
national Cooperation (AMCI) as an instrument of educational cooperation with Africa 
(Mazzella 2009). 

To deepen post-independence regional integration, Morocco also signed bilat-
eral agreements with Senegal, Algeria, and Tunisia.104 Their citizens were granted the 
right to enter and reside in Morocco without a visa (and vice-versa), to buy property, 
and to work without a labour market test. While these agreements are still in place 
today, their implementation is inconsistent – subject to the volatile political climate 
between these countries and the arbitrary leeway of the implementing bureaucrats.105 
In the decades after independence in 1956, the legislative framework inherited from 
the colonial period remained strikingly untouched and the central tools of Moroccan 
immigration politics were bilateral agreements or ad hoc administrative decisions on 
refugees, students, and workers from Maghreb or West African countries.

1.2  FOREIGN POLICY DRIVERS: MIGRATION AS GEOPOLITICAL CAPITAL
In 2003, Morocco introduced its first law on immigration since independence, The 
2003 restrictive policy reform is often framed as a reaction to European pressures 
to reduce ‘irregular transit migration’. A large part of the literature (see for instance: 
Belguendouz 2003; 2009; Belguendouz 2009; Kreienbrink 2005; Lahlou 2011; Perrin 
2009; Valluy 2007) and many of my interviewees cast Law 02-03 as a by-product 

103 Morocco and Zaire had close ties since the 1960s. Mobutu and Hassan were personal friends and have 
regularly supported each other when their territorial integrity was at stake: In 1977 and 1978 Hassan II sent 
troops to support Mobuto against secessionist forces in the Shaba province; in 1984 Mobutu left the African 
Union in solidarity with Morocco after the recognition of the SADR. After being ousted from power in 1997 
by Kabila, Mobutu was granted asylum in Morocco and died in Rabat the same year from health issues; he is 
buried in Rabat (Goldschmidt 2004: 153-154; Barre 2003).
104 Establishment Conventions signed between Morocco and Algeria on 15 March 1963 (ratified 14 April 
1969), Morocco and Senegal on 27 March 1964 (ratified 11 December 1965), and between Morocco and 
Tunisia on 9 December 1964 (ratified 3 June 1966).
105 The treatment of Senegalese migrants is exemplary in this regard: Senegalese migrants should 
automatically receive a stay permit with an employment contract based on the 1964 Establishment Convention 
between Morocco and Senegal. However, many Senegalese have worked and lived irregularly in Morocco, as 
access to the stay permit is often difficult in practice. This also explains why in the 2014 regularization, more 
than 4,800 Senegalese citizenswere regularized.



95

of European efforts to externalize migration policies: “With this law, Morocco has 
obeyed and surrendered to the security policy of the European Union” (M12-I2), one 
civil society respondent concluded. Even Morocco’s Interior Minister publicly framed 
the law in these terms back in 2003: “Law 02–03 is part of the attempt […] to respect 
Morocco’s commitments towards its partners in the fight against emigration”.106

However, this is only part of the story. While Morocco regularly endorses Euro-
pean discourses on irregular migration control, actual cooperation on border controls 
and readmission has often remained limited: Morocco has not introduced travel visa 
requirements for certain West African countries, keeping its African geopolitical and 
business interests in mind. Also, EU-Moroccan negotiations on the readmission of 
third-country nationals have been unsuccessful for nearly two decades (El Qadim 
2015). This is not to downplay the crucial role Europe played in providing incentives 
for the 2003 law. However, a purely Eurocentric approach ignores the multifaceted 
interests that Moroccan authorities pursued through this law: “The EU certainly had a 
weight, but it’s way too easy to say that it’s all about EU pressure” (M12-I4). European 
pressures for restriction are only successful when they align with Moroccan authori-
ties’ interests. In the words of one respondent: “Without domestic political will, noth-
ing works” (M11-I7). 

In fact, Law 02-03 allowed Morocco to actively “play the migratory card” (M11-
I4, M12-I5, M12-I4) and to capitalize on Europe’s migration obsession to advance 
two foreign policy goals: (1) to consolidate its role as regional power vis-à-vis Algeria, 
which was blamed for irregular border crossings into Morocco; and (2) to negotiate 
favourable terms for its economic cooperation with Europe. For example, Morocco 
used the migratory pressure on its borders during negotiations with Spain by relax-
ing border controls at strategic moments in time to increase its bargaining power. It 
is thus not in Morocco’s interest to seal off its northern borders, as “it is important to 
sometimes show that the problem still exists” (M12-I4): “If Morocco wants to play the 
migration card, it cannot totally block migration” (M11-I4). The law thus symbolizes 
Morocco’s ability to overstate the magnitude of ‘transit’ migration and turn it into 
diplomatic ‘capital’ (El Qadim 2010; Kimball 2007) (see also Chapter 10).

1.3  DOMESTIC POLICY DRIVERS: THE LEGITIMIZATION OF RESTRICTION
In addition, two domestic factors drove Law 02-03: On the one hand, it allowed 
Moroccan authorities to increase control over population movements (of Moroccans 
and foreigners alike) across its territory. On the other hand, it resulted from particu-
lar institutional dynamics: In the 1990s, irregular migration of Moroccans and sub-
Saharan Africans was a social and political taboo: sub-Sarahan migration was negli-

106 Le Matin, La lutte contre l’émigration clandestine: une priorité nationale, 20 December 2003, https://
lematin.ma/journal/2003/La-lutte-contre-l-et-8217emigration-clandestine-une-priorite-nationale/35577.html, 
retrieved 17 November 2017.



96

gible and authorities largely tolerated the irregular emigration of Moroccans because 
it served as a structural variable of income for many families. When Mohammed 
VI dismissed the infamous Interior Minister Driss Basri in 1999 to symbolize an era 
change and the end of arbitrary political repression, large parts of the ministry person-
nel was renewed. The new generation of MoI civil servants saw immigration control 
as a tool to expand their power and access resources at a moment in time when the 
centrality of the MoI in the state apparatus was at stake. Compared to the 1990s when 
the MoI largely turned a blind eye to irregular migration, the early 2000s thus saw a 
systematic increase in police controls and expulsions of irregular migrants (El Qadim 
2015: 216; Goldschmidt 2004: 164). 

Migration restriction were however highly unpopular among Moroccans. To 
avoid Law 02-03 being contested by the Moroccan population, authorities sought to 
create social adherence to the new law by framing it as (1) ‘modernizing’ Morocco’s 
immigration regime, (2) securing the national interest, and (3) controlling growing 
sub-Saharan ‘transit migration’. 

First, the law was portrayed as necessary to decolonize Morocco’s immigration 
regime. During parliamentary discussions in June 2003, “the abrogation of all legal texts 
in place since the time of the protectorate and that served first and foremost the inter-
ests of the colonizer” (B.O. 2003b) was presented as key to safeguarding national sover-
eignty.107 A respondent from the MoI saw the law as a necessary “legislative upgrade” 
to replace old regulations with a “modern” legal framework in line with international 
legal standards (reference redacted). In addition, the law “fitted the Zeitgeist” (M12-I4) 
and reform mood of the early 2000s, when Mohammed VI launched large-scale societal 
projects, such as the reform of the family code or the creation of the Equity and Reconcil-
iation Commission to come to terms with human rights violations under his father’s rule. 

Second, authorities framed the law’s measures to strengthen control over terri-
tory and borders as a national security guarantee. Although the law was finalized in 
early 2003, state respondents retrospectively cast it as a reaction to the Casablanca 
terrorist attacks on 16 May 2003 that killed over 45 people.108 The attacks provided a 
window of opportunity to silence public or political criticism and rapidly enact the 
law. For instance, a debate organized in May 2003 by the Moroccan Association of 
Studies and Research on Migration (AMERM) on the shortcomings of the law “had 
no impact, it was taken over by the terrorist attacks” (M12-I1). Also, criticism raised 
within the parliament went unnoticed: All 25 amendments – 18 put forward by the 
leftist USFP and seven by the Islamist PJD – were rejected (B.O. 2003b). Ultimately, 
the law was passed almost unanimously, with 60 votes to two.109 

107 Ironically, while the law was supposed to ‘decolonize’ of Morocco’s immigration regime, respondents 
highlighted its parallels with France’s restrictive Law 2003-1119 enacted in November 2003 (see Khrouz (2011)).
108 It is important to note that Law 02-03 was passed shortly after Law 03-03 relative to the fight against 
terrorism, favouring the issue linkage between migration and terrorism.
109 Ironically, a respondent within the MoI highlighted that “the law has been the fruit of a large consultation. 
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Thirdly, Moroccan authorities presented the law as a much-needed response to 
growing ‘transit’ migration from sub-Saharan Africa: “We moved quickly from a coun-
try of emigration to a transit country in the 2000s. […] We had to legislate, to put 
things in order” (M12-I18). This official discourse, largely taken over by the media, 
deliberately framed sub-Saharan nationals as the main migrant group regardless of 
the demographic reality on the ground, where ‘transit’ migration remained statisti-
cally insignificant compared to continuously high emigration (Feliu Martínez 2009; 
Gazzotti 2018). This discourse succeeded in shifting domestic and international atten-
tion away from the continued (irregular) emigration of Moroccans. Irregular migra-
tion was no longer associated with Morocco’s failure to provide opportunities for the 
country’s youth, but with national security and foreign policy issues (Khrouz 2016: 
352-354; Natter 2014b).

2  TRANSNATIONAL AND LOCAL DYNAMICS: THE DRIVERS OF 
LIMITED OPENINGS

Before 2003, irregular migration remained unpoliticized: “Neither political parties […] 
nor syndicates nor Moroccan civil society associations take into consideration the topic 
of irregular migration” (Lahlou 2002: 130). The top-down politicization of immigra-
tion by Moroccan authorities in the early 2000s triggered two different reactions within 
Moroccan society: racist discrimination and civil society mobilization. At the same time, 
it also generated increased international involvement on the issue of migrants’ rights and 
led to tacit openings by local authorities in reaction to migrants’ needs on the ground.

2.1  POLARIZED SOCIETAL DYNAMICS: GROWING RACIST DISCOURSES 
VS. CIVIL SOCIETY MOBILIZATION 

The growing political focus on sub-Saharan migration and restrictive approach by 
the Moroccan state entailed that sub-Saharan immigrants became subject to increas-
ing stigmatization in Moroccan newspapers and television (Belguendouz 2009; Feliu 
Martínez 2009; GADEM 2010: 12-14; Natter 2014b; Pian 2009: 80; Vignati 2009).110 
The most striking example is the November 2012 cover of the weekly newspaper 
Maroc Hebdo referring to sub-Saharan migrants as “the Black peril.”111 More gener-
ally, there has been a certain mimesis of European popular discourse on irregular 

I assure you that the law has been finalized in concert with all concerned actors” (reference redacted).
110 Moroccan television and print media are “the main means of communication of the Palace with the 
population” (Vermeren 2011: 53). According to respondents, although stigmatization occurred across the 
board, Arabic-language media directly controlled by the state were more openly racist than French-language 
media whose public are both foreigners in Morocco as well as international observers. For a more detailed 
analysis, see Feliu Martínez (2009) and Vignati (2009).
111 See: MoroccoWorldNews, Dear Maroc Hebdo, African Immigrants are not a Danger to Morocco, 3 
November 2012, https://www.moroccoworldnews.com/2012/11/63592/dear-maroc-hebdo-african-immigrants- 
are-not-a-danger-to-morocco/, retrieved 7 September 2018.



98

migration: Sub-Saharan immigrants are often presented in public discourses as an 
economic threat due to fears of migrants ‘stealing’ jobs; as a public health hazard 
because of prostitution and AIDS; or as a security issue related to criminality, drug 
trafficking, and terrorism (AMERM 2009; Mbolela 2011). 

Such popular racism is, in fact, deeply rooted in Morocco’s treatment of its 
own Black minority, which has been historically marginalized.112 Popular discourses 
explain this marginalization of Black Moroccans as a the heritage of the African slave 
trade between the 16th and early 20th centuries (Badoual 2003). Disregarding the fact 
that not all Black Moroccans are descendants of slaves and, vice-versa, not all slaves 
were Black, in Morocco “slavery was associated with Blackness” (El Hamel 2012: 
238). Such perceptions of Black Moroccans have more recently spilled over onto 
attitudes towards sub-Saharan migrants (Bahmad 2015: 153-154; Menin 2016): “The 
‘Black’ population, Moroccan but even more so foreign, is considered by a part of the 
Moroccan population as descendants of slaves, as socially inferior” (GADEM 2010: 
5). Both Black Moroccans and sub-Saharan migrants are often called ‘abid (slave), 
aâzi (literally ‘tanned’), or hartani/haratin113 (El Hamel 2012; Ennaji 1994; Lanza 
2011) – and this regardless of their social class or legal status: “The treatment is the 
same if you are a student or irregular; if you are Black, that’s it. Even if you are a diplo-
mat, they will treat you the same way” (M12-I3). According to migrant representa-
tives I interviewed, the fact that many sub-Saharan migrants are Christian and speak 
English further complicates their acceptance by Moroccans.

In parallel to such racist stigmatization, however, migrants’ associations, reli-
gious institutions, and human-rights CSOs have developed into a vibrant pro-immi-
grant activist sphere in Morocco since the early 2000s (AMERM 2009; Feliu Martínez 
2009). Religious actors and (European and African) migrants themselves were the 
first to mobilize and organize emergency healthcare or psychological support for 
migrants. The Moroccan branch of Caritas started receiving migrants at their office in 
1995,114 and the International Mutual Aid Committee (CEI), a humanitarian support 
network for irregular migrants from West Africa, was created in 2002 in Rabat by 
an evangelical pastor. In parallel, associations working with Moroccan irregular 

112 See: Afrik.com, Les Noirs victimes de racisme au Maroc: Un sujet encore tabou, 27 May 2005, http://
www.afrik.com/article8447.html; SeneNews, Interview du prof. Chouki El Hamel « les attitudes racistes sont 
enracinées dans la culture marocaine », 11 September 2014, https://www.senenews.com/actualites/interview-
du-prof-chouki-el-hamel-les-attitudes-racistes-sont-enracinees-dans-la-culture-marocaine_89991.html, both 
retrieved 26 August 2018. 
113 The term ‘haratin’ designates a Black, sedentary ethnic group living across the southern Maghreb. 
However, the term gained a pejorative connotation over time, as Black Moroccans are often associated with 
the country’s history of slavery. This disregards the fact that the haratin have a history of settlement in Morocco 
that predates the trans-Saharan caravan slave trade (El Hamel 2012, Ennaji 1999, Badoual 2003). 
114 Caritas has been present in Morocco since before independence, but was officially (re)founded in 1958. 
It started working with sub-Saharan migrants in the mid-1990s. In January 2005, Caritas opened the Migrant 
Reception Centre (CAM) in the old city (medina) of Rabat. In 2007, the centre moved to Takkadoum, a popular 
area of Rabat where many migrants live. In 2008, Caritas opened a second reception centre for migrants in 
Casablanca, the JRS, and in 2011 in Tangiers, the TAM.
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emigrants or on migrant deaths in the Mediterranean – such as the Friends and Fami-
lies of Victims of Clandestine Migration (AFVIC) or the northern sections of Moroc-
can Association of Human Rights (AMDH) – started including sub-Saharan migrants 
in their activities. 

Organizational support from abroad was vital for this early civil society engage-
ment – “it was the only way to exert some pressure on the Moroccan government” 
(M12-I12).115 For instance, Moroccan diaspora organizations in Europe, such as the 
Association of Maghreb Workers in France (ATMF), and European human rights associ-
ations such as Migreurop and La Cimade started to advocate for a more humane treat-
ment of migrants in Morocco (Lacroix 2004: 112-113; Üstübici 2016). More generally, 
Moroccan emigrant mobilization in France inspired early Moroccan activism: “The 
idea was to have a diverse and non-uniform civil society, to promote platforms and 
collectives. These were experiences we had in France with the collectives of undocu-
mented migrants, these are things we have learned” (M17-I12). In 2003, partly in reac-
tion to Law 02-03, Moroccan and European CSOs founded the first Migrant Platform 
(PFM) to unite civil society work on immigration.116 These dynamics were in the making 
when a ‘crisis’ of international outreach reshuffled the actors on immigration in 2005. 

As described earlier, approximately 1,400 migrants attempted to cross the fence 
separating Morocco and the two Spanish enclaves Ceuta and Melilla in autumn 2005, 
and at least 12 migrants were killed (Migreurop 2006: 96-98). These events consoli-
dated the transnational civil society working on migrants’ rights and shaped the move 
from purely humanitarian, caritative support work to more political, rights-based 
advocacy in Morocco (Alioua 2009; AMERM 2009; Üstübici 2016): “In October 
2005, national civil society woke up” (M17-I3). Migrant associations were founded – 
such as the Council of Congolese Refugees and Asylum Seekers (ARCOM), the Coun-
cil of sub-Saharan Migrants in Morocco (CMSM), or the Collective of Migrant Workers 
in Morocco (CTMM).117 In parallel, the Anti-Racist Defence and Support Group of 
Foreigners and Migrants (GADEM) was created in December 2006, and Moroccan 
human rights organizations such as the Moroccan Organization of Human Rights 
(OMDH) and the AMDH started to integrate immigration more systematically into 
their activities: “It was the right moment, a matter of chance. We had in front of us 
representatives of migrant communities who wanted to get organized. We started to 
find activists to join us. We had an international community that started to look more 
closely at what was happening in Morocco” (M17-I12).

115 As Gränzer (1999: 119-120) showed, contacts abroad – with Moroccan emigrant groups and European 
associations – were not only crucial for migrant activists, but that transnational advocacy networks were key for 
the emergence of Moroccan human rights advocacy over the 1990s more generally. 
116 The platform disintegrated in 2005 over internal disagreements (Valluy 2007, Belguendouz 2009).
117 For Valluy (2007), “it becomes difficult from summer 2006 onwards to follow the creations and 
recompositions of migrant collectives”. Over the following years, numerous other migrant associations were 
established, two of which have become particularly active: the Collective of sub-Saharan Communities in Morocco 
(CCSM), created in 2011; and the Association Light on Emigration in Morocco (ALECMA), created in 2012.
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Three other developments strengthened civil society activism over the 2000s: 
First, irregular migrants started to move from the border regions towards Moroccan 
cities. Their increased visibility in Moroccan public space facilitated contacts with 
migrant support organizations. Second, Moroccan civil society activists connected 
with like-minded activists in Europe and other North African countries through 
attending Regional Social Forums and other international events (Khrouz 2011). 
This fostered the transnational diffusion of agendas and activist strategies. Third, the 
organization of the Euro-African Conference on Migration and Development by the 
Moroccan government in July 2006 (see below) provided momentum for civil society, 
as the AMDH and Migreurop organized a parallel conference reuniting European, 
Moroccan and African CSOs.118

Although most of these CSOs were not recognized by the Moroccan state and 
operated in constant fear of a crackdown, they managed to carve out a role for them-
selves in the Moroccan public sphere through their transnational support networks 
and organized regular protests and sit-ins in front of the Moroccan Parliament or the 
UNHCR headquarters (Bahri 2014; Mbolela 2011; Valluy 2007). This bottom-up 
mobilization for migrant rights gained more political clout after the political develop-
ments in 2011 (see Section 3.3).

2.2  INTERNATIONAL NORMS AND INSTITUTIONS: THE 2007 UNHCR 
HEADQUARTERS AGREEMENT

The Ceuta and Melilla incidents not only affected domestic dynamics on immigra-
tion, but also severely damaged Morocco’s international reputation – journalists 
called it “the dirtiest affair that Moroccan diplomacy ever had to face”.119 Moroccan 
authorities realized that civil society criticism had an international audience and that 
“Morocco’s image in Europe and Africa was at stake” (M11-I10). To turn this disaster 
into an opportunity, Morocco shifted strategy and started to actively promote itself as 
mediator on migration between Africa and Europe. Morocco’s new ‘global’ role was 
heralded through the organization of the first Euro-African Ministerial Conference on 
Migration and Development in Rabat in July 2006. Paradoxically, although the 2005 
incidents were a diplomatic disaster, they eventually allowed Morocco to boost its 
regional position and simultaneously serve its African and European diplomatic inter-
ests.120 

118 See here for the Non-governmental euro-african manifest on migrations, fundamental rights and freedom 
of movement of 3 July 2006, https://www.gisti.org/doc/actions/2006/rabat/manifeste.html, retrieved 10 January 
2017. 
119 See: L’Economiste, Une presse déchaînée, 20 December 2005, https://www.leconomiste.com/article/
une-presse-dechainee, retrieved 14 February 2018. 
120 This tactic of turning a crisis into an opportunity is not specific to the migration dossier. For instance, 
when critical reports by Amnesty International (AI) and the International Human Rights Federation (FIDH) in 
November 2003 denounced ongoing torture in Morocco, the King launched the Equity and Reconciliation 
Commission to deal with human rights violations during his father’s reign: “From the rank of accused, Morocco 
becomes a world leader in reconciliation” (Vermeren 2011: 20).
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Ceuta and Melilla also provided the springboard for International Organiza-
tions (IOs) to step up their activities in Morocco. The Swiss Development Agency 
started funding humanitarian and advocacy work on immigration. IOM established 
its headquarters in Rabat in 2005, formalizing its previous work on voluntary return 
(of Moroccans and Africans alike). In 2006, the UN created an inter-agency group on 
migration to develop a comprehensive international response to migration to, through 
and from Morocco. However, the most significant development occurred in relation 
to UNHCR: While Morocco was among the first countries outside Europe to host a 
UNCHR delegation, it was very reluctant to grant UNHCR full representation and 
the right to conduct refugee status determination procedures on the governments’ 
behalf.121 This was in part because of UNHCR’s long-standing involvement in Western 
Sahara and its support of Sahrawi refugees in the Tindouf refugee camp in Southern 
Algeria. However, the blatant lack of refugee protection revealed by the Ceuta and 
Melilla incidents, as well as the official closure of Morocco’s (dysfunctional) Bureau 
of Refugees and Stateless People (BRA) in 2005, provided a window of opportunity to 
intensify UNHCR’s political and on-the-ground work.

The path leading to the ratification of the Headquarters Agreement between 
UNHCR and Morocco in 2007 was thorny. Ultimately, UNHCR achieved it through 
two strategies: forging alliances with key Moroccan actors, and creating facts on the 
ground. On the one hand, and despite the prohibition to work with local actors, UNHCR 
started to cooperate with Moroccan CSOs and local authorities such as hospitals and 
educational authorities to build a support network for refugees and asylum seekers.122 
UNHCR was also supported by progressive opinion leaders within the Moroccan polit-
ical elite, such as Driss El Yazami, the head of the Council for Morocco’s Community 
Abroad (CCME), Kamel Lahbib, the driving force behind the Maghreb Social Forum, 
and Amina Bouayach, then president of the OMDH. Together, this increased pressure 
on the MoFA, the chief negotiator on the Moroccan side, from above and below.

On the other hand, UNHCR started registering Ivorian, Congolese, Nigerian 
and Sierra Leonean asylum seekers – over 2,000 until mid-2006. This alarmed the 
Moroccan MoFA who “noted the major risk of systematically granting the registration 
certificate to any applicant by the UNHCR office, which is synonymous with a strong 
incentive for the influx of illegal migrants and the prolongation of their stay in the 
country” (MAEC 2005, in: Valluy 2007). To legitimize its activities in front of Moroc-
can authorities, UNHCR adopting stricter procedures for unfounded claims to show-

121 In 1968, UNHCR opened an honorary delegation in Casablanca. It was led for over forty years by 
Mohammed M’jid, a Moroccan businessman and president of the Royal Tennis Federation. With only a small 
group of local staff, UNHCR activities were minimal, limited to the support of selected refugees. In an attempt 
to step up its work and relations with authorities in Morocco, UNHCR moved its office to Rabat in November 
2004 (Valluy 2007).
122 The AMAPPE for socio-economic integration of refugees, the FOO for their socio-cultural support, 
Action Urgence for medical care and OMDH for legal assistance via the work of a lawyer by the name of 
Lemseguem.
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case its professionalism. A high-level respondent from UNHCR recalls: “We were 
very rigorous with screening, to make sure that those we screened in were really refu-
gees. […] We did not have thousands and thousands of people, we kept it manage-
able and Morocco also saw that” (reference redacted). 

Despite foreign policy obstacles throughout the negotiations, in particular 
because Morocco wanted UNHCR to also cover refugee registration in the Western 
Sahara territories, a demand that could not be satisfied,123 the agreement was ulti-
mately signed on 20 July 2007. In the words of a former UNHCR employee: “All 
this together, […] showing how UNHCR is doing a serious job in determining qual-
ity decisions, showing Moroccan authorities that we made arrangements for refugee 
assistance, pressure from civil society, pressure from the donor community, also play-
ing on Morocco’s honour and pride – they want to be the first in the class, they want to 
be better than Algeria and Tunisia – they really should act. And that together brought 
them to sign the agreement” (reference redacted). However, both the path towards 
the Headquarters Agreement, as well as UNHCR’s work on refugees thereafter, was 
anything but linear; it was plagued by regular backlashes. As we will see, this constant 
back and forth also characterizes the implementation of the 2013 reform.

2.3  INSIDE THE STATE: INSTITUTIONAL DYNAMICS AS DRIVERS OF 
INFORMAL OPENINGS

Between 2003 and 2013, Morocco’s official, restrictive stance towards immigration did 
not change. On the ground, however, implementation oscillated between restrictions 
and selective openings towards migrants that showcase the (limited) room for manoeu-
vre of local public authorities and engaged individuals, even in an autocratic context. 

First of all, the formal presence of UNHCR after 2007 slightly changed Moroc-
can authorities’ practices towards refugees. Although the refugee papers handed out 
by UNHCR were still not officially recognized by Moroccan authorities, they provided 
refugees with protection from arbitrary police expulsion (Mbolela 2011; Perrin 2009: 
264). According to a respondent, “they [authorities] sent out an internal note that 
the documentation issued by UNHCR should be protecting people from expulsion” 
(M16-I31). Also, on the initiative of UNHCR and the Orient-Occident Foundation 
(FOO), the local authority responsible for registering children in public schools (Rabat 
Academy) started to enroll refugee children without legal status.124 In 2011, this 

123 The UN does not recognize Western Sahara as part of the Moroccan state and refugee issues in Western 
Sahara are dealt with by UNHCR Headquarters in Geneva. The international climate regarding Western Sahara 
and the question of Sahrawi refugees in Tindouf, Algeria, continued to impact UNHCR activities in Morocco 
even after the agreement was signed (see also Planes-Boissac 2012a: 19).
124 As one respondent from the Rabat Academy related: “It was the only academy that did this and it was 
thanks to the courage of the director, it was she who initiated all this. […] When a list of children was brought 
to me, I would not check the details, whether they ask for asylum or not, I did not care […] it was important to 
me that all children can go to school. Often, we were told you do something without legal basis, but since the 
director was for it…” (reference redacted). 
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informal practice was widened to include children of irregular migrants. According 
to respondents, around 40 irregular or refugee children were eventually enrolled in 
Rabat every year between 2009 and 2013, although this was legally proscribed. In the 
area of employment, the public Office for Professional Training and Work Promotion 
(OFPPT) started to cooperate informally with the Moroccan association AMAPPE and 
to accept refugees in their professional training courses in 2011.

Health authorities intensified their engagement with irregular migrants in the 
early 2000s, fearing that migrants’ exclusion from healthcare would jeopardize 
Morocco’s efforts to control certain diseases (Mourji et al. 2016: 75; Planes-Boissac 
2012a). In 2003, a circular directed at the border police permitted healthcare access 
to irregular migrants. In 2008 and 2010, further circulars clarified that non-Moroccan 
patients should be admitted to hospitals independently of their legal status. None-
theless, healthcare remained often difficult to access for irregular migrants. In 2013, 
already before the King announced the migration reform, the MoH conducted two 
studies to understand migrants’ health needs and obstacles in accessing healthcare, 
as well as to map the associative actors engaged in migrants’ health across Morocco. 
When the 2013 reform was launched, some public actors were thus already familiar 
with immigrants. 

These advances in education, health, and employment attest to some openings 
within the overall restrictive climate. However, in other areas the situation deterio-
rated. Throughout 2012, civil society reports documented systematic migrants’ rights 
abuses by Moroccan police, such as raids of informal migrant settlements and the 
arbitrary detention and expulsion of irregular migrants (CMSM and GADEM 2012; 
HRW 2014). In October 2012, the former President of the migrant association CMSM 
was arrested and denied legal assistance (Planes-Boissac 2012a: 9). Also, while it 
was relatively easy to receive a work permit for the booming call centre industry in 
the 2000s, the Ministry of Labour (MoL) tightened rules in November 2012 under 
the newly elected Benkirane government (Khrouz 2016: 221). Finally, the signature 
of the EU-Morocco Mobility Partnership in June 2013 shattered activist hopes that 
migrants’ rights would improve anytime soon: “We were all pessimistic, we thought 
there would be more repression, more controls […] Also because 2012 was a tough 
period for migrants, there was a lot of violence and expulsions, particularly in that 
year” (M16-I26). 

Within this context, both civil society and state representatives I interviewed 
back in 2012 categorically excluded the possibility of a liberal reform: “There cannot 
be an open integration policy in Morocco”, a high-level civil servant within the Minis-
try of Interior (MoI) told me, “Morocco does what all countries do: some regulariza-
tions, through a case by case policy, but no real regularization or integration policy” 
(reference redacted). Nonetheless, 18 months later, Mohammed VI launched such a 
liberal migration reform, signalling a move towards more rights-protective policy. It 
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triggered one main reaction: surprise. “Everyone was taken by surprise, really! […] 
We did not know anything, and the administration did not know anything. It was a 
political decision taken by the top, a decision that opened all doors in a rather spec-
tacular manner” (M16-I29); “No one had seen this royal will coming (M17-I11).

3  CRAFTING A ‘LIBERAL’ MONARCHY: THE DRIVERS OF THE 2013 
LIBERALIZATION

What explains the suddenness and direction of Morocco’s 2013 reform? My 
research reveals a constellation of factors, whereby strategies from within the state, 
international pressures from outside, and domestic mobilization from below have 
converged. The most important driver for liberalization was Mohammed VI’s vision 
to cast Morocco as a ‘modern’, ‘liberal’ monarchy, and to intensify economic and 
geopolitical relations with Africa. This was particularly acute in the context of the 
‘Arab Spring’ and the monarchy’s fear of regional “revolutionary diffusion” (Weyland 
2009; 2012). In parallel, the limited, top-down political opening after 2011 allowed 
Moroccan civil society activism on migration to gain momentum. Finally, the growing 
gap between Moroccan official human rights discourses and realities on the ground 
required the monarchy to step in. For Bensaâd (2015: 250), “even if it was a civil 
society demand, this decision to regularize sub-Saharan migrants, in fact, could only 
find its way to the decision-making centre of the state because there was a favourable 
alignment of geopolitical issues whereby it could serve the interests of the Moroccan 
state”. Despite its humanitarian outlook, the 2013 reform was thus first and foremost 
driven by Moroccan regime legitimation and foreign policy priorities.

3.1  REGIME LEGITIMATION: ‘GEOPOLITICAL REBORDERING’ AND IMAGE 
POLISHING

Ostensibly the chief purpose of the liberal immigration reform was to portray the 
Moroccan regime as a ‘liberal’ monarchy and to secure its legitimation at home and 
abroad. This is particularly important as the performative dimension of state power is 
central to the Moroccan monarchy who “is obsessed with maintaining and embellish-
ing its image” (M17-I21).125 

The regularization and integration policy were thus part of Morocco’s inter-
national ‘image polishing’ campaign to showcase the progressive character of the 
Moroccan state. As the royal press release announcing the 2013 reform reads: “This 
Royal Initiative, which is part of the Kingdom’s tradition of welcoming, illustrates 
the constant involvement of the Sovereign in favour of protection of human rights” 

125 For a more generic analysis of the role of performance in Moroccan state formation and monarchical 
legitimation, see Hibou and Tozy (2015: 7-11).
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(RC 2013). As one respondent highlighted, “the Palace understood that it was a good 
card to play for Morocco” (M16-I15). The PR strategy proved successful: Journalists 
worldwide reported on the reform and highlighted that Morocco was one of the first 
countries in the region to elaborate such a policy. And international actors repeatedly 
praised Morocco for its progressive policy. In February 2017, for instance, IOM Direc-
tor General William Lacy-Swing emphasized that “Morocco is showing the way to a 
much better humanitarian and benevolent approach to migrants”.126 

In particular, the reform was instrumental in what I call ‘geopolitical rebordering’,  
i.e. in shifting Morocco’s position on the (imaginary and symbolic) map that splits the 
world into developing and developed, democratic and autocratic countries. Although 
such categories are analytically problematic (see Chapter 2, Sections 1 and 2), this 
does not obstruct their symbolic power. Indeed, the 2013 reform placed Morocco 
discursively in proximity with ‘receiving countries’: “We offer migrants a regularization  
and integration in Morocco, so we can put ourselves on equal footing with Europe” 
(M17-I21), one respondent said. In the same vein, Anis Birou, Migration Minister 
between October 2013 and April 2017, highlighted at a public event: “We should not 
forget that migrants leave their countries first and foremost to live a life in dignity, and 
this is only possible in a country that offers security and opportunities to participate in 
development” (M17-D5). Thus, while the restrictive law in 2003 shifted the migration 
discourse away from Moroccan emigration and towards sub-Saharan irregular ‘transit’ 
migration, the 2013 reform turned attention from transit migration to immigration. 
Although this framing undermines the fact that Morocco is still first and foremost an 
emigration country, it allowed Morocco to cast itself as part of the ‘receiving country 
family’, a group of countries that (at least in peoples’ mindsets) is characterized by 
high levels of development, democracy, and modernity. 

As I will discuss later (see Chapter 6, Section 2.1), this image polishing has not 
only framed Morocco positively on the international scene, but has also fostered 
the King’s image as progressive actor in a repressive national environment and thus 
strengthened the monarchical institution in a fragile domestic political context.

3.2  FOREIGN POLICY DRIVERS: IMMIGRATION AS A POWER TOOL IN 
AFRICA

Within this larger regime legitimation agenda of the Moroccan monarchy, “the heart, 
the catalyst of the new migration policy is Morocco’s new positioning towards Africa” 
(M17-I21). Indeed, the 2013 reform advanced two vital interests on the African conti-
nent: intensifying economic cooperation and securing support in the Western Sahara 
issue.

126 See: MoroccoWorldNews, IOM Ready to Support Morocco in Implementing its Migration Policy, 13 
February 2017, https://www.moroccoworldnews.com/2017/02/208087/iom-ready-support-morocco-implementing- 
migration-policy/, retrieved 5 September 2018.
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Since the mid-2000s, systematic migrant rights’ violations by police and border 
guards have jeopardized Morocco’s interests in Africa. Through the regularization and 
integration strategy, Morocco sought to polish its image across sub-Saharan Africa 
and garner support on the Western Sahara question. Welcoming immigrants was part 
of Morocco’s soft power strategy to become a regional leader, particularly in opposi-
tion to Algeria, which regularly made headlines with its ill-treatment of migrants.127 
The 2013 reform was also driven by political economy interests, as it facilitated the 
expansion of Moroccan firms’ markets and investments across West Africa, particu-
larly in the financial, telecommunication, and national resources sector (Cherti and 
Collyer 2015). 

Ultimately, the 2013 reform was instrumental for Morocco’s reintegration into 
the AU in January 2017, as it positioned Morocco as an African role model on immi-
gration governance. Respondents stressed the exceptional character of Morocco’s 
liberal reform in a regional context dominated by restrictive immigration policies: 
“Morocco is the only African country that regularizes irregular migrants!” (M17-I13); 
“Morocco is the first country at the African and Arab level to have put into place a 
complete strategy on immigration and asylum” (M17-I1). Also, African political lead-
ers have publicly praised Morocco – for example Ali Coulibaly, African Integration 
Minister in Côte d’Ivoire, who said at a public event in Rabat: “Morocco is a pioneer 
on the migration issue […] show[ing] considerable leadership by making bold and 
innovative decisions. […] I would like to pay tribute to Mohammed VI for his foresight 
and to salute Morocco for its humanism” (M17-D5).

Morocco’s role as a progressive model on immigration is part of a wider effort 
to transform Morocco into an example of democracy, the rule of law, and economic 
development in Africa.128 Moroccan ministries have established cooperation 
programmes with their African counterparts to provide strategic advice and training 
in the fields of religious diversity, education, employment policies, human rights, 
and justice: “Each department, in its own field, creates relations with Africa to reflect 
the global approach of the Moroccan state” (M17-I18). While this progressive image 
seems detached from Moroccan political realities, “it always depends what you take as 
your referent” (M17-I12). In the past, Morocco’s geopolitical focus meant that Europe 
was the referent to evaluate the progressiveness of Moroccan policies. By shifting the 
focus towards Africa – by whose standards Morocco scores relatively well on levels 
of economic development and political freedoms – Morocco can position itself as the 
reference. Instead of remaining ‘Europe’s student’ in terms of human rights, Morocco 
is carving out its role as ‘Africa’s teacher’, with migrants’ rights becoming a ‘geopoliti-

127 Moroccan media coverage, but also civil society and state representatives I interviewed, systematically 
highlight Algerian misconduct towards migrants as a means to emphasize Morocco’s achievements and 
progressiveness.
128 For a longer analysis, see: TelQuel, En Afrique, le « soft power » à la marocaine, 9 September 2016, 
https://telquel.ma/2016/09/09/en-afrique-soft-power-marocaine_1513509, retrieved 18 April 2018.
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cal rent’ in Morocco’s Africa policy (see also Chapter 10, Section 2.2 and Chapter 11, 
Section 2.4).

3.3  SOCIETAL, BOTTOM-UP POLICY DRIVERS: MIGRANTS RIGHTS AS 
HUMAN RIGHTS

But the new migration policy not only reflected a shift in Morocco’s foreign policy 
strategy. It was also meant to bolster the regime’s domestic legitimacy among liberal, 
progressive parts of Moroccan society at a moment where authoritarian stability was 
weakened by regional political developments. The 2013 reform was indeed partly a 
response to civil society claims for more migrants’ rights in the context of the monar-
chy’s limited political opening after 2011. 

The pro-migrant, transnational civil society that had emerged since the early 
1990s and had succeeded in jeopardizing Morocco’s progressive image over the 
2000s gained political momentum after 2011, capitalizing on the new constitu-
tion and the regional atmosphere of change: “2011 gave a lot of liberties, we could 
denounce what happened in Morocco with the migrants because of the changing 
socio-political context” (M16-I26). The 2011 constitution gave primacy to interna-
tional treaties over national law and laid down the constitutional right to political 
asylum (Article 30). This gave civil society organizations (CSOs) new legal tools to 
advocate for migrants’ rights: “We can profit from the new constitution to ask for 
our rights […] Article 30, the Convention on migrant workers, the Convention on 
refugees. Suddenly we have tools that we can rely on” (M17-I3). Most importantly, 
however, the Constitution upgraded the existing Consultative Council on Human 
Rights (CCDH) into a more powerful National Council on Human Rights (CNDH). 
King Mohammed VI appointed Driss El Yazami, a former refugee in France and promi-
nent human rights activist, as its president.129 Under his mandate, the CNDH set up a 
working group on discrimination in Morocco and started to actively engage on immi-
grants’ rights: In August 2011, the CNDH asked for a revision of Morocco’s asylum 
law and in 2013, the CNDH played a pivotal role in providing the impetus for reform.

The constitutional and institutional changes in 2011 increased the legitimacy and 
leverage of national civil society actors and the CNDH. This allowed the immigration 
issue to take shape in the context of Morocco’s wider human rights and democratiza-
tion debate. Indeed, Moroccan respondents systematically related migrants’ rights to 
the issue of human rights in Morocco: “If there is progress on human rights, there will 
be progress on migrants’ rights, if there is a backlash, this will also impact migrants” 
(M17-I21). Also, migrant organizations such as ALECMA, CCSM, or CMSM increased 
their political clout by portraying themselves as essential for Morocco’s democratiza-

129 Since 2008, the CCDH engaged on refugee rights through the organization of and participation in events 
on refugee protection in Morocco and the region (Planes-Boissac 2012a: 17)



108

tion: “The link between migration reform and democratic reform is obvious […] We 
don’t do [advocacy] only for migrants, but for change in Morocco” (M16-I6). As a 
result, foreigners’ rights are seen by some as a testing ground for Morocco’s promise 
of political liberalization, as a ‘thermometer’ to gauge the human rights situation in 
Morocco more generally.

3.4  LINKING EMIGRATION AND IMMIGRATION POLICIES: THE MIRROR 
AND DEMONSTRATION EFFECTS

The 2013 reform also allowed Moroccan authorities to align diaspora and immigra-
tion policies. Back in 2012, respondents pointed at the incoherence between denying 
immigrants rights in Morocco and lobbying for more migrant rights in Europe. For 
instance, Ali El Baz from the Association of Maghreb Workers in France (ATMF) high-
lighted back in 2011: “We do not understand how we demand the regularization of 
hundreds of thousands of Moroccans abroad while Morocco does not even want to 
do it for a few thousand sub-Saharan immigrants”.130

Over the years, Moroccan civil society and progressive state actors such as 
the CNDH mobilized what I call the ‘mirror effect’, using Morocco’s experience 
as an emigration country to strengthen immigrants’ rights for in Morocco. Mehdi 
Alioua, founding member of the GADEM, writes in 2015: “Because we are a nation 
of emigrants, of which many have lived in camps and shantytowns in Europe and 
have suffered and sometimes still experience racism, discrimination, and police 
violence, we owe it to ourselves to be exemplary”.131 But also within state institu-
tions, the concern about Moroccan migrants in Europe has translated into concern 
about foreigners in Morocco: “We could not maintain this policy of double stan-
dards. If we ask the application of international human rights for our diaspora, we also 
need to apply it here” (reference redacted). Most strikingly, the personal journey of 
Driss El Yazami, president of the CNDH, has informed his position on immigration in 
Morocco: “It is out of personal conviction I think, he was himself a refugee in France, 
he fought for migrants’ rights in France, so he wanted to avoid that Morocco makes 
the same errors as France” (M16-I30). The 2013 reform is thus also partly the outcome 
of ‘political remittances’ (Lacroix, Levitt and Vari-Lavoisier 2016; Levitt 1998), as 
emigration experiences were fed back into the Moroccan polity and policies. 

While the ‘mirror effect’ captures how actors use Morocco’s emigration history 
to lobby for or justify immigration reform (see also Üstübici 2015a), Moroccan author-
ities have also advanced their diaspora policy objectives through the immigration 

130 See: Yabiladi, Les Subsahariens au Maroc réclament leurs droits, 11 November 2011, https://www.
yabiladi.com/articles/details/7384/subsahariens-maroc-reclament-leurs-droits.html, retrieved 5 September 
2018. 
131 See: TelQuel, L’irresponsabilité des responsables de la politique migratoire, 14 February 2015, http://
telquel.ma/2015/02/14/lirresponsabilite-responsables-politique-migratoire_1434329, retrieved 5 September 
2018.
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reform, mobilizing what Arrighi and Bauböck (2017: 631) have called the ‘demonstra-
tion effect’.132 At the core of this demonstration effect stands the comparison between 
European restrictions and Moroccan liberalizations in recent years. Respondents 
juxtaposed the “human and far-sighted” Moroccan approach with the “radicalization 
of the European vision on immigration” as a result of far-right populism (M17-I13): 
“All countries in the world are closing their borders, talking about deportation, and 
Morocco says all illegal migrants can stay here and get a legal status” (M17-I4) one 
respondent concluded. Thus, respondents use the 2013 reform to critique European 
immigration restrictions and to boost Morocco’s claims for more migrants’ rights in 
Europe: “With the new policy, we did what we asked others to do”, a high-level civil 
servant told me (reference redacted). Even Mohammed VI said in August 2016: “Those 
who criticize our approach would be better off […] offering immigrants at least a tiny 
part of what we have achieved in this area” (MVI 2016). As I will develop later, the 
small scale of immigration to Morocco makes the demonstration effect a particularly 
attractive strategy: “One should not forget that they have 5 million migrants abroad 
compared to 24,000 on their territory” (M16-I16).

3.5  INTERNATIONAL NORMS: A WINDOW OF OPPORTUNITY
Morocco’s history as emigration country set the scene, and strategies for regime 
legitimation and stability both at home and abroad provided the context for reform. 
The immediate trigger for the King’s speech in September 2013 that launched the 
reform was the evaluation of Morocco’s adherence to international norms. Inter-
national norms came into play because of an unexpected turn in history: In 1993, 
Morocco was the third country worldwide to ratify the UN International Convention 
of the Protection of the Rights of All Migrant Workers and Members of Their Families, 
hoping it would pressure European countries to enhance migrant protection and thus 
improve Moroccans’ rights abroad. The Convention only came into force in 2003 due 
to the limited interest it generated among receiving countries, but soon thereafter, a 
Committee was created in Geneva to oversee its implementation.133 

Morocco’s evaluation by the Committee in 2012 offered a window of oppor-
tunity for civil society to make its voice heard internationally and denounce Moroc-
co’s migrant rights’ violations. Doctors Without Borders (MSF), AMDH, and GADEM 
handed in ‘parallel reports’ to the committee in Geneva to counter the Government’s 
official report that denied the arbitrary detentions and expulsions of migrants: “During 

132 As Arrighi and Bauböck (2017: 631) show in the case of foreigners’ right to vote in Ecuador and South 
Korea, “the enfranchisement of foreign residents was not the expression of a genuine desire to resolve a 
democratic deficit by encouraging the participation of a traditionally excluded group of residents. Instead, 
it was meant to produce a demonstration effect towards host states […] whom the government pressured to 
reciprocate.” 
133 Morocco has participated in the committee from its inception until the present day through the nomination 
of Mr. Abdelhamid El Jamri, a Moroccan diplomat, who also (ironically) presided over the commission during 
the Moroccan review process in 2012-2013.
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the whole process in Geneva, civil society attacked Morocco on what is happening, 
and Moroccan officials said the opposite: no it does not happen, everything is fine” 
(M17-I12). The particularly harsh report by MSF (2013) led to the closing down of 
MSF’s activities in Morocco in March 2013.134 This in turn triggered increased inter-
national attention and “made the Royal Court particularly nervous, as it made such a 
bad impression on the international arena” (M17-I4). The Committee’s conclusions, 
inspired by civil society reports, highlighted the alarming situation of migrants in 
Morocco and created a moment of cumulative internal and external pressure on the 
Moroccan government. 

On 9 September 2013, in parallel to the final meeting in Geneva, the CNDH 
presented a set of recommendations to the Moroccan King, entitled Foreigners and 
human rights in Morocco: For a radically new immigration and asylum policy (CNDH 
2013).135 The next day, Mohammed VI announced an immigration reform along the 
lines of the CNDH recommendations (RC 2013), “to calm things down a bit” (M16-
I26). As I explain later, the CNDH report offered a way out of a difficult situation, 
an opportunity to close the gap between the official discourse and realities on the 
ground that was threatening Morocco’s image abroad. It allowed for the redressing of 
human rights violations based on recommendations from within the Moroccan state, 
and not as a result of international pressure or civil society advocacy: “The CNDH 
was a legitimate voice coming from Moroccan society” (M16-I22).136

Despite Morocco’s autocratic context, adherence to international human rights 
standards was ultimately key in pushing Morocco to adopt a more liberal approach 
towards migrants. The bad publicity generated by civil society activism and the UN 
evaluation jeopardized Morocco’s continued efforts to consolidate the regime domes-
tically and internationally as a ‘liberal’ monarchy and to intensify relations with Afri-
can countries, in particular to reintegrate Morocco into the African Union (AU) and 
to settle the Western Sahara issue. Together, external and internal pressure, as well as 
diplomatic priorities, were conducive to this policy change decided at the top level of 
the Moroccan state. As I will show now, however, the drivers for reform differ from the 
drivers of implementation, which has remained inconsistent and partial.

134 See: Jeune Afrique, Maroc: MSF quitte le pays, dénonçant des « violences » contre les migrants, 13 
March 2013, http://www.jeuneafrique.com/depeches/38425/politique/maroc-msf-quitte-le-pays-denoncant-
des-violences-contre-les-migrants/, retrieved 16 June 2018.
135 The recommendations were based on a report commissioned internally by the CNDH, which 
acknowledged state violence against migrants. However, the report was never made public. 
136 How the decision-making chain worked remains opaque – interviews with people centrally involved 
in these processes put forward different scenarios. However, whether the CNDH stepped into the picture 
independently or whether it was tasked by the Royal Palace to come up with a report; whether this happened in 
reaction to the Geneva evaluation or was a process that had its roots in earlier months and was just accelerated 
by the international attention triggered through the UN evaluation , remains unclear (see also Benjelloun 2018: 
36). It is also of limited relevance. Fact is that the CNDH’s recommendations, most likely drafted by its president 
Driss El Yazami, were forwarded to the Royal Palace where they were turned into a programme to be executed 
by government and administration.
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4  THE POWER AND WEAKNESS OF ‘ROYAL CARDS’: THE DRIVERS 
OF INCONSISTENT IMPLEMENTATION

The discursive shift away from restriction and the administrative-legal changes that 
accompanied the 2013 reform underscore Morocco’s effort to liberalize its immigra-
tion policy. However, what did the 2013 reform change for migrants? On the one hand, 
respondents highlighted improvements on the ground: Legal papers, also dubbed 
“royal cards” (M16-D7), provided peace of mind and physical security to migrants 
in Moroccan cities. Round-ups of migrants and forced expulsions diminished imme-
diately (Norman 2016a; Tyszler 2015): “There is no identity control anymore on the 
street, so you can circulate freely – with or without papers” (M16-I26). Police recog-
nized the refugee cards issued by UNHCR. Access to basic services such as education 
or emergency healthcare improved: “Migrants pass from an invisible towards a visible 
status” (M17-I21). The regularization also provided migrants with an opportunity to 
return back home, be it for a visit or permanently, or to continue their migratory jour-
ney.137 As a result, migrants have welcomed the reform: “In churches where some 
members have benefited from the measure, one hears positive prayers for the host 
country: May Morocco be blessed! God bless the economy of Morocco! May He 
bless the King!” (Coyault 2015: 62-63).

On the other hand, respondents also emphasized that legal reform has remained 
incomplete and integration measures scattered, decreasing their impact on migrants’ 
lives. As the following sections show, the immigration reform is limited by the often 
symbolic character of announced measures, their limited applicability to regularized 
migrants, the preference of Moroccan authorities for ad hoc, administrative decisions, 
and the continued violence of state authorities in the border areas. These implementa-
tion dynamics are driven by institutional stickiness, path-dependent and actor-specific 
behaviour, as well as the overarching goal of protecting the state interest and keeping 
maximum policymaking leverage within the executive powers – factors developed in 
more detail in Chapter 6.

 
4.1  SYMBOLIC POLITICS: DISCOURSE OVER ACTION
First of all, many of the promised changes remained at the level of announcements 
or had very limited effects, showcasing the importance of symbolic politics around 
the 2013 reform. The ‘royal cards’ protected from expulsion, but did not facilitate 
migrants’ access to employment or improved livelihoods: Healthcare coverage for 
regularized migrants was announced in 2015, but has still not been implemented at 

137 Although there are no reliable statistics, respondents estimate that between one third and half of 
regularized migrants have left Morocco within one year of their regularization. This at first counterintuitive 
effect is consistent with theoretical insights showing that restrictive policies tend to lock people in a specific 
place and push them to settle, while liberal policies favour the circulation of migrants (de Haas 2011).
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the time of writing: “No migrant has benefited from the card. We are still waiting for 
the government to realize its promises” (M16-I11).138 Also, while the exemption of 
regularized migrants from the labour market test (ANAPEC procedure) has been medi-
atized as a big step towards their labour market integration, only 27 work contracts 
were validated through this facilitated procedure in 2015/2016 (MCMREAM 2016b). 
In comparison, the accelerated procedure for foreign investors and rare competen-
cies has benefited 277 people from October 2015 to March 2016 alone (MCMREAM 
2016b: 69-77). While specific policy proposals are highly mediatized, less attention 
is brought to their follow-up and implementation.

Most strikingly, the budget of the MCMREAM did not increase after the launch of 
the migration reform (see Table 9): “The problem is that for the moment we work on our 
own funds, there are no additional funds for the SNIA” (M17-I1). The lacking alloca-
tion of state resources to implement the National Strategy on Immigration and Asylum 
(SNIA) underlines its symbolic character. As one respondent summarized: “Morocco 
has taken a step, but it is necessary that speeches and laws are now implemented, and 
this is not the reality for now. Morocco now needs to turn talk into action.” (M17-D6).

TABLE 9: Budget of Moroccan ministries 2011-2016 (selection), in billions of dirham

 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019

Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs

1.9 2 2.1 2.1 2.2 2.5 3.5 4.4 4

Ministry of Interior 20.2 21.5 22.2 21.2 21.8 23 26.8 28.2 31.3

Ministry of Justice 3.5 3.7 4 4.3 4.7 4.8 4.5 4.6 5

Ministry of Education 
and Higher Educa-
tion (from 2014-
2016 the Ministry of 
Higher Education is 
separate)

60.4 57.5 55.1 58.2 56.7 57 56.3 62.3 66.1

Ministry of Health 12.2 13.2 14 21.1 18.1 16.8 16.3 16.8 19.8

Ministry of Employ-
ment (from 2014-
2016 also in charge 
of Social Affairs)

1 1.3 1 0.35 0.5 0.5 0.5 0.5 0.6

Ministry responsible 
for MRE (since 2014 
also in charge of 
Migration Affairs)

0.401 0.439 0.391 0.426 0.482 0.544 - - -

SOURCES: National Finance Laws.139 The budget includes the operating budget and the investment budget.

138 In addition, 95 percent of migrants surveyed in 2015 had never heard about the RAMED (Mourji et al. 2016).
139 See: Economy and Finance Ministry, Loi de finances pour l’année budgétaire 2011-2019. These can be found 
at: https://www.finances.gov.ma/fr/Pages/lf-archive.aspx?m=Loi de finances et Budget, retrieved 14 April 2019. 
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Lastly, the short-term nature of the ‘royal cards’ – one-year immatriculation cards 
and not multi-annual residence permits – also clashed with the promise of migrant 
integration. As respondents highlighted, this exposed regularized migrants to arbi-
trary renewal decisions by Moroccan street-level bureaucrats and increase their risk 
of falling back into irregularity after one year (see Chapter 6, Section 2.2). In response 
to widespread criticism, and under civil society pressure, those regularized in 2017 
were granted a three-year residence permit instead of a one-year one (Alioua, Ferrié 
and Reifeld 2018). However, access to permanent residency permits remains almost 
impossible for most migrants even after 2013. For Benjelloun (2018a: 96), the media 
coverage of the SNIA is thus “disproportionate […] given its content and its possible 
impact on the integration of migrants and refugees”.

4.2  POLICY FRAGMENTATION AND MIGRANT CATEGORIZATION
A second important limitation of the 2013 reform is that not all immigrants in Morocco 
could benefit from it. As one respondent criticized, “instead of targeting the 100,000 
foreigners in Morocco, [the reform] targets only the 20,000 that have been regular-
ized […] We were a bit disillusioned from the moment that the change was limited to 
one category” (M17-I17). Thus, the reform created a new migrant category – the regu-
larized migrant – and fragmented legal frameworks by granting different sets of rights 
to different groups of migrants: while for some healthcare is free, for others it remains 
a paid service; while some are subjected to a labour market test in their application 
for a work permit in Morocco, others are not. Indeed, many of the integration activi-
ties and exemptions created to access the labour market or social services only apply 
to regularized migrants.140 

Two consequences of this focus on regularized migrants are particularly relevant: 
First, domestic and international attention has shifted from irregular towards regular-
ized migrants, and from questions of migrants’ rights to issues of migrant integration: 
“No one is talking about irregular migrants anymore, all the focus is on those who got 
regularized” (M16-I23). Indeed, the focus on regularized migrants has concealed the 
fact that other migrant groups, such as Syrian refugees, Filipino domestic workers, or 
European, African, and Asian (ir)regular migrants still face administrative difficulties: 
“Now we are discouraged to talk about promoting migrants’ rights, now we only talk 
about integration” (M16-I22). This shift was not only discursive, but has also affected 
the allocation of project funding.

Second, the 2013 reform does not dissolve, but reinforces the informal privi-
leges of European migrants in Morocco, as authorities continue to turn a blind eye 
to the irregular work and stay of European migrants: “they don’t even have a work 

140 The most important exceptions in this regard are irregular migrants’ access to public education, hospitals, 
and the humanitarian services offered by the Entraide Nationale.
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contract, they don’t pay taxes, it is enough for them to go to Sebta or Melilla every 
three months and that’s it” (M17-I5). Although not only European, but also certain 
African countries such as Senegal, Mali, or Côte d’Ivoire are exempt from entry visa 
requirements by Morocco, different rights are attached to these visa exemptions in 
practice: “Europeans can enter and exit without problems every three months and 
therefore work irregularly, stay irregularly. […] But apart from businessmen, it’s not 
easy for Africans to go back and forth” (M17-I17).141 Also, access to permanent resi-
dency is granted arbitrarily: “In practice, a sub-Saharan migrant receives his residence 
permit after 10 years, a European after five years. There is the law and there is the 
practice” (M16-I26).142 As I will detail in Chapter 10, these migrant categorization 
dynamics are revelatory of the state’s self-understanding.

4.3  AD HOC ADMINISTRATIVE MEASURES OVER LEGAL REFORM:  
A CHOICE FOR ‘PRAGMATISM’

Third, Morocco’s legal framework on immigration remains mostly untouched five 
years after the reform was launched. The preference for ad hoc, administrative deci-
sions rather than legal changes reveals Moroccan authorities’ intention to keep the 
migration reform as flexible – and thus as reversible – as possible.

A draft of Law 26.14 that would create a national asylum institution and refu-
gee determination procedure was elaborated by the Interministerial Delegation for 
Human Rights (DIDH) in 2014. It was set on the governmental agenda in December 
2015, but removed again after the Government decided to postpone the decision: 
“Officially, the government justified this decision in a statement by claiming there is 
a need to ‘deepen the study of this text due to its importance’, sending back the draft 
law to the drawing board” (UNHCR 2015). Other sources suggest that the draft law 
was rewritten overnight by the Ministry of Interior (MoI) and is caught in inter-ministe-
rial conflicts. Since then, respondents from within and outside the administration are 
uncertain about the law’s future: “For the moment, there is no timeline for the law” 
(M16-I19). Law 95.14 on immigration that was intended to reform the restrictive 2003 
law has been even less in the spotlight. In nearly 50 sessions between January and 
July 2014, the inter-ministerial committee led by the DIDH elaborated a draft based 
on comparisons with immigration laws in Europe and Latin America. However, none 
of my respondents expected this law to materialize anytime soon – “the migration 
law has been put on hold” (M16-I12). In 2017, work on both laws has been taken up 
again. According to the MCMREAM, by October 2018 the law on asylum (now Law 
66-17) has been finalized and awaits the initiation of the legislative process, while 

141 On the racialization of immigration in Morocco, see also Chapters 4 and 5 of Gazzotti (2018).
142 Testimonies collected by the GADEM highlight this differential treatment: At the moment a Guinean 
citizen handed in his documents for a 10-year resident permit, “an official of the Wilaya of Rabat replied that 
he could not qualify for it, as this permit was only intended for French” (GADEM 2010: 24).
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inter-ministerial consultations on the immigration law (now Law 72-17) are still ongo-
ing (MDCMREAM 2018: 92). However, no further details are given as to the laws’ 
content or a precise timeline for their enactment.

The reasons underlying the deadlock over the asylum and immigration laws remain 
unclear. Respondents pointed to the contradictory interests involved in the asylum law, 
the political sensitivity of the issue, questions of regional security, and the fear of a ‘pull 
effect’: “Morocco wants to be a model in the region, but they are also aware of the 
consequences if Morocco is the only country in the region with a functioning asylum 
system” (M16-I12). Interestingly, both state and civil society respondents emphasized 
the potential dangers a functional asylum system would entail for Morocco: “I asked 
friends within civil society why are you not saying anything so that they pass the asylum 
law, they said look we are civil society militants, but we feel that the asylum law is not 
in Morocco’s national interest” (M17-I5). As the Moroccan King himself highlighted on 
20 August 2015: “Morocco will never be a land of asylum” (MVI 2015).143 

So why was the Law 27.14 relative to the fight against human trafficking, enacted 
in 2016, not subject to this deadlock? First, it targets not only foreigners but also 
Moroccan victims of trafficking, raising its stakes for national policymakers. Second, 
the victim/perpetrator framing central to the trafficking discourse enabled advocates 
of the law to rally actors with different interests around it – those focusing on the 
protection of vulnerable people and those focusing on fighting organized crime and 
stepping up national security. The law was also useful for Morocco’s ‘geopolitical 
rebordering’ as a modern country (see Section 3.1): “There is also a bit of marketing 
in it […] all European countries have a law on trafficking, so Morocco also wanted 
to pass one” (M16-I15). As Chapter 8 shows, similar dynamics are at play in Tunisia. 

Given the deadlock on the asylum and migration laws, regularization procedures 
and expanded migrants’ rights were not enshrined in law. Instead, ministerial circu-
lars created exemptions and privileges for specific migrant groups: “Most measures in 
the new migration policy are either derogatory or transitory” (M17-I17). For instance, 
the enrolment of migrant children, the removal of the ANAPEC procedure for work 
permits, and the widening of legal assistance in courts have all been introduced by 
ministerial circulars. Also, instead of reforming the law on associations that requires 
the president of an NGO to be a Moroccan citizen, an ad hoc administrative decision 
permitted the legalization of migrant associations in 2014. State respondents justified 
this approach as “pragmatic” (M16-I15, M17-I19, M17-D7). Similarly, the decision to 
regularize Syrian refugees instead of granting them refugee status was “a pragmatic 
response of Morocco”, in the words of UNHCR Morocco Director Jean-Paul Cavaliéri 
(M17-D8). However, regularization offers Syrians a much lower protection level than 

143 In addition, respondents highlighted that delays were not specific to the migration laws, but generic, 
because Morocco had no government between the parliamentary elections in October 2016 and March 2017 : 
“All laws are blocked at the moment” (M17-I12).
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the one they are entitled to as refugees. ‘Pragmatism’ also offered an excuse for avoid-
ing sensitive topics such as a labour law reform, as ad hoc exemptions already facili-
tated regularized migrants’ access to the labour market: “There are no plans to change 
the conditions of employing foreigners, this would be very unpopular given the high 
unemployment rate. But it works very well like this, as there is a legal bypassing of the 
national preference condition” (M16-I15).

By privileging administrative and temporary solutions, authorities have opted for 
pragmatism, flexibility, and ultimately arbitrariness in the new migration policy – in 
the words of Norman (2016a) for a “policy of ambivalence”: As long as laws are not 
adopted, the 2013 reform remains vulnerable to restrictive backlashes. Talking about 
the regularizations, one respondent stressed: “They occurred outside of the law, there 
is no legal basis for them. That’s the fragility of it – it can be gone as quickly as it came. 
It does not guarantee continuity and consistency in policy” (M17-I4). Thus, respon-
dents overwhelmingly saw the legal void as the biggest challenge to the sustainability 
of Morocco’s migration reform. 

4.4  CONTINUED STATE VIOLENCE
Lastly, although the regularizations and tacit integration measures developed since 
2013 attest to a change in Morocco’s approach to migrants, improvements on the 
ground are limited to Moroccan cities, and overshadowed by continued violence 
towards migrants in border regions. On 10 February 2015, one day after the MoI 
officially closed the regularization campaign and announced its results, Moroccan 
authorities launched their by then biggest removal operation in the North of Morocco. 
Approximately 1,200 irregular migrants were arrested in the Gourougou forest near 
Nador and Melilla, and transported to improvised detention facilities in the south and 
centre of Morocco. Civil society mobilization and legal intervention by a judge from 
Casablanca ultimately led to the release of detained migrants after several weeks.144 
Similarly, in parallel to the announcement of the second regularization campaign 
in December 2016, CSOs observed an increase in violence against migrants in the 
north of Morocco, as well as the start of a series of arbitrary detentions of migrants 
in the Casablanca airport waiting zone (GADEM and Anafé 2017: 24-40). However, 
one migrant leader I interviewed pointed at this at first sight contradictory duality 
in Morocco’s immigration policy: “The Migration Minister says that Morocco wants 
to be a model country on migration. But one week later, the security forces beat up 
migrants at the border” (reference redacted).

More generally speaking, the 2013 reform did not end state agents’ violence 
towards irregular migrants, but, as civil society respondents reported, shifted in focus 

144 See also: TelQuel, Une première: un juge enquête sur la détention de migrants, 27 February 2015, 
https://telquel.ma/2015/02/27/premiere-juge-enquete-detention-migrants_1436332, retrieved 20 October 
2017.
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(FIDH/GADEM 2015): “The hot zone now is the Northern border, around Tangiers” 
(M16-I26).145 In the past, migrants arrested in cities were expelled across the border 
with Algeria or Mauritania; since 2013, irregular migrants are arrested in the border 
areas and brought to cities in the south and centre of Morocco, such as more recently in 
summer 2018, when around 6,500 migrants were rounded up and internally displaced 
from Northern to Southern Morocco (GADEM 2018): “Another system has been put in 
place: expulsions have been replaced by internal displacements” (M17-I10). 

Morocco’s immigration policy is thus neither characterized by linear progress, 
nor by a back-and-forth between restriction and liberalization, but by a continuous, 
complementary duality: On the one hand, Morocco mobilizes an open integration 
discourse towards migrants who show willingness to settle in Morocco, comply with 
the rules, and integrate. On the other hand, Morocco reinforces control activities at 
the borders and displaces irregular migrants who continue to be framed as outlaws 
and criminals: “The Moroccan vision is simple: We will integrate those who are here, 
but we will make sure to arrest those that try to pass through […]. A human approach 
for those who choose Morocco, but those who want to profit from Morocco to transit, 
they are still cast as enemies” (M17-I12). The main change since the 2013 reform is 
a change in focus: While Morocco’s official, restrictive policy has been mitigated by 
informal, selective openings in the past; since 2013 Morocco’s official, welcoming 
policy is jeopardized by selective state violence towards irregular migrants.

5  CONCLUSION: SHIFTING CONFIGURATIONS OF IMMIGRATION 
POLICY DRIVERS

This chapter offered two main insights on Moroccan immigration policy drivers: First, 
Morocco’s immigration policy is, since its inception, driven by regime legitimation 
and stability strategies, as well as foreign policy interests, rather than by national-
electoral considerations. In the words of my respondent: “State action on migration 
does not respond to a request from society” (M12-I8). Be it the 2003 restriction or 
the 2013 opening, Morocco’s use of the ‘migratory card’ in diplomatic relations with 
Europe and Africa and keenness to portray itself as a ‘liberal’ monarchy drove the 
reform. This does not mean that other factors have not played a role: In particular, the 
need to safeguard the regime’s domestic legitimacy in front of more progressive parts 
of Moroccan society – who saw migrants’ rights as intrinsic to Morocco’s democ-
ratization agenda – became more acute in the context of the ‘Arab Spring’ and the 
monarchy’s fear of a “revolutionary diffusion” (Weyland 2009; 2012). This bolstered 
the role of society mobilization after 2011. However, the drivers of reform differ from 

145 See also: TelQuel, Immigration: le double discours. Racisme, affrontements, meutres… La regularisation 
ne suffit pas. Une politique d’integration s’impose, n. 634, 12-18 September 2014, http://w3.ccme.org.ma/
images/documents/fr/2014/09/TELQUEL12sept14.pdf, retrieved 18 July 2018.



118

its trigger: While the King’s Africa strategy and overall modernization agenda, as well 
as Morocco’s emigration history and domestic political developments since the 2000s 
were long-term drivers, the necessity to adhere to international norms (in this case the 
UN Convention on the Rights of Migrant Workers) created a window of opportunity 
for the King to launch the policy reform in September 2013. 

Second, despite the overall discourse of change, many continuities with the 
pre-2013 immigration policy remain. The 2013 reform fundamentally reshaped 
Morocco’s immigration regime in terms of discourse and overall approach, with 
substantial changes for migrants’ physical security and socio-economic opportunities. 
However, the declared humanist foundation of the policy has been accompanied by 
continued violence towards irregular migrants in the border areas. Also, inconsistency 
and a lack of implementation, as well as a preference for ad hoc measures instead of 
legal changes that would enshrine migrants’ rights, limit the extent of the change and 
attest to the highly symbolic nature of the 2013 reform. For Bensaâd (2015: 254), “the 
persistence of police violence and arbitrary measures of expulsion probably reflect[s] 
the contradictory tendencies within Moroccan power on this issue [immigration] as 
well as on political openness in general”. These internal contradictions within the 
state stand at the centre of the next chapter, which dissects inter-actor dynamics 
within Morocco’s immigration policy field. In particular, it discusses how institutional 
stickiness, organizational cultures, as well as overarching regime legitimation goals 
have shaped immigration policymaking at the intersection of state, civil society, and 
the international sphere.




