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CHAPTER 6

The politics of Moroccan  
immigration policymaking 

ABSTRACT

This chapter investigates Moroccan immigration policymaking in the context of 
authoritarian consolidation. It offers a political sociology analysis that dissects 
dynamics among and within the actors involved on immigration before and after the 
2013 reform: the monarchy and administration (Section 1), international, national, 
and migrant civil society organizations (Section 2), as well as international organiza-
tions, legal actors, and the private sector (Section 3). The analysis explores: To what 
extent and how has the 2013 reform and the integration of immigration into the ‘royal 
agenda’ reshaped immigration policymaking?

The chapter shows that immigration policy liberalization not only emerged out 
of Morocco’s autocratic political structures – a dynamic I call the ‘illiberal paradox’ 
– but also consolidated them. In particular, the royal agenda explains both the depth 
and speed of the 2013 reform, as the monarchy mobilized relations with the admin-
istration to portray the King as a ‘liberal’ monarch. Although civil society has been 
essential in legitimizing Morocco’s immigration politics, co-optation attempts by the 
state have limited its impact. In contrast to analyses of immigration politics in ‘West-
ern liberal democracies’, legal actors, employers, and elected politicians have only 
played a subordinate role. However, these ‘regime effects’ did not cancel out inter-
actor dynamics known from the mainstream immigration policy literature, such as turf 
wars within the administration or competition within an expanding civil society. The 
top-down, centralizing dynamic initiated by the King did not absorb resistances and 
diverging views, and administrative and civil society actors kept an important room 
for manoeuvre with regards to setting the agenda and implementing policy decisions. 

The chapter hereby highlights that the complex interplay between polity, poli-
tics, and policy allows no generalizing claim on the ‘regime effect’ in immigration 
politics. Only some policy processes are fundamentally shaped by political regime 
dynamics; others are driven by institutional or power dynamics characteristic of 
modern states, or intrinsically linked to immigration as a policy field. Chapters 10 and 
11 take up these insights in a more systematic way, comparing them to those gained 
by the Tunisian case study.
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1  A CHANGING CARTOGRAPHY OF ACTORS

This chapter analyses the Moroccan decision-making landscape on immigration 
before and after 2013, focusing on the power relations between institutional, inter-
national, and civil society actors. Over the years, the cartography of actors became 
increasingly complex (see Figure 7). Before 2005, there was minimal involvement 
from all three types of actors (state, civil society and international). The central role 
was held by the Ministry of Interior (MoI), who adopted a purely securitarian approach 
towards immigration. Civil society activism on immigration emerged, dominated by 
religious actors and Moroccan diaspora organizations. UNHCR and IOM were pres-
ent in Morocco, but not active on immigration issues. After the Ceuta and Melilla 
events in 2005, new actors entered the Moroccan immigration policy field: local 
civil society efforts shifted from humanitarian work towards political advocacy; IOM 
and particularly UNHCR became more vocal; and certain local authorities started to 
engage with immigrants, mostly in Rabat. 

After 2013, the field of immigration politics has become more crowded at all 
levels. The number of actors involved and their interactions have increased, creating 
more complexity and ambiguity in immigration policymaking. Most importantly, the 
King has entered the picture, followed by the CNDH and its president Driss El Yazami 
as key figures of Morocco’s immigration reform. Within the Moroccan administra-
tion, the monopoly of the MoI has not been fundamentally challenged over the years, 
but the involvement of other ministries has complicated agenda setting and decision-
making within the state in the face of inter-ministerial rivalry. In parallel, civil society 
work on immigration and integration mushroomed in response to funding opportu-
nities – to the extent that an overview of actors became almost impossible: Existing 
migrant associations and CSOs were regularized; new ones were created; and Moroc-
can CSOs working on development, education, health or professional training started 
including migrants in their work. Also Moroccan labour unions started to mobilize 
for migrant workers, and many international CSOs launched activities in Morocco. 
This mushrooming civil society, however, faces increasing internal competition and 
co-optation attempts by the state. Finally, external actors such as European diplomatic 
representations or development agencies stepped up their activities after 2013. This 
aligned both with Europe’s agenda to foster migrant integration in neighbouring coun-
tries, as well as with Morocco’s agenda to attract international attention and funding 
for migrant integration. 

The next sections delve into the different dynamics characterizing Moroccan 
immigration policymaking within and among this plethora of state, civil society and 
international actors. 
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2  THE MOROCCAN STATE

Until the late 2000s, the involvement of the Moroccan state on immigration was 
limited to the securitarian approach of the MoI, as well as negotiations between the 
MoFA and European or African countries on specific aspects of migration facilita-
tion or migration control. Increasing domestic and international criticism exposed the 
dissonance between Morocco’s overall restrictive immigration policy and the King’s 
declared political vision of becoming a political and economic leader on the African 
continent and a ‘liberal’ monarchy. The 2013 reform catapulted immigration into the 
royal realm and the sphere of high politics. This section zooms into the Moroccan 
state apparatus and asks: How has the royal intervention and the proliferation of insti-
tutional actors involved on immigration affected policymaking dynamics? 

As I have shown in the previous chapter, the immigration reform consolidated 
the monarchical regime by casting the King as the ‘liberal’ monarch at home and 
abroad, crucial at a moment of regional political turmoil after the ‘Arab Spring’. Para-
doxically, the liberal immigration policy has thus both emerged out of and fostered 
the authoritarian system in place. This section dissects the dynamics underlying this 
‘illiberal paradox’. First of all, the set-up of the Moroccan state – with the King and 
his entourage on the one side and the administration on the other – has been mobi-
lized in a ‘good cop/bad cop’ logic: Progressive developments are cast as royal initia-
tives, while the administration is made responsible for shortcomings or backlashes, 
such as continued violence towards migrants or delays in migrants’ access to resi-
dence permits and social services. Second, to assure the diplomatic success of the 
policy, the room for manoeuvre and public profile of specific actors was increased: 
The CNDH, close to the Royal Palace, has become the institutional safeguard of the 
reform; and CSOs such as the GADEM or the Democratic Organization of Immigrant 
Labour (ODTI) have – largely involuntarily – legitimized the royal agenda by partici-
pating in the regularization process and in migrant integration projects. 

At the same time, although the royal impetus assured the adherence of key 
ministries to the reform, it did not prevent inter-institutional conflicts and inconsis-
tent implementation. In fact, institutions appropriated the ‘royal will’ for their own 
agendas, approaching immigration according to their respective institutional interests 
and worldviews. Three main dynamics structure the Moroccan bureaucratic field on 
immigration: First, despite the involvement of an increasing number of institutions 
since 2013, the MoI and MoFA remain the central power-holders on immigration. 
Second, the creation of the MCMREAM has triggered new inter-institutional dynam-
ics, as it has struggled to impose immigration as a priority on other ministries. Third, 
the implementation of the reform suffers from a lack of communication between high-
level civil servants in Rabat and street-level bureaucrats across the Moroccan territory. 
As this chapter shows, these dynamics contribute to the monarchy’s regime consoli-



125

dation strategy by making it more difficult to locate decision-making and attribute 
responsibilities to a specific actor.

2.1 CONSOLIDATING THE ‘LIBERAL’ MONARCHY
The centrality of the King in the 2013 reform is undeniable: “If there had not been 
the royal impulse, there would not be this policy” (M16-I23); “It’s a royal vision, a 
royal project” (M16-I2), respondents said.146 Interestingly, however, the migration 
policy duality described earlier, with violence continuing alongside the regularization 
and integration programmes, did not challenge the progressive image of the King as 
‘liberal’ monarch. The elements sketched in this section suggest the existence of an 
‘illiberal paradox’ – the fact that the liberalization of immigration policy has emerged 
out of Morocco’s autocratic political structures and, at the same time, consolidated 
them (for a theorization of the illiberal paradox, see Chapter 11, Section 3.4).

A ‘good cop/bad cop’ dynamic between the King and the administration
First of all, a ‘good cop/bad cop’ dynamic characterizes the immigration reform, as the 
King is praised for his liberal announcements on migrants’ rights, while violent back-
lashes, inconsistencies and reactionary tendencies are blamed on the administration 
(see also Ferrié and Alioua 2018: 20-21). A ministerial respondent hinted at this para-
dox, saying: “Fortunately we have the King here in Morocco, he is very democratic” 
(M17-I8). The outcome is a split image of the state in which the King is portrayed as 
guardian of the reform’s liberal spirit, while other state actors – political parties, the 
MoI, security forces, the administration – are made responsible for its failures.147 This 
dynamic ultimately legitimizes the monarchical institution in Morocco. As one of my 
respondents summarized: “The migration dossier has profited from the same mecha-
nism as all reforms in Morocco: […] The King is the driving force behind the migration 
policy – from him come the big gestures, the big promises, but the implementation 
is left to the MoI. And there are defensive reflexes in the administration that mitigate 
these big gestures and make sure that they don’t become too dangerous for the state” 
(M17-I4). 

The regularization process is exemplary in this regard: Foreigners Bureaus were 
created by the MoI in each of the 83 prefectures across the Moroccan territory to 
register regularization claims. Local regularization commissions, composed of repre-
sentatives of Moroccan security services and police, as well as two civil society repre-
sentatives appointed by the CNDH, were set up to rule on the applications (MoI and 
MCMREAM 2013). Three thousand civil servants were mobilized to carry out the 

146 The King’s involvement was also key in subsequent developments, such as the launch of a second 
regularization campaign in December 2016 or the decision to grant three-year permits to regularized migrants 
in early 2017.
147 For a more generic analysis of dynamics of accountability and responsibility within the Moroccan state, 
see Hibou and Tozy (2015: 12-17).
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regularization campaign.148 Most applications were rejected at first instance because 
of insufficient residency or work proofs (PNPM 2014). In September 2014, Migration 
Minister Anis Birou blamed the administration for not having turned the regulariza-
tion into a success: “The number of regularization requests is below our expectations. 
This is probably due to the difficulties illegal migrants have in providing the adminis-
tration, sometimes a little too fussy, the documents attesting to the length of their stay” 
(quoted in: Benjelloun 2018b: 46). As I will show in the next section, these adminis-
trative difficulties have been resolved through the appeals commission headed by the 
CNDH. 

The good cop/bad cop dynamic also became evident during the ‘Figuig refugee 
crisis’ in April 2017, when 41 Syrian refugees were left without food and shelter at the 
Moroccan-Algerian border, as both Moroccan and Algerian security forces refused to 
accept them on their territory.149 On 20 June, the World Refugee Day, the King inter-
vened by granting Syrian refugees the right to enter Morocco, an “exceptional” deci-
sion “dictated by humanist values”, as the press release of the Royal Cabinet speci-
fies.150 Episodes such as these portray the King as ‘saviour’ of vulnerable groups in a 
repressive national environment and turn him into the safeguarder of human rights. 
These dynamics also explain why during demonstrations for more migrants’ rights in 
Rabat, one almost always finds migrants holding up portraits of the King.

The CNDH: Monarchy’s poster child? 
A second public actor has been crucial for Morocco’s consolidation as a ‘liberal’ 
monarchy: The National Council for Human Rights (CNDH). Created in 2011 as a 
successor to the Consultative Council of Human Rights (CCDH) that had existed since 
1990, and granted more wide-ranging powers (see Chapter 4, Section 1.1), it became 
the institutional safeguard of the migration reform by legitimizing it nationally, serving 
as a corrective to administrative restriction when needed, and acting as a mediator 
between state and civil society. 

First, the CNDH played a crucial role in legitimizing the 2013 reform as a home-
grown initiative. As I explained earlier, the September 2013 report of the CNDH 
offered Moroccan authorities an opportunity to shift policy in the face of domestic 
and international criticism without losing face: “The CNDH had the legitimacy in 
front of civil society and authorities. When in 2013 the CNDH confirmed the civil 
society reports, it could be heard by the institutions” (M16-I26). 

148 See proceedings of the 214th session of oral questions of the Parliament on 2 December 2014, http://
www.chambredesrepresentants.ma/sites/default/files/seances/214.pdf, retrieved 10 August 2017.
149 See: LeDesk, En plein désert, des réfugiés syriens ballotés entre le Maroc et l’Algérie dans le dénuement 
le plus total, 23 April 2017, https://ledesk.ma/2017/04/23/en-plein-desert-des-refugies-syriens-ballotes-entre-
le-maroc-et-lalgerie-dans-le-denuement-le-plus-total/, retrieved 17 March 2018.
150 See: TelQuel, Mohammed VI met fin au calvaire des familles syriennes bloquées près de Figuig, 20 June 
2017, https://telquel.ma/2017/06/20/mohammed-vi-met-fin-au-calvaire-des-familles-syriennes-bloquees-pres-
de-figuig_1551327, retrieved 17 March 2018.
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Second, the CNDH redressed administrative developments when things did 
not go as announced – such as in the regularization campaign. As just mentioned, 
the local regularization committees chaired by the MoI and Moroccan security 
services first rejected a considerable number of applicants. The appeals could have 
taken place in front of an administrative tribunal, but in June 2014, a National 
Appeals Commission was created under the presidency of the CNDH. This created 
room for alternative interpretations of the regularization criteria without infringing 
upon the power of the MoI. Composed of ministerial representatives, as well as 10 
civil society and migrant representatives (CNDH 2014),151 it functioned as a coun-
terweight to the local regularization commissions dominated by MoI representatives 
and security concerns: “Those who designed the policy created safeguards such as 
the National Appeals Commission that enabled the solving of 80% of the cases, 
but with the idea of finding an honourable way for all parties involved” (M17-I12). 
The Appeals Commission decided to regularize all women and children regard-
less of their length of stay and to accept alternative documentation to prove work, 
marriage or length of stay.152 As one commission member told me: “The aim was to 
regularize as many people as possible” (M16-I26). In the end, the CNDH was key 
in regularizing the majority of applicants during the 2014 and 2017 regularization 
campaigns,153 thereby turning the campaign into a successful geopolitical market-
ing tool.

Thirdly, the CNDH has become the principal mediator between state actors 
and civil society, not without ambiguities, as respondents have highlighted: “CSOs 
are obliged to pass through the CNDH to reach institutions with their advocacy” 
(M16-I3). In fact, the CNDH functions as a ‘gatekeeper’ for civil society to access 
the Moroccan state apparatus, indirectly controlling which civil society voices are 
heard. For Üstübici (2016: 312), “despite criticism that it is a state agency with closed 
membership and a lack of independence, CNDH has been a crucial channel for the 
lobbying efforts of civil society”. 

151 List of civil society representatives: Khadija Marouazi, Secretary General of the Mediator for democracy 
and human rights; Aminata Pagny, jurist; Myriem Khrouz, journalist and member of the CNDH; Amina 
Bouayach, Secretary General of the FIDH; Ali Lotfi, Secretary General of the ODT; Constantin Ibanda Mola, 
President of the CMSM; Kamal Lahbib, Vice-President of the Moroccan Forum of Alternatives; Abdallah Saaf, 
Director of the CERESS; Mehdi Alioua, researchers and Hichem Rachidi, Secretary General of the GADEM.
152 For instance, a simple sworn declaration by employers is enough to replace an employment contract.
153 Because the 2017 regularization used the same criteria as the 2014 one, the CNDH intervened again 
through the Appeals Commission to facilitate the regularization of a considerable number of applicants. In 
March 2018, the Appeals Commission decided to regularize the following categories: Women and their 
children, regardless of the initial criteria of the circular; unaccompanied minors; foreigners who can justify 
a professional activity, but without a work contract; foreign spouses of Moroccan nationals or foreigners in a 
regular administrative situation, regardless of the duration of the marriage; and foreigners who could not prove 
five years of residence in Morocco but have a college education level. According to the CNDH, this should 
allow the regularization of around 90% of applicants. See: HuffPostMaghreb, Le Maroc assouplit ses critères 
de régularisation des étrangers clandestins, 28 March 2018, https://www.huffpostmaghreb.com/entry/le-maroc-
assouplit-ses-criteres-de-regularisation-des-etrangers-clandestins_mg_5abb5c61e4b04a59a312acfe, retrieved 
5 September 2018.
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Due to the high-level profile of its president Driss el Yazami and his close rela-
tionship with the royal cabinet, the CNDH can act as an agenda setter or influence 
decision-making within the Moroccan state. It has used its leverage to advance not 
only migrants’ rights, but also to address sensible issues such as racial discrimination 
or religious diversity. As interviews have shown, interpersonal and informal negotia-
tions are a key tool for the CNDH to achieve change, rather than direct advocacy or 
outspoken criticism of state actions. Nonetheless, the ‘red lines’ of the regime also 
constrain the CNDH’s influence: “There are things that cannot be done because they 
are not ripe enough at the institutional or societal level – things like nationality or 
religious issues […] Even on foreigners there are preserves such as the waiting zones, 
the expulsions where the CNDH cannot do much” (M17-I17). The CNDH’s capacity 
for influence therefore also depends on civil society – national and international – to 
continue its advocacy for migrants’ rights, thereby ensuring that achievements are not 
watered down.154

Room for manoeuvre for civil society
The third actor that fosters Morocco’s image as a progressive, rights-respective state 
and hereby paradoxically strengthens Morocco’s autocratic regime is domestic civil 
society. Indeed, one key reason for the relative freedom of Morocco’s pro-immigrant 
civil society in the 2000s was its convergence with the royal agenda: Its consolida-
tion was desired from above. Back in 2011, one civil society respondent stressed 
that “the King’s will is indisputable in opening the door to people who advocate for 
a new Morocco […]. There was an impetus from above to open up for influences 
from below” (M11-I4). By granting CSOs visibility in the public sphere, the monarchy 
consolidated its domestic legitimacy. Simultaneously, it strengthened its control over 
the human rights discourse and thereby reduced the risk that civil society activism 
could jeopardize the monarchy. 

This dynamic also affected the migratory realm: Already before 2013, migrant 
associations such as the CMSM and Moroccan CSOs such as AFVIC or GADEM 
enjoyed relatively wide freedoms, although they operated without legal status: “The 
migration field was totally controlled by the MoI and no one could talk, but the 
GADEM managed to constitute a small bubble […] GADEM was not recognized, 
but it was here, it was tolerated. That’s not how things are normally done in Morocco 
– an illegal association in Morocco, they’re normally imprisoned, they’re stopped” 
(M17-I5). Although CSO work partly disturbed authorities, a certain level of activism 
was deemed necessary to access information from the ground: “It was clear that the 
subject would grow and they needed actors with whom to speak in society” (M17-I5). 

154 In December 2018, Amina Bouayach - a key civil society activist and political figure since the 1980s - 
was nominated to succeed Driss el Yazami as director of the CNDH.
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These dynamics were reinforced after 2013, as the monarchy needed civil soci-
ety involvement to successfully implement the regularization and to showcase the 
democratic character of the migration reform internationally. Many irregular migrants 
were at first sceptical of the regularization, fearing a trap through which Moroccan 
authorities would lure them into providing their identity and fingerprints to expel 
them more efficiently afterwards. The success of the regularization thus depended 
on CSOs and migrant leaders to vouch for the sincerity of Morocco’s regularization 
offer (Benjelloun 2018b: 46-47). As the head of the Directorate of Migration Affairs at 
the MCMREAM said at a conference in March 2017: “During the first regularization, 
there was a certain suspicion from the migrants, it’s after the intermediation by civil 
society that this has changed” (M17-D8). Migrant associations led awareness-raising 
campaigns within their respective national or local communities, and encouraged 
migrants to legalize their status. For instance, the ODTI distributed flyers summariz-
ing the regularization criteria and providing instructions on how to submit a regu-
larization claim. Also, because it was difficult for migrants to access official papers 
such as electricity bills, housing, or work contracts that would attest their presence in 
Morocco – Caritas, Entraide Nationale, and the International Mutual Aid Committee 
(CEI) handed out certificates. 

Had migrant associations not played this facilitator role, the regularization 
campaign would likely have been unsuccessful – both in terms of its real impact on 
migrants’ lives and its symbolic geopolitical power. Thus, the state was dependent on 
a critical – although not too critical – civil society to fortify its liberal image. However, 
as I show later (see Section 3.2), this dependency between state and civil society is 
reciprocal: CSOs also need the monarchy for their survival, as protection from the 
security apparatus and to access funds, which can make them more vulnerable to 
co-optation dynamics.

2.2  THE ADMINISTRATION
In parallel to these dynamics that strengthened the royal institution, the 2013 reform rein-
forced old and triggered new inter-institutional dynamics within the Moroccan admin-
istration. Respondents regularly compared Moroccan bureaucracy to a ‘machine’ set in 
motion by the King’s intervention: “In Morocco, as soon as it’s royal, it progresses, every-
one runs” (M16-I16). This suggests a mechanical understanding of the Moroccan political 
system with no room for manoeuvre for actors other than the King. Indeed, the ‘royal 
impulse’ guaranteed a generalized dynamism on immigration within the administra-
tion; even the MoI followed suit.155 However, the central role of the King did not prevent 

155 According to respondents, the MoI was willing to regularize irregular migrants as this would provide 
security services with a better control and oversight of Morocco’s migrant population: “Before, from a purely 
securitarian standpoint, we did not know them, the migrants, now we have their photos, we have their 
fingerprints, we know who they are” (reference redacted).
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contradictions in the way the royal vision was translated by different parts of the adminis-
tration. As Sedjari (2004: 297) writes on Moroccan policymaking more generally, minis-
tries involved in decision-making prioritize their own, often diverging interests: “Turf wars 
are invisible but span the entire administration.” Immigration, then, is just another policy 
area that is subject to institutional conflicts over power and resources within the state.

Turf wars and institutional worldviews
First, the 2013 reform reinforced long-standing turf wars between the MoI and the 
MoFA, with the newly created MCMREAM caught in the middle.156 In particular, 
despite the proliferation of institutions involved in immigration since 2013, the MoI 
has remained the central power-holder and the immigration reform has allowed the 
MoI to expand its power and access to resources within the Moroccan bureaucracy 
against its historical opponent, the MoFA.157 As one academic respondent highlighted, 
“in reality it’s the MoI who pilots and operationalizes […] which does not go without 
creating problems with the MoFA who feels deprived of the dossier” (M17-D10). 

Already back in 2012, interviewees highlighted this antagonism. The conflict 
however intensified after 2013 around the asylum law: According to respondents, 
one of the breaking points in the drafting of the asylum law is the institutional tutelage 
of the future asylum office. While the MoFA highlights the historical attachment of 
the BRA to the MoFA as a reason why the new institution should be under its tute-
lage, the MoI refers to the attachment of asylum agencies to MoIs in many European 
countries.158 Since April 2017, the MCMREAM has been downgraded to a Delegate 
Ministry and attached to the MoFA as “a way to please the MoFA” (M17-D10). Caught 
in the middle, the MCMREAM does not have the institutional powers to effectively 
coordinate the implementation of the National Strategy on Immigration and Asylum 
(SNIA).159 This leads to situations in which efforts by the MCMREAM are cancelled out 
by the MoI, as UNHCR Director Jean-Paul Cavalieri describes for instance in the case 

156 As El Qadim (2015: 195-207, 216-222) details, inter-institutional turf wars importantly affected 
emigration policies since the 1990s. In particular, MoI and MoFA have been historical opponents of the 
emigration dossier, and the proliferation of actors in charge of (partly overlapping) aspects of emigration policy 
– such as the Fondation Hassan II or the CCME – has exacerbated inter-institutional competition and policy 
incoherencies: “Institutions are created, restructured, removed, recreated, giving rise to tensions, competitions 
and compromises in defining the competences and budgets of each of them. If these administration are in 
principle subjected to a national objective that seems largely depending on the royal will, the institutional 
diversity and tensions that span the state domain point at the role of administration in the definition of Moroccan 
migration policies” (El Qadim 2015: 207). 
157 In a similar vein, Law 02-03 has bolstered the importance of the MoI in the Moroccan institutional 
landscape (see Chapter 5, Section 2.3).
158 Despite the foreign policy drivers of the migration reform, the MoFA has remained silent in the public 
sphere. This also explains my difficulties in accessing respondents from the MoFA, which some respondents 
have qualified as impenetrable compared to other actors. It differs markedly from 2011/2012, when I could 
easily interview MoFA respondents.
159 Already the previous Ministry for MRE was subject to political volatilities: Created in 1989, it was 
dissolved and downgraded to a Ministry department in 1997 as a result of bureaucratic turf wars, and re-created 
as a ministry under the umbrella of the MoFA in 2002. In 2007, it was detached from the MoFA, attached 
to the Prime Minister and granted a budget of its own. In 2013, it was renamed as MCMREAM to reflect its 
responsibility over the SNIA (Sahraoui 2015).
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of refugees: “That’s where we touch upon the paradox and the painful side of the situ-
ation. UNHCR, the MCMREAM, and the ANAPEC invest heavily in the employability 
of refugees […]. On the other hand, these employable refugees are blocked at the 
delivery of their residence permit”.160 

Alongside deepening the conflict between MoI and MoFA, the institutional 
set-up of the 2013 reform – with different aspects of the policy entrusted to differ-
ent ministries161 – guaranteed that royal intentions would be appropriated by each 
actor within their own logic of action, based on their sectoral interests and institu-
tional identities: “Each institution had a different approach towards migrants and 
also followed a different path” (M17-I17). In particular, the security perspective of 
the Ministries of Interior and Justice regularly clashes with the social, humanitarian 
perspective of the Ministries of Health or Employment. For instance, a MoJ respon-
dent emphasized that “we at the Ministry of Justice have a repressive vision: security, 
penalties. Other departments, health, education, have a human approach, a more 
social vision” (reference redacted). Indeed, the MoH action plan targets migrants 
regardless of their legal status because of the imperative to secure public health, and 
the public service provider Entraide Nationale (EN) has opened its services to regular 
and irregular migrants. This created open conflict with the MoI, as one respondent 
from the EN recounted: “In one of the steering committees I said that we opened our 
centres to all migrants whether they are regularized or not regularized and the person 
of the MoI tells me you do not have the right to welcome unregulated people. I said: 
[…] I work with human beings, I do not care if they are regularized or not. […] The EN 
does humanitarian work” (reference redacted).

These inter-institutional dynamics are not new but have been accelerated by 
the reform. Back in 2012, respondents already highlighted that “institutions are in a 
state of conflict and each ministry establishes its own strategy” (M11-I8). For instance, 
the negotiations for the UNHCR Headquarters Agreements in the mid-2000s were 
dominated by conflict between ‘hardliners’ in the Moroccan bureaucracy – the MoI 
and the security services – and more progressive actors such as the local authorities or 
public agencies (OFPPT, CCME): “The MoI is the policemen, the MoFA plays the role 
of the opener – there are conflictual agendas among ministries” (M11-I13). As I argue 
in Chapter 11, ministerial approaches to immigration might be closer to each other 
across countries than approaches of different ministries within one country, suggest-
ing that certain institutional dynamics are triggered by the nature of immigration poli-
cies rather than by regime specificities. 

160 See: Yabiladi, Depuis mars, blocage des cartes de séjour pour les réfugiés au Maroc, 28 December 2017, 
https://www.yabiladi.com/articles/details/60549/depuis-mars-blocage-cartes-sejour.html%20accessed%20
25/4/2018, retrieved 3 September 2018.
161 The regularization was headed by the MoI, the work on refugees and asylum seekers by the MoFA, the 
elaboration of the legal framework by the DIDH, and the elaboration and implementation of the SNIA by the 
MCMREAM.



132

Policy incoherence and inter-ministerial coordination problems
Alongside turf wars and diverging institutional visions, policy incoherence and 
lacking coordination characterize Moroccan immigration policymaking. Hicham 
Rachidi, central figure of the GADEM, highlights that “the ‘play’ of actors and the 
issue of coordination are […] likely to limit the effects of the migration policy reform 
in Morocco”.162 The following situation I observed exemplifies these dynamics: In 
April 2017, a migrant enters the Foreigners Bureau in Rabat and explains that he had 
received a positive decision on his regularization application back in January, but 
that the police officer did not have his residence permit and sent him here to enquire. 
At the Foreigners Bureau, he is told that the police is supposed to hand out the resi-
dence permits and that he should go back there – but that if they tell him to come to 
the Foreigners Bureau again, then that’s what he should do. As justification for this 
process, he is offered a succinct “it’s the administration” by the civil servant, accom-
panied by general laughter in the room (M17-D6).

The most important dynamic that limits the reform process is that the discursive 
adherence of the entire Moroccan administration to the immigration reform has not 
been matched with increased institutional dynamism. In particular, the MCMREAM, 
which has been assigned a coordinative role by the King, faces resistance from vari-
ous other ministries to integrate immigrants into their sectoral policies: While it can 
capitalize on international and royal support, the MCMREAM is dependent on the 
willingness of other ministers to enact changes within their domains. Without finan-
cial incentives attached, these ministers have shown little enthusiasm to implement 
the changes announced in the SNIA: “The MCMREAM does not have the power to 
impact line ministries with big portfolios, large resources, and a lot of staff, such as 
the MoI, the MoL, the MoE” (M16-I16). The low numbers of migrants concerned, and 
the fact that education or healthcare services for Moroccans are also insufficient, 
partly explains this lacking appropriation of the migration dossier: “The priority is the 
Moroccan population. Take for instance health: hospitals in Morocco are still cata-
strophic […] So migrants’ health is not a priority” (M16-I16). 

Thus, the governance structure set up to implement the SNIA has remained 
partially dysfunctional: While the lower-level, technical programme committees meet 
regularly, the interministerial committee scheduled twice a year has been cancelled 
several times since 2014. Also, the MCMREAM is faced with volatile interlocutors 
in other ministries. Talking about cooperation with the MoH, one MCMREAM civil 
servant recounts: “At the beginning we worked with one department [in the MoH] 
and we made progress but then, no, it’s not that department anymore, we have to 
start over again with another department. Now it’s already the third department so 

162 See: Yabiladi, Politique migratoire au Maroc: Défis et évolutions récentes, 27 December 2016, http://
www.yabiladi.com/articles/details/49587/politique-migratoire-maroc-defis-evolutions.html?utm_source=dlvr.
it&utm_medium=facebook, retrieved 5 September 2018.
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that’s difficult” (M17-I14). As one of my respondents concludes: “The MCMREAM 
is a powerless ministry with only a coordinative function. But the other ministries, 
health, education, don’t let themselves be coordinated” (M17-I4). As I show later (see 
Chapter 9), inter-ministerial coordination challenges also characterize Tunisian immi-
gration politics.

Centre-periphery dynamics: Leverage for street-level bureaucrats
The implementation of the 2013 reform is also structured by the gap between the 
(geographical and power) centre of the state and its periphery, which creates lever-
age for individual bureaucrats. For instance, policy interpretations diverge between 
high-level civil servants and street-level bureaucrats within the same ministry: “Every-
one understands the minister’s circular in his own way” (M17-I1). Although ministe-
rial respondents assured me of the effective communication within their institutions 
– “we give an order and it’s executed” (M16-I24) – most civil society and international 
respondents highlighted that street-level bureaucrats, such as policemen, doctors or 
school administrators, were often unaware of the decisions taken by the ministry in 
Rabat: “The policemen or border customs officer in Oujda has no idea of what is 
going on in Rabat at the central level in his ministry” (M16-I15). 

As a result, the 2013 reform is implemented inconsistently across regions: 
“In Rabat, the law is not the same as in Marrakesh or Tangier” (M16-I10). Despite 
the centrality of the Moroccan administration, local bureaucrats do have room for 
manoeuvre in the governance of foreigners: Migrants were for instance required to 
hand in work or housing contracts for the renewal of their residence permit in Tangi-
ers or Salé, but not in Rabat. As Diallo (2016) showed in his study of decision-making 
practices on residence permit applications in Morocco, “each local service claims 
the monopoly of administrative know-how in the process of selecting those who are 
entitled to a residence permit.” Access to work, healthcare, or education also varies 
across the territory: “You find schools where they accept migrants and others where 
they don’t accept anyone” (M17-I1). 

The fact that the MCMREAM has only civil servants in Rabat and is dependent 
upon local authorities – municipalities, police stations, educational boards, hospitals 
– to implement the SNIA further jeopardizes the reform: “The challenge is local gover-
nance […] Migration is a topic here in Rabat, but if you go out of Rabat…” (M17-I14). 
What Moroccan actors call the ‘territorialization’ of the migration policy, i.e. the inte-
gration of immigration into local politics and administration, is crucial, but respon-
dents were sceptical about putting migration on the agenda of local authorities: “I 
asked heads of local municipalities how they were going to implement this policy and 
they told me: you are crazy, we still have so many problems with Moroccans, and you 
come to talk to me about immigrants” (M16-I23).
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2.3  IMMIGRATION AS A ‘NATIONAL UNDERTAKING’: THE ABSENCE OF 
PARTY POLITICS

Alongside the monarchy and the Moroccan administration, a third state actor deserves 
attention – not for its actions, but for its passivity: Political parties and the parliament. 
Until now, immigration is not subject to Moroccan partisan dynamics – it did not 
figure in political party programmes for the 2012 and 2016 parliamentary elections 
– for two reasons: First, the King has depolarized immigration by elevating it into the 
royal realm. Second, there is no electoral advantage to gain from partisan polarization 
given the limited magnitude of immigration. 

Fieldwork insights suggest that the royal intervention has transformed immigra-
tion into a “state policy” (M17-I18, M17-I9, M17-I4, M17-I16, M16-I26, M16-I11), 
a “national undertaking” (M17-I5) that stands above party politics. As a result, open 
discontent with the 2013 reform is not possible and has made it relatively immune 
to exploitation by domestic political actors. According to one Moroccan Member of 
Parliament (MP): “From the moment that the King says it’s a state policy, we cannot 
have a discourse like the European far-right here in Morocco. The fact that the policy 
has been initiated by the King prevents immigration being politicized for electoral 
ends” (reference redacted). Indeed, elected politicians or party leaders have refrained 
from polarizing around immigration because it falls in the realm of royal prerogatives 
(Benjelloun 2018b). It has become one of the “untouchable topics” (M17-I6). When 
a Moroccan deputy criticized the immigration policy in May 2017 by claiming that 
“Moroccan cities are now polluted by sub-Saharan migrants”,163 this triggered a wave 
of political and media outrage. As one respondent said: “Populism on migration is 
instantly shut down” (M17-I4).

Also, Moroccan political parties do not politicize immigration because there is 
no electoral advantage given the limited number of immigrants: “They don’t matter, 
how many immigrants do we have? 80,000? So what, compared to 33 million Moroc-
cans” (M17-I6). Migration is not central to public debates compared to labour market 
or healthcare issues – it is seen as a foreign policy issue that does not affect domestic 
politics. This also explains why the MCMREAM is not a sought-after ministerial posi-
tion: “This ministry is not a bonus, but a burden […] it has no political weight and 
cannot provide any direct services to the population” (M17-I14). 

These dynamics suggests two ostensibly contradictory but ultimately comple-
mentary insights: On the one hand, immigration policy continuity is guaranteed 
throughout elections: “Even if the Minister of Migration changes, the content and 
priorities remain the same, it is a national priority” (M17-I19). On the other hand, 
“elections can be a brake to development, even if it’s a royal initiative. Because if 

163 Yabiladi, Migrants subsahariens: De Fès au Parlement, la vague de racisme déferle, 25 May 2017, https://
www.yabiladi.com/articles/details/54008/migrants-subsahariens-parlement-vague-racisme.html, retrieved 26 
August 2018.
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a minister decides that he is not interested in the migration dossier, then he will not 
do much” (M16-I16).164 This discrepancy between the imperative nature of the King’s 
will and the potential importance of election results reveals the hybrid nature of the 
Moroccan political system. As the next section will show, the absence of meaning-
ful party politics also suggests that political engagement in Morocco is mainly chan-
nelled through civil society activism.

3  CIVIL SOCIETY DYNAMICS

During the 2000s, civil society accusations of migrant rights’ violations damaged 
Morocco’s image abroad and played a crucial role in preparing the ground for immi-
gration reform, as I have shown earlier. Yet, without the mobilization of the CNDH 
and the royal intervention, civil society activism would likely not have succeeded in 
changing the approach of ministries such as the MoI or the MoL, let alone the Moroc-
can monarchy. This begs the question: To what extent has the 2013 reform trans-
formed civil society influence on Moroccan policy processes? This section shows that 
Morocco’s policy change from restriction to openness has fundamentally reshaped 
civil society activism. But instead of strengthening civil society’s place in political 
processes, it has made its role more ambiguous.

On the one hand, civil society activism has gained clout. In the past, Moroc-
co’s pro-immigration CSOs operated without authorization and assured their politi-
cal survival through support from abroad and from those within the Moroccan state 
who wanted to broadcast its liberalism. With the regularization of CSOs and migrant 
associations in 2014, civil society has become an institutionalized political actor. The 
heightened international attention to migrants’ rights in Morocco has created more 
opportunities for civil society to point at inconsistencies and denounce backlashes. In 
parallel, increased interaction with state institutions offers more scope for influencing 
public policies directly or indirectly. This is reinforced by the fact that in the absence 
of party politics, civil society activism provides the main outlet for channelling citi-
zens’ interests into the political system.

However, civil society also struggled to reposition itself in response to Morocco’s 
‘liberal’ agenda, becoming subject to state instrumentalization. The mushrooming of 
CSOs as a result of political and funding opportunities has triggered market dynamics, 
such as growing competition among CSOs and a fragmentation of the civil society 
agenda. Before 2013, civil society was clearly positioned against state authorities, 
denouncing their securitarian approach and violence. After 2013, the involvement 
of a growing number of state actors on immigration has diffused responsibilities for 

164 In particular, interviewees highlighted an emerging divide between the PAM, the party close to the Royal 
Palace that is pursuing a progressive migration agenda, and the Islamist PJD whose religious and identitarian 
agenda makes it more reluctant towards foreigners (see also Khrouz 2016: 221, 230).
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continued migrant rights’ violations, and forced civil society to adjust its advocacy 
strategies. At the same time, public funding and the integration of CSOs into certain 
decision-making processes has led to its partial co-optation and silencing.

3.1  THE CIVIL SOCIETY ‘MARKET’: THE LURE OF MONEY AND RESULTING 
COMPETITION DYNAMIC

After 2013, civil society work on immigration in Morocco mushroomed as a result 
of CSOs taking advantage of funding opportunities, as well as Moroccan authorities 
seeking to increase control over civil society.165 New civil society funding became 
available through international bodies. The Swiss Development Cooperation that had 
supported Caritas and GADEM for years increased the funding for migration-related 
projects in Morocco. New actors arrived, such as Belgian and American foundations, 
or the German Development Agency (GIZ), which launched several multi-million 
euro projects on immigration: “Migration has become a courted, sexy subject, there 
are plenty of funders who desperately want to work on migration” (M16-I16).166

In parallel, Moroccan authorities sought to diversify their civil society inter-
locutors beyond the ‘usual suspects’ (the GADEM, Caritas, a few migrant organi-
zations, and European NGOs). To ‘moroccanize’ civil society around immigration, 
the MCMREAM started to issue yearly calls for proposals in 2014 to fund social and 
humanitarian assistance or cultural integration projects. “We have associations work-
ing in neighbourhoods with women, children, etc., so the idea was to infuse migra-
tion into these projects. […] We wanted to work with Moroccan society – it was a 
choice” (M17-I14). In 2014, 60 projects were funded with a total of nearly 25 million 
dirham; in 2015, 64 projects with a total of 11.6 million dirham (MCMREAM 2016b: 
115-116).167 As one respondent highlighted: “This is of course a control reflex” (M17-
I4). 

Funding opportunities allowed CSOs to start or expand their work with migrants, 
but they also triggered opportunism: “The new migration policy has created a wave 
of project hunters” (M16-I9). While CSOs still depend upon each other for effective 
migrant protection and successful political mobilization (Üstübici 2016), civil society 
actors increasingly compete for funds and for the legitimacy to speak on behalf of 
migrants. As a result of these ‘market’ dynamics, civil society increasingly fragmented 
after 2013. “The movement on the migration question broke apart” (M17-I10).

165 The MCMREAM published a directory of CSOs working on migration in 2016 (MCMREAM 2016a). It 
catalogues 27 CSOs specialized in migration and 64 generalist CSOs who have expanded their work to include 
migrants. For an overview of CSO activities and projects on migration in Morocco between 2013 and 2018, 
see MCMREAM (2016b: 30-77) and MDCMREAM (2018: 25-67).
166 For an in-depth investigation of the ambiguous role played by international donors and the NGOs they 
fund in Moroccan migration governance since the mid-2000s, see Gazzotti (2018).
167 These are rather meagre financial investments compared to other migration policy domains. For 
instance, over the same period, the MoI spent more than two billion dirham “to reinforce the integrated border 
management to limit irregular migration” (MCMREAM 2016b: 78).
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The competition has materialized along four dividing lines: (1) between Moroc-
can and international CSOs, as, according to civil society respondents, “some asso-
ciations think they are superior to others because of their international reputation” 
(M17-I3); (2) among Moroccan CSOs, in particular between those who accept inter-
national funding to improve the situation of migrants and those who reject it, fearing 
their instrumentalization for Europe’s migration externalization agenda; (3) between 
migrant associations and Moroccan CSOs that started to work on migrant integra-
tion as a result of authorities’ ‘moroccanization’ policy – “During the first year there 
were real hopes, two associations of sub-Saharans received funding. But after that 
the money left. Moroccans have realized that there is a business to make” (M16-
I5); (4) and finally, among migrant associations themselves: “There is money now, so 
everyone tries to get his part of the cake” (M16-I23). During my interviews, migrant 
activists regularly accused each other of using associations as a tool for their indi-
vidual survival strategies to “build a career” (M16-I5). Also, the 2014 regularization 
campaign has deepened the division between ‘regularized’ migrants and those who 
remained ‘irregular’, obstructing solidarity among migrant communities: “Those who 
settled with their one-year immatriculation card and the people from the woods, they 
don’t recognize each other” (M17-I17). 

Besides funding, competition materialized most visibly on the legitimacy to 
speak or decide on behalf of migrants. Given the high turnover of migrant organization 
leaders and their limited professionalism, Moroccan authorities and European funders 
often prefer to work with more established, international CSOs: “They don’t want to 
lose time investing in small structures and migrant associations that might not have the 
competence, but that should be their partners because they know the situation on the 
ground” (M16-I6). In December 2016, Hicham Rachidi, central figure of the GADEM, 
describes these lines of tension: “Once partners, Moroccan and international civil soci-
ety structures now differ in their readings of the national/regional context […]. Migrant 
and refugee associations face tensions stemming from ideological, ethnic, nationalistic 
and personal leadership disparities […] that put brakes on their common efforts […] 
to position themselves as credible interlocutors in front of public authorities and to be 
able to carry the voice of the voiceless at the political level”.168 

These civil society dynamics for power and access to resources are not new: 
Despite the retrospective romanticization of the first years of civil society dyna-
mism, competition and conflicts emerged early on. Already after the 2005 Ceuta and 
Melilla incidents, Valluy (2007) observed “a kind of humanitarian gold rush towards 
Morocco,” and Morocco’s first civil society platform on migration, the PFM, disinte-
grated as a result of internal disagreement over the organization of a UNHCR-spon-

168 See: Yabiladi, Politique migratoire au Maroc: Défis et évolutions récentes, 27 December 2016, http://
www.yabiladi.com/articles/details/49587/politique-migratoire-maroc-defis-evolutions.html?utm_source=dlvr.
it&utm_medium=facebook, retrieved 5 September 2018.
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sored training (Feliu Martínez 2009). Nor are these dynamics specific to Morocco. In 
fact, “these self-destruction exercises are very typical for civil societies everywhere” 
(M17-I4).169

3.2  AMBIGUOUS STATE-CIVIL SOCIETY DYNAMICS
Renewed but limited interactions 
Despite these internal dynamics, CSOs have consolidated their presence in the 
Moroccan policymaking sphere and become an interlocutor for public institutions. 
Over the 2000s, interactions between civil society and public authorities were mini-
mal. Respondents painted the picture of an impenetrable administration: “All doors 
are closed […] Our requests are not taken into account” (M12-I3). Acting without 
legal status, CSOs were under constant surveillance from Moroccan security services. 
As one of the founding members of the Collective of sub-Saharan Communities in 
Morocco (CCSM) said in an interview: “the DST (intelligence services) called to tell 
me that I am disturbing them.”170 Nonetheless, state institutions started to engage with 
certain CSOs such as the GADEM, the Democratic Organization of Immigrant Labour 
(ODTI), or the OMDH after 2011: “The generic mode of operation in Morocco is that 
civil society is not yet recognized as a valid interlocutor. [...] But the contact between 
associations and the state starts gradually” (M12-I13).

2013 opened the doors of the state to civil society: My respondents’ numer-
ous references to invitations, meetings, telephone calls, formal agreements, and 
cooperation on the ground between state actors and CSOs attest to this. Addition-
ally, they unanimously highlighted the exceptional setting of the local regularization 
commissions in 2014, where irregular migrants and activists were sitting eye to eye 
with representatives of the feared national security institutions to discuss regular-
ization applications. Particularly the CNDH, the Ministry of Health (MoH) and the 
MCMREAM have developed direct contacts with CSOs and migrant organizations.171 
Even Moroccan security services became more cooperative after 2013 in resolving 
critical situations of migrants blocked at the border: “There is now a certain reactivity 
of the General Directorate for National Security (DGSN) and national police when 
there is a communiqué by associations such as GADEM or the Protection Platform 
[…]. So there is a certain change in the modus operandi” (M17-I21).

However, the opening of the state to civil society has remained partial. Inter-
viewees framed the political arena as a space with limited access, which required 

169 See for instance research on the lucrative dimension of migrant reception (Bassi, 2015), on the emergence 
of a “migration industry” (Castles and Miller 1998; Gammeltoft-Hansen and Nyberg Sorensen 2012) or on the 
competiton dynamics structuring migrant mobilization in Los Angeles (Gnes 2018: 155-162).
170 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 
171 See also: TV5MONDE, Rencontre des migrants avec Anis Birou, ministre chargé de la question migratoire, 
20 December 2013, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=e9MgXEeiGvg, retrieved 15 April 2018. 
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an entrance “ticket” (M17-I1, M17-I3, M17-I10). Not all CSOs have profited from 
improved cooperation with state institutions: “For sub-Saharan associations, relations 
have improved, for Moroccan associations it depends on the topic they work on and 
whether they do a lot of advocacy or not” (M16-I8). For instance, relations between 
the state and the Moroccan Association of Human Rights (AMDH) – the most critical 
human rights organization in Morocco and subject to regular crackdowns by authori-
ties (Sater 2002: 111) – rather worsened over the years. Also, state institutions ulti-
mately did not live up to the promised regular and permanent consultation of civil 
society: “The Minister [of the MCMREAM] wanted to establish a new system, he 
wanted to talk to associations every four weeks to get to know the ground, to have 
regular contact. We started, but after two meetings it stopped” (M16-I10). 

Most state-civil society interactions thus seem first and foremost symbolic, 
aiming at showcasing the participatory character and inclusiveness of the migration 
reform.172 After an initial period of euphoria, some CSOs have realized their limited 
influence on public actors, as well as the continuation of violent state practices that 
they thought were over, and therefore reduced their involvement with state actors. 
This frustration was voiced particularly strongly during the events around the 3rd anni-
versary of the National Strategy on Immigration and Asylum (SNIA) in September 
2016: “There were people who shouted during the Q&A because the conference was 
sold to them as a space for exchange and discussion, but in the end, it was a whole 
morning dedicated to men in suits selling the policy and its successes” (M16-I17).

The partial co-optation and silencing of civil society
In parallel to this limited opening of the Moroccan state towards civil society, insti-
tutions such as the CNDH and the MCMREAM have sought to – at least partially – 
co-opt CSOs. This ‘Makhzenization’ of civil society has somewhat silenced criticism 
of migrants’ rights abuses by the Moroccan state.173

CSOs were co-opted in various ways: First, the regularization of associations 
and the public funding of pro-immigrant activities allowed the state to cooperate with 
CSOs that used to be their opponents. The GADEM, for instance, has become a central 
partner of the state in implementing the SNIA – “to the extent that some consider [the 
GADEM] the 4th Directorate of the Migration Ministry” (M16-I6). Second, state insti-
tutions took over successful civil society activities. For instance, the yearly ‘Migrant 

172 The Guide des associations, for instance, reads: “The MCMREAM ensured the involvement of civil 
society and its active participation in all stages of the development and implementation of the national 
immigration strategy and asylum, through a permanent mechanism of consultation” (MCMREAM 2016a: 3).
173 This is not unique for the migration sector. The state-civil society dynamics characterizing the SNIA 
are reminiscent of those surrounding the 2005 National Initiative for Human Development (INHD), where 
money has been distributed to CSOs based on their “political quietism,” thereby silencing domestic criticism: 
“For associations that the authorities perceive as bothersome, the stick of harassment and denial of money is 
employed, while for the ones aligned to the regime, the so called associations oui-oui, there is the carrot of 
grants for their projects” (Cavatorta and Dalmasso 2009: 493-494).
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Week’ (Semaine des Migrants), organized by the ODTI since December 2012, has 
been reframed as an initiative of the MCMREAM since 2015.174 Third, state institutions 
such as the CNDH or the MCMREAM have hired people known for their advocacy 
work on migration, and formally integrated CSOs into decision-making through the 
local regularization commissions: “The intelligence of the Moroccan administration 
was to involve some migrants and associations in the regularization” (M17-I10). 

During my stay in Morocco in spring 2017, I spent one morning at the Foreigners 
Bureau in Rabat to get an idea of the day-to-day working of the regularization process. 
The scene I observed there is exemplary of these co-optation dynamics. Before enter-
ing the actual Foreigners Bureau, an improvised ‘reception desk’ was set up in the 
entrance hall. There, the President of the ODTI was welcoming people, helping them 
to fill in the application form, but also checking whether the dossier was complete 
and all documentation valid. If some documents were missing or migrants had claims 
that could not be dealt with at the Foreigners Bureau, they were sent back. The fact 
that migrants themselves do this ‘gatekeeping’ decreases the symbolic violence of the 
interaction between irregular migrants and the state compared to a situation in which 
they would directly deal with Moroccan civil servants. At the same time, however, this 
intermediary role of migrants leaders reinforces co-optation dynamics by the state. 

By bringing CSOs on board, Moroccan authorities have made it more difficult 
for civil society to openly criticize migrant rights’ violations and to provide a robust 
counter-discourse. Interviewees noted the silence of previously vocal civil society 
actors on the ongoing violence of state actors towards migrants in the North or at the 
borders: “some migrant associations that were always very vocal in criticizing the 
government, they don’t talk anymore” (M16-I22). For Norman (2016a: 431), “Moroc-
can civil society organizations thus paid a heavy price by choosing to transform ‘…
their practices and policies from mobilization and street activities to participation in 
public policies and cooperation with the authorities’ (Vairel 2013: 43).” However, as 
I have shown earlier, this dependency is reciprocal to a certain extent: While CSOs 
need the state to survive both politically and financially, the state needs CSOs to 
implement the policy successfully and legitimize their openness.

Adapting advocacy strategies to a new environment
Over the 2000s, civil society not only increased pressure on the Moroccan state. 
Their activities also partly relieved the Moroccan state from providing support struc-
tures for migrants by establishing parallel systems, such as the Caritas-run primary 
school, UNHCR-run legal assistance services, or healthcare projects of Doctors With-
out Borders (MSF). This led to what I have called a ‘deresponsibilization’ of the state 

174 Very symbolically, the event was also renumbered accordingly: As the advertisement flyers collected 
during fieldwork show, the 2015 event was marketed by the ministry as the first edition of the migrant week 
although it was in fact the fourth.
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(Natter 2014b). As one state respondent told me back in 2012: “It’s civil society’s role 
to provide support for clandestine migrants. […] It’s like all states, the Moroccan state 
is a cold and cynical monster, we cannot expect it to be interested in migrant rights” 
(reference redacted). The 2013 reform announced that state institutions would open 
their public services to migrants. This has reoriented parts of the (international) fund-
ing previously allocated to civil society towards state actors such as the MCMREAM, 
the MoH, or the Entraide Nationale, forcing civil society to adapt its role: Indeed, 
the migration reform has changed this ‘division of labour’ between state-run border-
controls and civil society-run integration measures, and shifted civil society’s role 
from an emergency service provider into a mediator between Moroccan public 
services and migrants. 

CSOs now face two new challenges: On the one hand, CSOs have to strike a 
balance between welcoming changes and continuing their criticism of migrant rights 
violations: “Before 2013, it was all securitarian at the level of government policy. So 
for civil society it was easy to do advocacy, you just needed to denounce the policy 
and the lack of political will, so civil society was more cohesive. With 2013, it has 
become more difficult” (M16-I22). On the other hand, the growing number of state 
actors working on immigration has diffused accountability and created ambiguity 
about who is accountable for misconduct or lacking improvements. The key question 
is whom CSOs should target institutionally with their criticism.

In response to the duality in Morocco’s immigration policy, civil society 
adapted its advocacy strategies, oscillating between confrontation and cooperation 
with state actors. CSOs, for instance, mobilize their contacts within the administra-
tion to advance specific dossiers informally, in particular with the CNDH and the 
MCMREAM. In this vein, civil society mobilizes state co-optation attempts to feed 
civil society perspectives into the state apparatus. Also, civil society capitalizes on 
Morocco’s self-portrayal as regional leader on migrants’ rights. In the eyes of some 
respondents, the reintegration of Morocco into the African Union in early 2017 could 
become a new advocacy tool: “Morocco was tasked with the migratory dossier at the 
AU, so I think we will play on that: You cannot present and suggest things at the AU 
level if you yourself don’t have these laws in your own country” (M17-I3). 

Lastly, Moroccan civil society increasingly uses migrants’ rights as an entry to 
advocate for Moroccans’ political and socio-economic rights. For organizations such 
as GADEM, OMDH, or AMDH, the denial of sub-Saharan migrants’ rights is intrinsi-
cally related to the general human rights situation in Morocco: “If we want to be a 
state of law, then procedures and rules have to be respected – for everybody” (M17-
I17). Not respecting refugee residence permits is thus framed as “a question of rule 
of law in Morocco” (M16-I2) and security forces’ violence against migrants become 
instrumental in denouncing general misconduct and lacking reform in the Moroccan 
security system. Similarly, interviewees turned their critique of deficiencies in migrant 
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protection into a more general critique of Morocco’s poor social system: “Migrants 
now are accepted in hospitals and emergency rooms under the same conditions as 
Moroccans – that means with material insufficiencies and doctors’ unavailability, 
that’s the same for everyone” (M17-I11).175 By linking migrants’ rights to the broader 
human rights situation in Morocco, migrants become instrumental in engendering a 
more general anti-system critique.

The ODTI, Morocco’s first migrant workers’ unions
The dynamics around migrant unions in Morocco exemplify the different trends 
sketched: On the one hand, they showcase the prevalence of internal conflicts within 
the migrant community and the ambiguous role of civil society as a bridge between 
state institutions and migrant communities; on the other hand, they also expose the 
role of international or European actors and the legacy of Morocco’s emigration expe-
riences in shaping developments. 

In 2011, Khrouz (2011: 50) writes: “Unions are absent and currently seem hesi-
tant to defend the rights of migrant workers, even if their administrative situation is 
regular”. The same year, the encounter between Marcel Amiyeto, a Congolese citizen 
living in Morocco since 2005 and founder of the Collective of Migrant Workers in 
Morocco (CTMM), and Driss El Yazami, the then-president of the Council for Moroc-
co’s Community Abroad (CCME), planted the seed for the creation of the first migrant 
union in Morocco. The historical role played by unions in the French immigration 
debate provided a blueprint for the labour union engagement in Morocco. Amiyeto 
received initial support from the French Association of Maghrebi Workers (ATMF) to 
contact Morocco’s established labour unions, who, however, showed no interest in 
incorporating migrant workers. Only the Democratic Organization of Labour (ODT), 
a young and relatively small union that sought to gain ground in a territory domi-
nated by older and much larger unions, was ready to accommodate a migrant section. 
Marcel Amiyeto recounts: “I met them in March 2012 […] I presented them with my 
project, they said: In principal we defend all workers without distinction of race or 
religion, whether they have papers or not. So come with your project, do whatever 
you want, we will give you our weight, our syndical support. […] It was an instrumen-
tal alliance of interests, a marriage of convenience”. 

On 1 May 2012, more than 160 migrants joined Moroccan labour unions on 
their Labour Day march in the centre of Rabat. They demanded the regularization of 
irregular migrants under the header: “We love Morocco, we work in Morocco, regu-

175 State respondents also sometimes use the deficiencies of Morocco’s social system as an excuse for the 
limited protection and services offered to migrants. For instance, a high-level civil servant of the MCMREAM 
said at an event in November 2016: “Morocco does what it can do, but it also has limited means. The principle 
we pursue is that we want to offer migrants access to public services in the same way as Moroccans – then, if 
these services are excellent or average in quality, this is another question” (M16-D9). 
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larize us!”.176 In July, the Democratic Organization of Immigrant Labour (ODTI) was 
founded as Morocco’s first migrant union.177 In December, the ODTI organized the 
Migrant Week (Semaine des migrants) under the overall slogan For a policy of regular-
ization of irregular migrants in the context of Morocco’s constitutional reform, hereby 
somewhat anticipating the framing and substance of the 2013 policy change. 

In 2017, three large Moroccan unions – the Moroccan Labour Union (UMT), the 
General Union of Moroccan Workers (UGTM), and the Democratic Confederation of 
Labour (CDT) – announced the creation of migrant sections within their structures. 
They hereby reacted to the 2013 reform and increased international attention and 
funding. Indeed, IOs such as the International Labour Organization (ILO) and the 
German Friedrich Ebert Foundation (FES) actively started working with labour unions 
on migration: “There was a lot of awareness raising, a lot of bilateral meetings with the 
unions that triggered this dynamic of integrating migrants in their structures” (M17-
I6). At the same time, the new migration policy allowed unions to capitalize on the 
migrant issue in domestic politics and international funding markets: “Unions turn 
migration into a card that allows them to say at the level of international meetings: We 
defend migrants’ interests” (M17-I10). The migration dossier is thus not only a diplo-
matic tool for the Moroccan government, but also for civil society organizations who 
seek to consolidate their place in international fora.

To what extent Moroccan unions will become central actors in defending 
migrant workers, or see migrant representation primarily as an instrument to achieve 
domestic and international recognition, remains unclear. On the one hand, the labour 
market situation in Morocco is difficult, and defending irregular migrants does not 
create consensus within unions: “We have to start our fight within the unions” (M17-
I3). For instance, labour unions remain reluctant to support a reform of the national 
preference procedure in the Labour Code that would facilitate foreigners’ access to 
the labour market. On the other hand, unions have started to become more vocal 
when migrants’ labour rights are violated by employers. This ambiguity is reminiscent 
of the historical development of European labour unions’ positions towards immi-
grants, first sceptical and exclusionary, then subsequently discovering migrants as 
potential union members and thus including migrant workers’ rights into their agen-
das (Castles, de Haas and Miller 2014; Haus 1999). An interesting Moroccan specific-
ity is that employer and labour unions are represented in the second chamber of the 
Parliament: “If migrants are part of unions, the migrant component is directly in the 
Parliament” (M17-I13). Thus, if the migration issue is genuinely taken up by unions, 

176 See: ATMF Press Release, 1er Mai 2012: lancement de la campagne de régularisation des sans papiers(e) 
au Maroc, 3 May 2012, https://atmf.org/1er-Mai-2012-lancement-de-la,1538, retrieved 20 April 2017. 
177 Despite its prominent role in the Moroccan civil society landscape, the ODTI has only a few hundred 
members and thus represents only a small fraction of the migrant labour in Morocco. While the ODTI was 
first dominated by sub-Saharan African workers, in 2014, a sub-section was created to represent Filipino 
houseworkers.
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it might get politicized through unions’ presence in the second chamber instead of 
party politics dominating the first chamber.

3.3  POPULAR ACCEPTANCE OF IMMIGRATION: THE DEMOCRATIC 
CHALLENGE

Despite the politicization of immigration by the Royal Palace, immigration has 
remained a relative ‘non-topic’ in Moroccan society. The fact that the geopolitical 
interests rather than public demand drove the 2013 liberal reform raises the ques-
tion of public adherence: “The big challenge is that the Moroccan people accept 
this policy” (M16-I6). This challenge is two-fold: It requires a de facto acceptance 
of migrants as jobseekers, patients, or schoolmates in the short term; and a symbolic 
acceptance of migrants as family members or potential nationals with different 
cultural or religious traditions in the longer term. 

Research on Moroccans’ opinions on the 2013 reform is scarce. Two recent 
surveys, however, give some insights into the overall reticent, yet mixed attitudes 
of Moroccans towards immigration: The special module on migration of the 2018 
Afrobarometer shows that a majority of Moroccans would want no (26%) or only a 
few (30%) immigrants and refugees in Morocco, compared to 23% who would allow 
some and 13% who are favour of allowing many to immigrate (Appiah-Nyamekye 
Sanny and Abderebbi 2019). More generally, 43% consider that Morocco already 
hosts enough immigrants and 35% state that it would be bad if more migrants would 
come to live in Morocco. In addition, while 64% are positive about immigrants who 
create firms that employs nationals, 47% consider that migrants take away the jobs of 
nationals. Compared to earlier surveys, however, Moroccan respondents are slightly 
more positive in 2018 when it comes to having a migrant or someone from a differ-
ent religion or ethnicity as neighbour (Afrobarometer 2018a).178 A second survey 
of 1,000 Moroccans conducted in early 2018 focuses on sub-Saharan immigration 
in particular. It shows that opinions on whether Morocco should be a host coun-
try for sub-Saharan migrants are split: 36% of Moroccan respondents are opposed, 
and 38% in favour, whereas 15% are in favour, but only under certain condition. 
Respondents from Casablanca and the southern regions are most hostile towards sub-

178 In 2018, 26% of respondents strongly or somewhat disliked having an immigrant as neighbour, 58 % 
would not care, and more than 13 would would somewhat or strongly like this. Similar response patterns 
appear when asked about having a person of a different religion (30, 55 and 15% respectively) or ethnicity 
(18, 62 and 19% respectively) as a neighbour. This is a positive shift compared to the 2015 Afrobarometer, 
where around 33 % of Moroccans indicated they would strongly or somewhat dislike having an immigrant, 
foreign workers or people of a different religion as neighbour (26% for someone of a different ethnicity), 56 % 
would not care (63% for someone of a different ethnicity) and only 10% would somewhat or strongly like this 
(Afrobarometer 2015). Interestingly, the 2018 special survey on migration indicates an even stronger positive 
shift, as only 23% of Moroccans find that having an immigrant as neighbour (or an immigrant marrying a close 
family member) would be a bad or very bad thing, while 37% would not care and 38% would find this a good 
or very good thing (Appiah-Nyamekye Sanny and Abderebbi 2019). The difference in results between the 2018 
Afrobarometer and the 2018 special survey on having immigrants as neighbours might be due to sampling 
strategies.
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Saharan immigrants, while respondents from the regions that already host large parts 
of Morocco’s sub-Saharan migrant population (Rabat-Salé, Tangier-Tétouan and the 
Oriental region in the North-East of Morocco) are largely favourable towards immi-
grants.179

My interviewees confirm these mixed attitudes of the Moroccan population 
towards immigration and point towards two explanations: On the one hand, popu-
lar support for the new migration policy is lacking. “Moroccans are not happy that 
migrants have papers”, one representative of a migrant association said (reference 
redacted). Respondents argue that opening the labour market, social assistance, or 
healthcare to migrants is problematic, as many Moroccans also face unemployment 
and lack social support: “Honestly, I think that Moroccan society will react like all 
other societies, there will be excesses of xenophobia, social clashes, and rivalries 
between the poor over resources […] The key issue is: will we avoid political instru-
mentalization or not” (M17-I16). 

On the other hand, respondents have mobilized the mirror effect (see Chapter 5, 
Section 3.4) to justify why Moroccans will ultimately adhere to the policy liberaliza-
tion: “Every Moroccan family has a migrant abroad, so there is a psychological accep-
tance of the other, because we are the other there” (M17-I13). Concerning migrants’ 
access to education, one respondent recounted: “There were Moroccans who were 
against it [schooling children of irregular migrants]. But I told them: You know, Moroc-
cans left to Europe in the 1950s, 1960s, 1970s, they were not told – you are irregulars 
so your children will not go to school. They were simply put into schools, it is their 
right. And it’s the same thing here” (M17-I20).

Beyond the question of access to jobs, education, or healthcare, immigration 
to Morocco also interrogates Morocco’s national identity. As already mentioned, the 
fact that many migrants are Black and Christian (re)introduces issues such as mixed 
marriages, religious diversity, and race into Moroccan societal debates. Aware of 
this, Driss el Yazami, director of the CNDH, has suggested the public construction of 
churches to respond to the spiritual needs of Christian migrants in Morocco and avoid 
the mistakes of European states in the 1970s, when Muslim migrants had to exer-
cise their religion in secrecy.180 Religion will also trigger questions about the Muslim 
component of Moroccan citizenship: “To be consistent with the liberal references of 
its Constitution, Morocco will have to consider opening the conditions of acquisition 
of its nationality […]. This coherence would have a political price, since it would be 
a question of redefining the foundations of the nation” (Mourji et al. 2016: 112-113). 

How the Moroccan population would react to such measures remains unclear. 

179 L’Economiste, Enquête L’Economiste-Sunergia. Migrants subsahariens: Des résultats surprenants!, 
21 March 2018, https://www.leconomiste.com/article/1025619-enquete-l-economiste-sunergia-migrants-
subsahariens-des-resultats-surprenants, retrieved 7 May 2019.
180 Interview from 21 November 2014 in the ‘Club de l’Economiste’, see: http://www.quid.ma/societe/
Driss-Yazami-demande-plus-d%E2%80%99%C3%A9glises-pour-le-Maroc, retrieved 30 August 2018. 
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On the one hand, Moroccans have been exposed to the King’s Africa policy and the 
new identity framing since the late 2000s: “You constantly hear: ‘the King left for 
Africa’, ‘we want to foster the relations with Africa’, people start to become receptive 
to this message” (M17-I11). On the other hand, racist attacks on sub-Saharan Afri-
can migrants regularly make Moroccan headlines,181 and according to a 2015 survey, 
most migrants rarely interact with Moroccans, a quarter of them almost never (Mourji 
et al. 2016: 98). Thus, despite the official recognition of an ‘African belonging’, the 
incorporation of the African dimension into Morocco’s identity referential remains 
largely symbolic and theoretical. In the words of one migrant association represen-
tative: “Moroccan authorities committed themselves, but the country is not ready 
[…] It’s a project for 2025, not 2015” (reference redacted). How societal dynamics 
towards immigration will play out in the long term and whether they will challenge 
the top-down positive framing of immigration remains to be seen.

4  OTHER ACTORS

Besides state and civil society actors, international organizations, the private sector, 
and legal actors all participate in Morocco’s immigration policy field, albeit to differ-
ent degrees. With migration being an intrinsically international policy issue and with 
‘European migration externalization’ dominating debates, the role of external actors 
such as international organizations (IOs) or the EU is highly relevant. This begs the 
question: How has Morocco’s immigration reform affected the influence of external 
actors on Moroccan immigration policy? The section shows that the 2013 reform has 
increased international influence on Moroccan political decisions in areas character-
ized by a lack of ministerial expertise. At the same time, Moroccan authorities remain 
in control over the direction and extent of the cooperation. 

Employers and lawyers, however, are not key players in Moroccan immigration 
politics despite their centrality in mainstream immigration policy theory. As I show, 
the size of Morocco’s informal economy and the confluence of interests between 
employers and the King as a major economic actor explain the negligible public role 
of employers. The limited role of legal actors, on the other hand, is a result of Moroc-
co’s autocratic regime. Chapter 11 will analyse this ‘regime effect’ more systemati-
cally.

181 See for instance reporting on the murders of three Senegalese migrants in 2013 and 2014: Medias24, 
Tué à Tanger, Charles Ndour était un migrant sénégalais en situation régulière, 1 September 2014, https://
www.medias24.com/SOCIETE/14019-Tue-a-Tanger-Charles-Ndour-etait-un-migrant-senegalais-en-situation-
reguliere.html, or on violent clashes between sub-Saharan migrants and Moroccans in Casablanca: Yabiladi, 
Affrontements entre migrants subsahariens et population d’un quartier de Casablanca, 25 November 2017, 
https://www.yabiladi.com/articles/details/59644/affrontements-entre-migrants-subsahariens-population.html, 
both retrieved 4 September 2018.
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4.1  THE INTERNATIONAL DIMENSION
The extent and limits of external influence
The 2013 immigration reform has opened up numerous opportunities for exter-
nal actors – IOs, development agencies, diplomatic representations – to work with 
Moroccan institutions: “You cannot imagine, projects are launched everywhere […] 
IOs are in a craze to work on this policy” (M17-I5). In particular, international actors 
provided increased funding to support public institutions implementing the immi-
gration reform: UNHCR sponsored the creation of a position within the CNDH to 
work specifically on asylum; the GIZ is working with local Moroccan authorities 
to advance the ‘territorialization’ of the SNIA; and IOM has stepped up its coopera-
tion with the MoH to integrate migrants into public healthcare, as well as with the 
MoI to expand its voluntary return programme.182 Additionally UNHCR, IOM, ILO 
and others regularly organize training workshops on migrant rights for Moroccan 
civil servants across ministries, parliamentary groups and professional bodies such 
as police, judges or labour inspectors. They also arranged study visits in Europe to 
convey how migration, asylum, and integration are dealt with there.183 One of my 
respondents therefore expressed doubts about Morocco’s migration policymaking 
sovereignty: “There is now a panoply of actors. But the question is: Where is the 
power?” (M16-I9). 

IO activities allowed external actors to introduce their visions on migration 
and integration in Morocco and to shape the agenda of public actors. Indeed, 2013 
improved relations between external actors and public authorities: “There is before 
and after the 9 September 2013. Until then, nothing worked and it was a struggle to 
work in Morocco. Afterwards it was a whole different dimension and dynamic. The 
work with the MoI and MoFA suddenly became much better” (M16-I4). According 
to respondents, the lack of expertise on immigrant integration within Moroccan insti-
tutions reinforced this willingness to cooperate. For example, the MoH only started 
elaborating a strategy of migrant healthcare through an IOM project. And the annual 
immigration conference organized by the MCMREAM reflected, in 2017, the topic of 
the GIZ-funded RECOMIG project, namely the territorialization of migration policy 
at the local level. These new interactions and opportunities for policy influence have 
not, however, automatically increased the weight of external actors on Moroccan 
policymaking. While IOs have gained influence in Moroccan institutions due to a 
lack of and need for expertise, the 2013 reform also offered Moroccan authorities an 
opportunity to limit the extent of international influence. 

First, administrative bodies have actively resisted external involvement: Against 

182 To give an idea of the volume of voluntary returns, between January and October 2016, IOM organized 
1261 voluntary returns from Morocco to sub-Saharan Africa: “What is interesting is that the profiles of these 
returnees from Morocco are very similar to those of Moroccan returnees from Europe” (M16-I16).
183 For an overview of IO-led activities and programmes in Morocco between 2013 and 2018, see 
MCMREAM (2016b: 89-99) and MDCMREAM (2018: 78-88, 94-104).
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common practice, the GIZ was not given an office for its expert within the MCMREAM. 
Also, while IOs have important leverage in shaping specific projects within the SNIA, 
their contribution to the legislative process is very limited – particularly compared to 
Tunisia, as we will see later. Although UNHCR was allowed to give feedback on the 
draft asylum law, it was not involved in its elaboration, and IOs were not given access 
at all to the draft law on immigration.  

Second, external funding and involvement in fact largely mirrors the priorities of 
the Moroccan state, away from migrant protection and towards migrant integration. 
In the past, international actors focused on providing basic humanitarian support to 
irregular migrants or on lobbying for more migrant rights. Now “there is little funding 
from donors dedicated to issues of protection and humanitarian assistance, especially 
for irregulars, everyone is on integration issues, they follow the discourse and will of 
public institutions” (M17-I21).184 

Lastly, the 2013 reform and its commitment to a human-rights based immigra-
tion policy also suits Moroccan authorities’ broader migration agenda, as it allows 
Morocco to reject EU cooperation proposals that neglect human rights (such as forced 
returns of Moroccans from Europe or the establishment of asylum processing camps): 
“Instead of positioning itself as the gendarme of Europe, as the executor of European 
restrictive policies, Morocco can now say, look: Morocco is a state of law [Etat de 
droit] with a humanist policy” (M16-I23). As one high-level civil servant highlighted: 
“Morocco now possesses a negotiation tool to say: No, I have a policy, I have rules to 
respect” (reference redacted).

The absence of African actors
With all this talk about international and European actors, what about African actors? 
Do Ivorian, Senegalese, Congolese or Malian embassies lobby for better treatment of 
their citizens in Morocco or, if not, why? Asking this question to respondents has been 
challenging, given that representatives of the embassies of Senegal, Mali and Ivory 
Coast I contacted in Rabat were not available for an interview. According to other 
respondents, however, African embassies do not lobby to improve their citizens’ situ-
ation in Morocco: “I don’t think that it was them who made things happen, it was not 
them who worked for the protection of the rights of their nationals in Morocco” (M16-
I26). The incident around the Senegalese embassy in 2013 is emblematic of this: In 
May, Senegalese citizens in Morocco held a sit-in in front of their embassy in Rabat 
to protest against the expulsion of 16 Senegalese from Morocco. The sit-in ended in 

184 As respondents highlighted, this new focus on integration suited European funders for two reasons: First, 
it fitted well within the European political climate that seeks to encourage neighboring countries to provide 
more attractive living conditions for migrants. Second, it is less problematic in terms of relations with Moroccan 
authorities than funding support structures for irregular migrants: “Irregular migrants are a category that will 
always remain under-financed, because it’s the most difficult category to justify in terms of political dialogue 
with the government” (M17-I21).
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clashes with the Moroccan police and arrests. But instead of defending its citizens, 
the Senegalese embassy lodged a complaint against them.185 

There are two main reasons why African states are not engaged in protecting the 
rights of their citizens abroad: On the one hand, advocacy for their migrants’ rights 
abroad would render the domestic problems that make migrants leave more visible in 
the first place. On the other hand, states that themselves pursue a policy of migration 
securitization lose their legitimacy in lobbying for their migrants’ rights abroad. In the 
words of one respondent: “Origin states where citizens are subject to repression are 
themselves involved in the politics of control, so they cannot protest […] given that 
they apply the same approach at home” (reference redacted). Despite the centrality 
of Morocco’s Africa policy in the 2013 reform, African diplomatic actors have thus 
remained relatively passive.

4.2  THE PRIVATE SECTOR: THE AMBIGUOUS ROLE OF EMPLOYERS
In contrast to the mainstream literature on immigration policymaking that attributes 
a crucial role to business interest, there is no employer advocacy to liberalize immi-
gration policy in Morocco. Apart from the recruitment of skilled African workers as 
part of their expansion into African markets, the involvement of the private sector on 
immigration has remained limited due to structural characteristics of the Moroccan 
economy and labour market.186 

Employers and firms interested in expanding their activities into African markets 
– Moroccan banks, construction companies, energy, and telecommunication provid-
ers – are actively recruiting foreign employees. Royal Air Maroc (RAM) started to hire 
stewards from sub-Saharan African countries to cater to their African clientele from 
the late 2000s on (Infantino 2011).187 Under its previous President, Driss Benhima 
(from 2006 to 2016), the company also asked the CNDH to conduct ‘diversity train-
ings’ for their employees to raise their awareness of racial discrimination. Within the 
General Confederation of Enterprises in Morocco (CGEM), the appointment of Abdou 
Souleye Diop, a Senegalese migrant resident in Morocco since 1986, as president of 
the CGEM’s Africa Commission reflects the growing role of African clients and part-
ners in Moroccan economic life.188 Since 2014, employers are also integrated into 
the institutional set-up of the SNIA: CGEM representatives participate in the commit-
tees on employment and professional training of regularized migrants; they cooperate 

185 See: Dakaractu, Libération des Sénégalais qui avaient saccagé l’ambassade de leur pays, 4 July 2013, 
https://www.dakaractu.com/MAROC-Liberation-des-Senegalais-qui-avaient-saccage-l-ambassade-de-leur-
pays-Le-role-de-Mamadou-Lamine-Diallo_a47393.html, retrieved 5 February 2018. 
186 The difficulty I had to interview a representative of the General Confederation of Enterprises in Morocco 
(CGEM), as well as the overall non-responsiveness of employers I contacted is expressive of this.
187 See: La Nouvelle Tribune, RAM recrute en Afrique sub-saharienne, 2 February 2014, https://www.
maghress.com/fr/latribune/100475, retrieved 18 February 2018.
188 See: HuffPostMaghreb, Abdou Souleye Diop, nouvel associé gérant de Mazars, 6 February 2017, https://
www.huffpostmaghreb.com/2017/02/06/story_n_14630796.html, retrieved 18 February 2018.
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with ILO on projects related to migrant labour (both of Moroccans abroad as well 
as foreigners in Morocco), and in May 2018, the CGEM signed a partnership with 
UNHCR and the MCMREAM on the employability and economic integration of refu-
gees.189 This institutional involvement might create incentives for employers to engage 
more actively on immigration in the long run. 

Despite these small-scale developments, however, three structural characteris-
tics of the Moroccan economy and labour market seem to restrain employers from 
becoming more active on labour immigration: First, the structure of the Moroccan 
economy – with 90% of firms being small or medium enterprises (SMEs) or family 
businesses rather than large corporations (Abdel Aziz 2013) – does not lend itself to 
extensive political lobbying or to the strategic hiring of migrant labour. Because the 
official procedure to hire foreign workers is lengthy and costly for the employer, many 
family businesses do not have the knowledge or willingness to recruit foreigners.190

Second, the extent of the informal labour market for national and foreign work-
ers – estimated at 59% of the Moroccan workforce (ILO 2018) – means that cheap and 
flexible labour can be found informally. According to a recent survey, 70% of migrants 
work in the informal sector (Mourji et al. 2016: 66). Although respondents empha-
sized that employers seek to stimulate competition between workers on the national 
labour market, there is no need to lobby for more open immigration rules, as it would 
only strengthen the position of foreign workers in Morocco. Indeed, “employers have 
a preference for irregular workers. They know that those who have a residence permit 
are protected by law” (M16-I10). From an employer perspective, the current system 
of informal employment works well: Fines for irregular employment are minimal, 
labour inspectors do not systematically inspect workplaces, and an informal system 
of exemptions allows major international corporations and specific economic sectors 
to bypass the restrictive labour code (Khrouz 2016: 232). As former Labour Minister 
Abdeslam Seddiki, said on TV in March 2015, the “derogatory system” concerning 
work permits for foreign workers is “very developed”.191 

Lastly, there is a confluence of interests between big firms and the royal cabinet 
because the King (or the monarchical institution more generally) is a major economic 
actors and employer in Morocco: “Maybe they [employers] do lobbying in a discrete 

189 UNHCR Press Release, Casablanca, 18 May 2018, Employabilité et insertion économique des réfugiés 
au Maroc: le Ministère Délégué chargé des Marocains Résidant à l’Etranger et des Affaires de la Migration, la 
CGEM, et le HCR signent un partenariat.
190 The national employment office (ANAPEC) has to attest the absence of nationals with the required 
profile (national preference procedure, see Decree 1391-05 of 25 November 2005 of the MoL). This involves 
the publication of a recruitment ad in two newspapers with a circulation of at least 10,000 and a waiting period 
of at least 10 days, often 4-6 weeks. As a result, most foreign workers, both high-skilled and low-skilled, are 
employed without a permit. See: L’Economiste, Mobilité des cadres: Les compétences marocaines d’abord, 9 
December 2014, https://www.leconomiste.com/article/963040-analysemobilite-des-cadresles-competences-
marocaines-d-abord, retrieved 3 September 2018. 
191 Emission2M, Dans les coulisses de l’univers des salariés étrangers, 9 March 2015. See: https://www.
youtube.com/watch?v=6pRdCyME1OM, retrieved 3 September 2018.
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way, but it’s not like in Europe. The relation between the economy and political power 
is different” (M17-I9). There is thus little incentive for employers to openly mobilize 
for more legal employment opportunities for foreigners. These observations from my 
fieldwork could serve as a working hypothesis for further research on the role of busi-
ness interests in immigration policy within the context of a large informal economy 
and the tight imbrication of economic and political power.

4.3  THE LEGAL SECTOR: LAWYERS, JUDGES, COURTS
Prompted on the role of lawyers, judges, or courts, some respondents highlighted the 
weakness of Morocco’s judicial institution, while others sketched a more optimistic 
picture, recounting instances in which legal actors set limits to state violence. Moroc-
can judges took a first step to protect refugee rights in the summer of 2009: A sit-in 
of refugees asking for protection and resettlement in front of the UNHCR office had 
turned violent. Stones were thrown and protesters arrested. During their trial, judges 
at the first instance tribunal in Rabat decided to sentence the refugees only for their 
violence, not for their irregular status, thereby drawing a clear line between refugees 
and irregular migrants (Planes-Boissac 2012a: 27).192 One respondent recounts: “They 
were condemned only for violent acts, they had already been in detention and were 
released and it was explicitly stated that they were refugees and they are allowed to 
stay on the territory of Morocco. So in the end it became a victory” (M16-I31).

After the 2011 constitutional change, judges created their independent asso-
ciation – the Club des Juges – which denounced the arbitrary detentions of irregu-
lar migrants without judicial control in a public statement.193 As mentioned earlier, 
the GADEM also successfully summoned a judge from Casablanca, who in February 
2015 condemned the internal displacements and arrests of irregular migrants as ille-
gal, leading to their release.194 Ethnographic accounts of the workings of Moroccan 
courts (Khrouz 2016) confirm this picture of reluctant, but emerging legal activism in 
Morocco: “Judges become more and more visible as actor. They are reticent, it’s not 
easy, but we had a few good judgements” (M16-I6). These few instances remain the 
exception to the rule, however, as court decisions remain incoherent and arbitrary: 
“Sometimes, in the same audience, with the same judges, you can get totally different 
decisions” (M16-I28).

Lawyers have been more active on migrants’ rights than courts. Back in 2007, 
UNHCR started to cooperate with the OMDH and a lawyer from Rabat to offer legal 

192 See also: GADEM, Information note on the trial of five refugees, July 2009: http://www.gadem-asso.org/
note-informative-sur-le-proces-des-cinq-refugies/, retrieved 15 April 2018.
193 See: Le Courriel de L’Atlas, Maroc: Les magistrats créent leur association indépendante, 29 August 2011, 
http://www.lecourrierdelatlas.com/maroc-les-magistrats-creent-leur-association-independante--668, retrieved 
15 April 2018.
194 See: 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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assistance to asylum seekers and refugees, building up a small, but steadily growing 
jurisprudence that forced at least minimal consistency in court rulings. In 2013, the 
law practice Droit et Justice in Casablanca launched a project to provide legal assis-
tance to refugees and training for other lawyers, and in November 2015 the Clinique 
Hijra was created in Tangier to provide legal assistance to migrants more generally – 
be they regular or irregular, foreigners in Morocco or Moroccans abroad. Thus, despite 
Morocco’s weak rule of law and limited independence of the judiciary, there have 
been attempts by national civil society, lawyers and judges to hold public authorities 
accountable through legal tools. Overall, however, the power of legal actors in autoc-
racies is not comparable with that of courts and judges in democracies, a finding I 
develop in Chapter 11 (Section 3.1).

5  CONCLUSION: HOW AUTOCRATIC CONSOLIDATION SHAPES 
IMMIGRATION POLITICS

Writing about the reform of the Moroccan family code (mudawana) in 2004, Cava-
torta and Dalmasso (2009, 488) argue that “the process through which the new family 
code was passed highlights the crucial institutional role of the monarch, whose indi-
vidual decision-making power has driven the whole process. Authoritarianism finds 
itself strengthened in Morocco despite the liberal nature and outcome of the reform.” 
They conclude that “in Morocco, the King managed to reassert his grip on power by 
presenting himself as the defender of women’s rights” (Cavatorta and Dalmasso 2009: 
489). By replacing women with migrants, this sentence also accurately circumscribes 
the dynamics around immigration policy in Morocco. Indeed, the centrality of the 
King in the policy process, the fact that the reform was a prestige project linked to 
Morocco’s international agenda, as well as the (at least partial) co-optation of civil 
society have also characterized immigration policy over the past years. Ultimately, 
the monarchical institution was the principal driver of immigration liberalization, 
based on foreign policy and domestic regime legitimation interests rather than human 
rights and democratization. International pressure and civil society activism were 
important factors, but did not determine the extent of the policy change. The improve-
ment of migrants’ rights is thus the outcome of a regime consolidation strategy that 
has strengthened the position of the King both in the domestic and the international 
sphere. 

In particular, the complex dynamics sketched in this chapter provided four main 
insights into autocratic immigration policymaking: (1) Autocratic institutions can, if it 
suits the regime’s legitimation and stability stategies, drive immigration policy liber-
alization, a dynamic I call the ‘illiberal paradox’. (2) Even within autocratic systems 
with largely top-down decision-making, inter-institutional and bureaucratic dynamics 
on immigration policy are more comparable to those identified in the literature on 



153

liberal democracies than often presumed. (3) Civil society activism can play a crucial 
role in setting the political agenda in an authoritarian context, as in the absence of 
party politics it provides the main outlet for channelling citizens’ interests into the 
political system. The weight of civil society is expected to be particularly strong at a 
moment of heightened international attention to the topic. (4) However, the opening 
of the state towards civil society does not necessarily strengthen its weight on policy 
processes, as increased opportunities for civil society influence might be cancelled 
out by state co-optation attempts and market dynamics within civil society. 

It remains unclear whether the liberal migration agenda initiated in 2013 will 
prevail in the long term, particularly in a scenario where the royal will to keep up this 
liberal agenda might wane. Thus, one of my respondents asked: “What will happen 
to the migration policy now that Morocco is back in the African Union, now that the 
King got what he wanted?” (M17-I12). Will the dossier lose its dynamism or are the 
administrative structures and civil society institutions in place strong enough to keep 
the system going? On the one hand, dynamics of path dependency (Pierson 2000) 
would suggest that as soon as the ‘royal impulse’ disappears, institutions fall back 
into their deeply-rooted behaviours – for the MoI a purely securitarian approach, for 
the MCMREAM a focus on Moroccans abroad, for the MoH, MoL, or MoE a policy of 
laissez-faire and ignorance of the migrant population. This would lead to a return to 
pre-2013 politics. 

On the other hand, institutions or policies, once created, can take on a life of 
their own (see Tilly 1975: 117). Indeed, setting up institutions such as the CNDH, 
the MCMREAM, or the ODTI – even if they might be façade institutions initially – 
can create institutional incentives and dynamics that were not originally planned. The 
integration of new actors in the Moroccan policy process might thus, in the long run, 
change the ‘rules of the game’.195 Some interviewees were therefore optimistic and 
stressed dynamics of a self-fulfilling prophecy: “Now, if we act as if Morocco followed 
a rights-based approach, we might end up with a rights-based approach” (M17-I6). 

195 A similar argument has been made on Moroccan multipartyism (Willis 2002: 18, Zartman 1988): Even 
if multipartyism is first and foremost window-dressing in Morocco to showcase the democratic character of the 
regime, parties can now draw domestic and international attention to certain issues and voice claims that might 
indirectly shape politics and policies. 




