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Debate heats up in Morocco before elections

The grim story of migration off the shores of Libya

Tunis

A 

bout 219,000 migrants 
crossed the Mediterra-
nean in 2014 in search 
of a better or safer life 
in Europe. In 2015, 

with months to go, the figure is 
315,000, according to the Interna-
tional Organization for Migration. 
The migrants are mostly from Syr-
ia, Afghanistan, Somalia, Eritrea, 
Ethiopia, Bangladesh, Pakistan and 
west Africa.

There is a perception that most 
make the journey via Libya. In fact, 
more than two-thirds crossed to 
Greece and never set foot in Libya. 
However, most of the migrants 
who have died in the crossing set 
out from Libyan shores. That is 
mainly because the journey is long-
er, more dangerous and the crafts 
used by unscrupulous smugglers 
are crammed with more people 
than they can safely hold. In some 
cases the boats are unseaworthy in 
the first place.

About 3,400 migrants drowned 
in 2014 heading to Europe. In Au-
gust 2015 the figure was put at 
more than 2,500, the bulk of them 
heading out from Libya.

That figure did not include the 
most recent tragedies. About 200 
people drowned August 26th when 
a boat capsized off Zuwara, 100 
kilometres west of Tripoli. Another 
37 bodies were found August 30th 
after a boat sank off Khoms, 100 
kilometres to the other side of the 
capital.

The political crisis in Libya per-
mits smugglers to flourish. As well 
as Zuwara, the main smuggling 
centre on the Libyan coast, almost 
all the other departure points are 
in the western Libya, beyond the 
control of the internationally rec-
ognised government based in the 
eastern city of Beida.

But they are also beyond the con-
trol of the rival unrecognised gov-
ernment in Tripoli, although it has 
tried to use the disasters to obtain 
recognition from Europe, offering 
to collaborate with the European 
Union to rein in smugglers.

Although allied to the regime in 

Tripoli, 

Zuwara is an independent city-state 
and its officials are said to do more 
than turn a blind eye to the trade. 
Journalists managed to get into the 
port in 2014 but were quickly dis-
covered and instantly removed by 
angry senior local officials said to 
be concerned that the scale and in-
volvement of the city in the illegal 
trade would be reported.

At other departure points, smug-
glers are similarly left untouched 
and officials again widely believed 
to be taking a cut from the busi-
ness.

It is big business. Would-be pas-
sengers have told of having to pay 
$1,000 per person for the crossing. 
With several hundred migrants 
packed into boats and more than 
one boat departing a day, smug-
glers are making millions of dollars 
a week.

They train two or three migrants 
to sail the boats and it is all the 
easier now that so many foreign 
navies are waiting off the Libyan 
coast to rescue migrants in distress. 
The smugglers are even reported to 
provide migrants with telephone 
numbers so that they can contact 
rescuers.

With so much money coming in, 
smugglers can easily afford to im-
port additional vessels, mainly from 
Turkey, Italy and Tunisia. Without 
these, the entire business would 
stop. However, neither the Euro-
pean Union nor the United Nations 
has sought to ban sales of boats to 
Libya or pressure other countries 
into halting deliveries.

There have not even been threats 
to identify and track down smug-
glers, bring them to justice in in-

ternational courts or 
seize their assets, 
which in many 

cases are widely 
believed to be 
invested outside 
Libya. There is 
another side to 
the grim story 

that almost never gets reported. It 
is not just in the Mediterranean that 
migrants are dying. It is in the Saha-
ra as well, in the crossing from Niger 
and southern Algeria where again 
there are well-organised smuggler 
chains. They involve Tebu and Tu-
areg groups and those from local 
tribes.

Reporters, in 2014, came across 
a 19-year old Ghanaian working 
in a supermarket in Tripoli trying 
to earn enough money to pay the 
$1,000 to travel to Europe. He said 
his father had long disappeared and 
when his mother had died, he de-
cided to go to Europe in hope of a 
better life.

His journey to Libya had taken 
him nearly a year, travelling to 
Togo, Benin, Burkina Faso and Ni-
ger. From Niger, he said, he had 
travelled in a group of 130 West Af-
rican migrants. Only three, he said, 
made it to Sebha. They had been 
left in the desert by smugglers. He 
did not say why but there have been 
many reports in Tripoli of migrants 
dying in the desert. Whether the 
young Ghanaian made it to France is 
not known. When the reporters re-
turned to the supermarket to speak 
to him again, he had gone.

There are signs of changing atti-
tudes in Libya to the smuggling is-
sue. The disaster off Zuwara, with 
pictures of drowned children cir-
culating on social media, has un-
doubtedly shocked many Libyans. 
Amid reports that a Libyan family 
was among the dead, the trade is 
seen as hitting fellow citizens and 
shaming the country. For the first 
time, there have been protests in 
Zuwara against it and as many as 11 
smugglers are said to have been ar-
rested.

But, with so much money being 
made, the smugglers are unlikely to 
change their trade.

Michel Cousins is editor-in-chief of 
the Libya Herald.

Casablanca

M 

orocco’s political 
parties are taking 
their battle to social 
media in their cam-
paign ahead of re-

gional and local elections.
The virtual battle on Facebook, 

Twitter, YouTube and other social 
networks is heating up and they 
could prove to be the key to de-
ciding Morocco’s political future. 
Facebook is the most popular bat-
tlefield for political parties as hun-
dreds of thousands of Moroccans 
turn to the internet to find out the 
latest about the campaign.

With more than 480,000 likes 
on its Facebook page, the ruling 
Islamist party of Justice and De-
velopment (PJD) by far outclasses 
all rivals. The main opposition 
Party of Authenticity and Moder-
nity (PAM), which opposes the rise 
of Islamist parties, comes second 
with 264,534 likes.

PJD has been banking on its 
young “e-army” to disseminate 
its message with videos of its 
achievements in municipalities 
across Morocco and speeches of 
its leaders and election hopefuls 
during the campaign.

But the war of words has heated 
up as party leaders trade accusa-
tions and insults.

The head of the conservative In-
dependence Party, Hamid Chabat, 
has repeatedly attacked Moroccan 

Prime Minister Abdelilah Ben-
kirane and the PJD.

“I think Benkirane is not a nor-
mal personality. I can describe him 
as someone worse than crazy,” 
Chabat said in an interview with 
YouTube channel Chouf TV.

“Instead of presenting a sum-
mary of what his government has 
achieved so far, Benkirane swears 
in all his appearances, which low-
ers the political level in Morocco,” 
said Chabat, whose party moved 
into opposition after quitting the 
PJD-led government two years 
ago.

“We consider what he is doing as 
a conspiracy against democracy, 
the nation and Moroccans. I see all 
his statements as lies and hypoc-
risy,” he added.

Benkirane hit back at Chabat, 
saying his government wanted a 
serious opposition that exposed 
its mistakes rather than a fail-
ing opposition, which he accused 
of sending troublemakers to his 
meetings.

The prime minister slammed 
Chabat in a speech before a packed 
football stadium in Fez, the heart 
of Chabat’s constituency. Ben-
kirane called for the Independence 
Party leader to quit politics and ac-
cusing him of bribing voters.

“I have some information that 
Chabat is knocking at every door 
to buy each vote for 350 dirhams 
($36),” Benkirane told the crowd.

The prime minister also accused 
PAM leader Mustapha Bakkoury of 
using money from drug trafficking 
to fund the party’s campaign.

While the Moroccan govern-
ment has spent a large amount 

promoting the elections, the focus 
on personal attacks rather than 
policy has disenchanted many 
voters.

“I just can’t believe the intel-
lectual level of these party lead-
ers. How on Earth can we go and 
vote after this circus?” said Nasser 
Faouzi, a 44-year-old trader.

“I lost interest in the elections 
since we see campaigners only in 
the run-up to the polls.”

Moroccan King Mohammed VI 

called on his citizens to vote for 
competent, credible candidates 
who are committed to serving the 
public good.

“Voting is a right and a national 
duty, a major responsibility that 
has to be shouldered. It is a tool 
in your hands; you either use it 
to change the daily management 
of your affairs or to maintain the 
status quo, good or bad,” the king 
said in a statement televised on 
August 20th.

“Make a conscientious, respon-
sible choice, for tomorrow you will 
have no right to complain of mis-
management or poor services,” he 
said.  But many Moroccans doubt 
that much will change as a result 
of the king’s speech.

“I think his majesty’s speech is 
falling on deaf ears. Many candi-
dates are buying votes,” banker 
Zakariya Badr said. 

“How are we going to see real 
change if corrupt candidates win?”

Noureddine Lazrak (C) a candidate of the National Rally of Independents party (RNI) greets 
supporters during a regional campaign in the old Medina of Salé on August 29, 2015.
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Red Crescent workers prepare to collect the body of a drowned migrant, who washed up along with several others in Zuwara, Libya (120 
kilometres west of Tripoli), on September 1st.


