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Corruption scandals grip Morocco
as governments pledge to fight scourge
Saad Guerraoui

Casablanca

T

he arrest of an elected
official on corruption
charges is the latest in a
series of scandals gripping Morocco despite the
government’s efforts to fight the
scourge.
Zine El Abidine el-Howass, a
deputy and president of the municipality of Had Soualem in Berrechid province, was charged with
blackmail, falsification, forgery and
corruption. He is accused of manipulating public records for personal
profit.

Morocco was tied for
90th — No. 1 being
the least corrupt
— out of 175
countries, on the
“2016 Corruption
Perceptions Index.”
Reports said 170 million dirhams
($17.4 million) had been seized
at the deputy’s home, prompting
widespread anger among Moroccans. The General Directorate for
National Security (DGSN) denied
the allegations.
Mohamed Tarek Sbai, the head
of the National Body for the Protection of Public Property, told the
HuffPost Maroc that Howass “has
30 million dirhams ($3.1 million) in
his bank account.” He added that
the deputy does not have a good
reputation.
Howass, from the Independence
Party, allegedly engaged in abuse of
power as president of the municipality of Had Soualem. A complaint
filed against him by a property developer alleges he demanded approximately $83,000 in exchange
for authorising the construction of
a residential building.

Widespread anger. Protesters demonstrate against government corruption and official abuse of power in Rabat, last June.
The news triggered widespread
condemnation on social media, with the hashtag “#” أين_الثروة
(“Where is the Wealth?”), a reference to a speech given by Morocco’s
King Mohammed VI three years ago,
trending.
“Where is the wealth and who is
benefiting from it?” the king asked
during a speech that marked his accession to the throne.
“Cleansing corruption is like
cleaning the stairs. It starts from
top to bottom,” tweeted Mohamed
Elkammouri.
Morocco was tied for 90th — No. 1
being the least corrupt — out of 175
countries, on the “2016 Corruption
Perceptions Index” compiled by
Transparency International.

In an interview aired on Al Aoula
television, Moroccan Prime Minister Saad Eddine El Othmani said
his government was taking the fight
against corruption seriously.
“We take the reports of the Court
of Auditors very seriously,” he said,
adding that several officials had
been arrested and brought to justice.
The second phase of the country’s
National Anti-Corruption Strategy
2017-20, part of the government’s
plan to significantly reduce corruption, began after the results were released of the programme’s start-up
phase.
“The anti-corruption strategy
took the time needed to be put in
place and the committee will be set

up in the coming weeks with defined objectives and means,” said
Othmani.
He insisted that, to win the fight
against corruption, all citizens must
cooperate.
“I insist that the fight against corruption is a mission of all, as proven
by the last cases… The prosecutor’s
office can now investigate simple
press articles if they are well done,”
he said.
The previous Islamist-led government, which made the fight against
corruption one of its top priorities,
was not able to stem the problem
despite taking extensive measures,
including setting up a hotline to
report corruption, which received
nearly 800 calls daily.
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Abdessalam al-Aziz, secretarygeneral of the National Ittihadi Congress (CNI) said the culture of corruption was deep and had long been
part of the system.
“Corruption exists in all sectors. It is not being fought vigorously despite the creation of
anti-corruption institutions,” said
Aziz. “It is getting worse one year
after another despite the political
campaigns and speeches to fight it.”
“The government must tackle all
forms of corruption and educate
people about its repercussions on
society,” he added.
Saad Guerraoui is a frequent
contributor to The Arab Weekly on
Maghreb issues.
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ensions flared inside
Morocco’s ruling
Justice and Development Party (JDP) after
eight months of violent
incidents in the
northern city of Al Hoceima.
Scores are being settled between
intra-party camps: One led by JDP
Secretary-General Abdelilah
Benkirane and the other led by
Moroccan Prime Minister Saad
Eddine El Othmani.
The first camp is taking advantage of the tense situation in
Morocco’s Rif region and political
conditions to strike the government
below the belt, hoping to bring it
down or at least vindicate Benkirane’s camp.
Operating behind the scenes,
Benkirane encouraged supporters
to abandon Othmani. He and his
followers could not get over being
pushed aside last March during
negotiations for the appointment of
a new government. This is the worst
internal crisis experienced by the
JDP since the 1990s.
Benkirane’s camp has accused
the opposition of treason and of
betraying the party’s principles.
Information that is potentially damaging to Othmani’s government has
been leaked to the media.
Not so long ago, the JDP was promoting itself as a disciplined party,

Operating behind the scenes,
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always mindful of Islamic ethics.
Recent revelations, however, damage that image. The other political
parties at least refrain from washing
their dirty linen in public.
The violent incidents in Al Hoceima were heaven-sent to Benkirane’s
camp. He must be rejoicing over the
government’s predicament. He apparently believes the situation gives
credence to his view that his dismissal from the government was a
mistake. The Moroccan government
is paying the price of that decision.

Of course, he fails to mention that
the instability in Al Hoceima and
neighbouring areas began three
months before his dismissal.
When the situation in the Rif
became serious, Benkirane did not
hesitate to freeze the JDP’s activities, especially the secretariat’s,
perhaps out of fear of causing the
dormant crisis to erupt inside the
party. He did, however, encourage
his followers to attack the government and distance itself from it.
Some party members demanded

The violent
incidents in
Al Hoceima
were
heavensent to
Benkirane’s
camp.

A smile to soften bitterness. Former Morocco's Prime Minister Abdelilah
Benkirane arrives at an extraordinary session of the National Council of the
Islamist Justice and Development Party (PJD) in Sale near Rabat, last March.
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that Benkirane take a stand about
the Rif events and offer to mediate between the government and
the demonstrators. The intention
was to embarrass the government
and make the party look innocent
of the government’s initiatives but
everybody knows that the ultimate
objective was to return Benkirane
to the forefront of the political
scene.
The straw that broke the camel’s
back at the JDP was Benkirane
refusing to issue a declaration on
behalf of the party’s secretariat
showing support for the government. He also refused to clarify
the accusations levelled by party
members against members of the
government. Some fear that the
crisis inside the JDP will badly hurt
the party.
The Al Hoceima events created a
tense political situation in Morocco,
with accusations and counter-accusations. The opposition Authenticity and Modernity Party proposed
that a fact-finding commission
about the events in Al Hoceima
be formed in parliament. It also
requested an investigation into the
delay in implementing scheduled
development projects in the Rif
and that the guilty parties be held
accountable.
If a confrontation is started between the opposition and the government majority parties, it is very
likely that fingers will be pointed at
Benkirane’s former government.
Idris al-Kanbouri is a Moroccan
writer.

