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oroccan King Mo-
hammed VI’s un-
precedented dis-
missal of several 
ministers and top 

officials for failing to improve the 
economy in the long-neglected Rif 
region was described as a political 
“earthquake.”

The king sacked the ministers of 
education, planning and housing 
and health and reprimanded five 
former ministers following consul-
tations with Moroccan Prime Min-
ister Saad Eddine El Othmani.

The moves came after Driss Jet-
tou, president of the National 

Court of Auditors, submitted a 
report outlining “serious dysfunc-
tions” in the implementation of a 
development programme in the 
northern region of Al Hoceima. 
The project, begun in October 
2015, was intended to develop 
various sectors, including health 
care and education, in the restive 
northern city.

“At the level of implementation 
of the programmed projects, there 
has been a significant delay in the 
launch of projects and the vast 
majority of them have not been 
launched at all, with the absence 
of concrete initiatives by some of 
the actors involved in their actual 
launch,” the cabinet said in a state-
ment.

Political analyst Salah El Ouadie 
called the king’s moves “an earth-
quake.” “After shaking the walls of 
ministries and departments, every-
one is waiting for replicas to reach 
prison walls,” he said. “The era of 
staying in ministerial positions 
until a government changeover is 
over. It is a new dawn for Moroccan 
people who lost faith in politics.”

The Rif region has been a scene 
of regular protests against corrup-
tion and marginalisation since the 
death of fishmonger Mouhcine 
Fikri, who was crushed inside a 
rubbish truck October 28, 2016, in 
Al-Hoceima as he apparently tried 
to protest the seizure and destruc-
tion of hundreds of kilograms of 
swordfish. It is illegal for swordfish 
to be caught in autumn.

Fikri’s death sparked the emer-
gence of a grass-roots movement 
called Al-Hirak al-Shaabi or “Popu-
lar Movement” demanding social 
justice, jobs and health care.

Ouadie said the king’s action was 
an important step towards follow-
up on and better accountability of 
politicians and civil servants.

“This is a new approach that has 

been done on the basis of a thor-
ough investigation led by Jettou, 
unlike in the past when some poli-
ticians were arbitrarily dismissed 
or judged during late King Hassan 
II’s rule,” he said.

Mohammed Ennaji, a professor 
of economics at Mohammed V Uni-
versity in Rabat, however, said the 
changes mean little.

“The dismissals have largely af-
fected only the interchangeable, 
substitutable parts for the power, 
which have no political signifi-
cance but whose dismissal makes 

noise as such,” Ennaji wrote on his 
Facebook page.

Political analyst Mohammed 
Afry said some provisions of the 
2011 constitution have been put 
into practice for the first time. “The 
king used Article 47 in the constitu-
tion, which allows him to dismiss 
government officials to protect his 
people’s interests,” said Afry, “but 
did we have to wait for Al-Hirak al-
Shaabi to happen to trigger a politi-
cal earthquake? Were leaders of Al-
Hirak al-Shaabi right?”

The king’s moves were the same 

day protest leader Nasser Zefzafi 
and 29 others accused of organis-
ing demonstrations in the northern 
region went on trial in Casablanca. 
They face charges ranging from 
conspiring against the state to pro-
testing without authorisation.

Supporters of Al-Hirak al-Shaabi 
staged a noisy rally outside the 
court ahead of the trial to demand 
their release.

Saad Guerraoui is a contributor 
to The Arab Weekly on Maghreb 
issues.
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Deep dissatisfaction. Morocco’s King Mohammed VI (R), Prime Minister Saad Eddine El Othmani and 
members of the cabinet at the Royal Palace in Rabat, last May.                                                                 (Reuters)
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Tunisia’s amnesty law hopes to reassure civil service

The dismissals have 
largely affected only the 
interchangeable, 
substitutable parts 
for the power.

Mohammed Ennaji, 
a professor of economics at 
Mohammed V University 
in Rabat

Lamine Ghanmi

Tunis

T 

unisian President Beji 
Caid Essebsi has signed 
into law an amnesty 
measure benefiting Ben 
Ali-era civil servants, 

ending a long, heated debate about 
the legislation.

The bill had been initiated by 
Caid Essebsi to energise growth 
and shore up political stability. 
Dubbed the “administrative recon-
ciliation law,” the legislation grants 
amnesty to senior civil servants 
from the government of former 
President Zine el-Abidine Ben Ali, 
who assumed the presidency in 
November 1987 and was toppled in 
the “Arab spring” uprising in 2011.

Former civil servants charged 
with or convicted of corruption are 
exempted from the amnesty.

Fifteen opposition parliament 
members attempted to prevent the 
vote on the bill in September by 
staging a filibuster but were easily 
outnumbered by the 117 deputies 
(from the 217 total members of par-
liament) who voted in favour of the 
bill.

Radical leftists of the Popular 
Front led the opposition to the leg-
islation and were joined by Islam-
ist MPs, who called it a “sell-out” 
to backers of the Ben Ali regime. 
Almost half of the 59 MPs affiliated 
with the Islamist Ennahda party 
boycotted the vote even though 
the party formally supported the 
bill.

Opposition MPs joined a few 
hundred demonstrators in the 
streets in Tunis three days after the 

parliamentary session.
The heated discussions on am-

nesty reflected two vying visions 
of how to deal with the past. Civil 
society groups contended that am-
nesty would prevent justice from 
being served in cases of corrupt 
civil servants and “runs counter to 
the aims of the revolution.”

Defenders of the initiative advo-
cated a forward-looking concept, 
an idea that struggled to gain trac-
tion in the public debate. “The aim 

of the law is not to clear criminals 
from charges but to understand, 
once and for all, that revenge is not 
a guarantor of justice,” said Tuni-
sian lawyer Sami Mahbouli.

The bill’s wording says its aim is 
to “free the civil service’s sense of 
initiative and achieve national rec-
onciliation.”

The law is expected to end the 
legal limbo of hundreds of top gov-
ernment bureaucrats who feared 
prosecution and imprisonment.

Civil servants and former senior 
officials charged or suspected of 
taking bribes will not benefit from 
the amnesty provisions, however. 

Article 6 of the measure stipulates 
that if a potential beneficiary of the 
law “deliberately hides the truth or 
fails to report the gains acquired il-
legally, he is to be prosecuted and 
punished.”

A contributing factor has been 
the inhibitive effect of legal pro-
ceedings against civil servants 
based on Article 96 of the Legal 
Code, which punishes graft and 
“jeopardising the interests of pub-
lic service” with long prison sen-
tences.

Those who backed reconciliation 
cited the economic advantages the 
country could reap from a reas-
sured civil service. Selim Azzabi, 
the president’s chief of staff, said 
the amnesty could mean a 1.2% 
economic growth rate increase.

Moderate leaders such as Caid 
Essebsi sought a broad reconcilia-
tion to move on and get Tunisia out 
of an economic rut.

“I wanted to turn quickly the 
page of the past that we must rise 
above. When I returned to the state 
affairs this time as president, I said 
one must from now on look to the 
future,” Caid Essebsi told a local 
newspaper.

“I hoped to forge a consensus in 
favour of reconciliation that would 
benefit civil servants who as hon-
est and competent cadres executed 
orders under pressure,” he added.

Several current cabinet mem-
bers were in senior government 
positions under the Ben Ali re-
gime. Their appointments were 
endorsed by the parliament in Sep-
tember, just before the vote on the  
amnesty bill.

Lamine Ghanmi is an Arab Weekly 
correspondent in Tunis.

Forging ahead. Tunisian President Beji Caid Essebsi signs into law an amnesty measure benefiting 
Ben Ali-era civil servants, on October 24.                    (Tunisian Presidency)
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