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T 

he Moroccan government, 
planning to introduce reg-
istration fees for wealthy 
Moroccans, is moving to 
end universal free public 

education.
The governing council has adopt-

ed the first framework law that 
would regulate the public educa-
tion sector, which has gone through 
many reforms over several decades 
to no avail, with a fee issue part of 
the new regulations.

“This is a great moment for Mo-
rocco, which since independence 
has failed to agree on the legal prin-
ciples that should govern our educa-
tion system,” said Secretary of State 
for Higher Education and Scientific 
Research Khalid Samadi.

Moroccan Prime Minister Saad 
Eddine El Othmani said he regretted 
reports that the draft law included 
a suppression of free higher educa-
tion, stressing that it “is completely 
false.”

Othmani categorically denied the 
government’s intention to scrap free 
higher education.

“The framework law introduces 
registration fees for wealthy fami-
lies but maintains free education 
for the poor, middle and precarious 
classes,” said Othmani.

Moroccan government spokes-
man Mustapha El Khalfi echoed the 
prime minister.

“Only wealthy and affluent fami-
lies will contribute at the registra-
tion level, as part of a law that will 
be adopted soon. Poor families are 
not affected by this financial effort,” 
said Khalfi.

The 36-page measure includes 
the recommendations of the 2015-
30 vision of the Higher Council for 
Education, Training and Scientific 
Research (HCETSR). The plan calls 
for the generalisation of education, 
linguistic diversity, reducing the 
number of school dropouts, reform-
ing the orientation system and ad-
vocating creation of a special fund 
for lower-class families who can-
not afford to send their children to 
school.

It is to be presented to the Council 
of Ministers, led by King Moham-
med VI. Once adopted by parlia-
ment, a national commission, led by 
the head of the Moroccan govern-
ment, will monitor implementation 
of the reforms.

Noureddine Ayouch, an HCETSR 
member, said the article that relates 
to the imposition of registration fees 
also mandates that the state will pay 
financial aid to those with limited 
financial means.

“The fees charged will benefit the 
students through the grants that 
will be provided to them. The teach-
ers will also benefit by improving 
their wages, allowing them to live in 
dignity and to carry out their profes-
sional duties and therefore improve 
public education in the country,” 
Ayouch told Assabah daily.

He said families would not refuse 

to pay fees if they were guaranteed a 
certain quality in the public educa-
tion sector.

The amounts paid in the regis-
tration would depend on families’ 
income. The Interior Ministry is 
conducting a statistical study to de-
termine and classify the income of 
households.

Youssef Allakouch, secretary-gen-
eral of the Autonomous Federation 
of Education, criticised the draft law 
for the fact that it was difficult to 
identify and prove the financial ca-
pabilities of rich and poor families.

“The government should resolve 
the debate by declaring public edu-
cation from primary to university 
free while working to reduce the dis-
parities between private and public 
education so that we do not devote 
the elite education to the wealthy 
and worsen public education,” Alla-
kouch told noonpresse.ma.

“Families should restore con-
fidence in education rather than 
deepen the gap between them.”

Most middle- and upper-class 
families put their children in private 
schools because of the deteriorating 
public education system.

“I don’t see a problem in introduc-
ing registration fees in higher educa-
tion and high schools but is it worth 
paying if the education system is 
still underperforming?” asked civil 
servant Abdelilah Dghiss, the father 
of two children in private schools.

Saad Guerraoui is a contributor 
to The Arab Weekly on Maghreb 
issues.
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T 

he death of two broth-
ers, who were trying to 
scrape together a living 
from an abandoned coal 
pit in Jerada in eastern 

Morocco, sparked a wave of pro-
tests against economic and social 
marginalisation, putting pressure 
on the government to act.

Houcine Daioui and Jedouane 
Daioui, aged 23 and 30, died in a 
tunnel accident, 85 metres below 
ground. They have become sym-
bols of social unrest in Jerada, a 
once-thriving city that now strug-
gles from years of government  
neglect.

The community had heavily re-
lied on the coal industry, which em-
ployed 9,000 people until the late 
1990s when it was deemed too cost-
ly. The economic and social effects 
of the coal industry shutdown were 
devastating, greatly increasing local 
unemployment and forcing thou-

sands to leave Jerada because of a 
lack of alternative job prospects.

Protesters took to the streets after 
the brothers’ death to express anger 
at being marginalised — scenes rem-
iniscent of Al Hirak al-Shaabi (Popu-
lar Movement), which held protests 
last year for social justice, jobs and 
health care in the neighbouring Rif 
region.

Moroccan Prime Minister Saad 
Eddine El Othmani said he was 
ready to meet lawmakers from 
Jerada to discuss problems in 
the former mining city, which is 
one of the poorest areas in the  
country.

Energy and Mines Minister 
Aziz Rebbah’s recent measures to  
create jobs in the region failed to 
meet the public’s demands. He pro-
posed 140 jobs be provided by the 
National Office of Water and Elec-
tricity.

He said the country was building 
a coal-fired power station near Jera-
da that would employ 500 people, 
mostly from the region. Protesters, 
however, have called for the crea-
tion of 5,000 jobs.

Protests in impoverished 
Jerada pressure the 
Moroccan government
Saad Guerraoui

Saad Guerraoui

Grinding conditions. People shout slogans during a protest after two 
miners died while working in a clandestine coal mine in Jerada, on 
December 29.                                                                                                       (Reuters)

No easy 
answers.
A school 
teacher 
helps 
students 
read in 
Rabat.                                                                                
              (AFP)

T 

he “World Inequality 
Report 2018″ has ranked 
the Middle East as the 
region leading the world 
in economic inequality. 
The Middle East, which 

is treated in the report as a bloc that 
includes Turkey and Iran, ranks just 
ahead of Brazil and South Africa in 
terms of income inequality among its 
citizens.

The report was published by the 
World Inequality Lab, a consortium 
of more than 100 researchers and 
economists who focus on global 
inequality dynamics. The lab, which 
maintains the World Wealth and 
Income Database, is led by five senior 
scholars, including Thomas Piketty 
of the Paris School of Economics.

Piketty’s groundbreaking book on 
income inequality, “Capital in the 
Twenty-First Century,” sold millions 
of copies, becoming a surprise best-
seller in 2014. An Arabic language 
version was published in 2016.

The lab’s report claims that the 
share of income accruing to the top 
10% and 1% of the population in the 

Middle East exceeded 60% and 
25%, respectively, of total regional 

income in 2016. During the period 

1990-2016, the top 10% of the popula-
tion in the Middle East enjoyed, on 
average, 60-66% of the region’s in-
come, while the bottom 50% accrued 
on average less than 10% of regional 
income.

By comparison, in 2016 the top 
10% in Europe claimed 36% of 
national income, while 47% of US 
national income ended up in the 
pockets of the top 10% — and because 
Europe and the United States enjoy 
greater overall national wealth than 
most countries in the Middle East, 
the consequences of inequality are 
not as extreme.

Income inequality in the Middle 
East exists both between countries 
as well as within individual nations. 
“Inequality between countries is 
largely due to the geography of oil 
ownership,” the report stated, result-
ing in the Gulf countries accounting 
for 42% of the region’s income in 
2016 despite having only 15% of the 
region’s population.

Income inequality within Middle 
Eastern countries is more the result 
of entrenched elites — many of whom 
are from families that amassed 
wealth before independence — and 
a history of failed economic poli-

cies, including poorly managed, or 
non-existent, income tax systems. In 
many countries, such as Egypt and 
Tunisia, the urban-rural income gap 
plays an important role in skewing 
national income distribution.

Inequality in individual countries 
— even those without oil resources — 
essentially reflects the region-wide 
averages. In Lebanon, for example, 
the top 1% of the population earns 
23.4% of the nation’s income; in 
Egypt, 19.1% of national income 
accrues to the top 1% — a higher rate 
than in oil-rich Kuwait (17.7%).

In a region wracked by civil 
conflicts, sectarianism and religious 
extremism, the danger posed by ex-
treme inequality cannot be underes-
timated. Economic grievances were 
motivating factors in many of the 
“Arab spring” uprisings as well as in 
recent demonstrations in Tunisia.

Piketty, in a talk at the Issam Fares 
Institute of the American University 
of Beirut, described how economic 
inequality — and the resulting resent-
ment it causes — played a power-
ful role in the “Arab spring”: “The 
perception [was] that the govern-
ments of [Hosni] Mubarak or [Zine 
el-Abidine] Ben Ali were keeping 

some of the wealth for a small group 
close to the regime while the rest of 
the population was living in terrible 
conditions not only as compared to 
these local elites but also as com-
pared to the broader world.”

The World Economic Forum (WEF) 
in May surveyed its membership of 
more than 1,000 global companies 
and concluded that “rising income 
inequality and wealth disparity is 
the trend with the highest potential 
impact on the Arab world” and the 
primary factor leading to “polarisa-
tion” of societies. The WEF pointed 
to North Africa as the Middle East 
sub-region “where income inequality 
could bring the deepest changes.”

Piketty said he believes that the 
countries of the Arab world must 
come up with a way to share the 
region’s vast, but unequally distrib-
uted, wealth.

“I am for the Arab Union where 
you share resources,” he said during 
his talk in Beirut. “If you take the 
European Union, it’s not like we split 
equally all the tax revenues from 
Germany and others but at least you 
have reforms, organised redistribu-
tion. It’s not like you have to beg for 
favours [from wealthy countries].”

Mark Habeeb

During the period 
1990-2016, the top 
10% of the 
population in the 
Middle East 
enjoyed about 
60-66% of the 
region’s income.

 is East-West Editor of The Arab 
Weekly and adjunct professor 
of Global Politics and Security 

at Georgetown University in 
Washington.
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