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Casablanca

T 

he American ride-sharing 
service Uber withdrew its 
business from Morocco 
after three difficult years, 
leaving about 300 driv-

ers jobless and customers shell-
shocked.

Approximately 19,000 people 
used Uber in Casablanca and Rabat 
but authorities’ inability to legally 
approve ride-sharing services (RSS) 
activities forced Uber to cease op-
erations in Morocco.

“The current regulatory uncer-
tainty does not allow us to provide 
a safe and reliable experience for 
neither [our] customers nor [our] 
drivers. So, as long as there is no 
real reform and an environment 
favourable to new mobility solu-
tions, we are forced to suspend 
our operations,” Uber said in a  
statement.

“Unfortunately, since our launch 
in Morocco almost three years ago, 
we have not had any clarity on the 
integration of applications like 
Uber into the existing transporta-
tion model.”

Uber’s decision came after many 
attempts to find with Moroccan au-
thorities “a solution that would suit 
everyone.”

Analysts blamed the government 
for Uber’s exit at a time Morocco 
was ranked by the Bloomberg In-
novation Index among the 50 most 
innovative countries.

Rachid Aourraz, analyst and re-
searcher at the Arab Centre for Sci-
entific Research and Human Stud-
ies, said Morocco showed it was not 
ready for such a transportation ser-
vice, blaming government policies.

“Morocco is still not willing to 
invest in digital technology and in-
novation, including the transporta-
tion sector,” said Aourraz.

Uber introduced UberGreen in 
partnership with Derichebourg dur-
ing the UN Climate Change Confer-
ence in Marrakech. The application 
allowed customers to hire electric 
vehicles to reduce carbon dioxide 
emissions and fight pollution in the 
city.

“Morocco deserves modern regu-
lation that encourages innovation 
and competition. So why not in-
novate in the transport sector? For 
example, our partnership with COP 
22 in November 2016 enabled us to 
facilitate more than 10,000 hybrid 
and electric vehicle trips in less 
than a week,” said Uber.

Aourraz said Uber’s halt of its ac-
tivities coincided with Morocco’s 
bid to host the 2026 World Cup. 
“What kind of image are we giving 
to the world?” asked Aourraz, who 
said he had used Uber services.

Several customers said they were 
using Uber because it was faster, 
cleaner, more comfortable and 
convenient — although it is more 
expensive — than traditional taxi 
services.

Most of Morocco’s diesel-pow-
ered red taxis are in a dire state and 
polluting. Some taxi drivers refuse 
to take customers to certain neigh-
bourhoods.

Uber’s withdrawal divided Mo-
roccans.

“A good proof that Morocco (the 
political class, the people) does not 
yet have the intellectual and urban 
level to accept such advancement 
in its daily life,” wrote Ahmed al-
Hamdani on Facebook.

Hamdani’s comment was met 
with a criticism from Aitzaid Ismail. 
“Is it to satisfy your lack of ego that 
you demean all the Moroccan peo-
ple? Or are you really convinced 
that Uber’s halt is a proof?” asked 
Ismail.

“I have had evidence twice that 
some drivers are lacking a lot of 
professionalism. Maybe Uber’s halt 
does not come only from the out-
side but also from the inside,” said 
Matine Loubaris.

Red taxi drivers have battled 
Uber and other unlicensed RSS 
operates in Casablanca amid a lack 
of clear stance from authorities on 
the issue.

From anti-Uber pro tests and 
stickers to intimidation tactics, 

which sometimes ended up with 
altercations, taxi drivers made their 
competitors’ lives unbearable.

“From December 15 to Decem-
ber 21, 2016, about 30 Uber vehi-
cles were trapped. Taxi drivers 
ordered Uber and, once there, our 
drivers were surrounded by sev-
eral taxi drivers. One of them was 
injured and had to have surgery af-
ter having fractures of the fingers,” 
Meryem Belqziz, director-general 
of Uber Maroc, told the HuffPost  
Maroc.

Some Uber drivers said they 
were stunned by the companies’ 
decision.

“After logging on, I found a 
message saying that, from Feb-
ruary 23, it was over,” Nabil told  

Lemonde.fr.
Uber said that its 300 drivers 

would be “accompanied with in-
dividual support the time to over-
come this difficult transition.”

Aourraz called on the govern-
ment to reform the transportation 
sector and line up with the devel-
oped countries in terms of digital 
innovation.

“How are we going to market 
Casablanca as one of the world’s 
leading financial hubs while in the 
same time we have a bureaucratic 
system that hampers innovation?” 
he asked.

Saad Guerraoui is a contributor 
to The Arab Weekly on Maghreb 
issues.
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I
t was on a sabbatical back 
from South America that 
Hanae Bezad started to think 
about the state of high-tech 
in Morocco. Her country, she 
realised, was desperately 
seeking skilled talent.

Bezad, 28 and a former consult-
ant to companies on the CAC40 
French stock market index, 
decided to return home and get 
involved. The result is Le Wagon 
Casablanca, an intensive cod-
ing boot camp that has taken the 
French concept to Morocco.

“It’s accelerated programming 
training for young people who 
would like to start or to join a 
start-up,” Bezad said. Beginners 
are welcome, too.

Over nine intense weeks, Le 
Wagon offers “practical education 
using a collective methodology 
to not only teach technical skills 
such as design and prototyping 
but also highly sought skills such 
as teamwork and dedication,” she 
said.

“By the seventh week, our stu-
dents are skilled enough to build a 
clone of a highly complex mobile 
platform such as Airbnb. The last 
two weeks are dedicated to letting 
young people build their own 
project.”

The course is the first such 
digital entrepreneurial scheme in 
North Africa. Bezad took the Le 
Wagon franchise, which spread 
across Europe and to Brazil, and 
repurposed it for Morocco.

It couldn’t have come at a better 
time. Morocco is desperately short 
of software engineers even as the 
world is remade by digital technol-

ogy that powers e-commerce, 
websites, massive online open 

courses (MOOCs) and, more 

recently, blockchain.
Morocco’s French-language 

L’Economiste newspaper recently 
said the country produces 3,000 
software engineers a year, fewer 
than one-third of the number it 
needs. The Moroccan Le Wagon 
will take four batches of 15-25 
learners every year.

Bezad said her return to Mo-
rocco to fire up its embryonic 
digital start-up sector felt natural 
and intensely meaningful. “After 
a brief experience in a Paris social 
incubator as a board member, I 
discovered my real motivation,” 
she explained.

As a product of Le Wagon Paris, 
Bezad realised a boot-camp-style 

course could offer young Moroc-
cans the right start and, crucially, 
the right skillsets. It could demys-
tify coding for young people in the 
region. Many of them want to start 
their own companies, Bezad said, 
and that does not require financial 
capital so much as human capital.

“The idea was to attract the 
most talented youth in the region 
as well as in sub-Saharan Africa,” 
said Bezad, “thereby connecting 
the Arab world to a continent with 
lots of promise.”

She said she is aware of the 
challenges of being “the first such 
course in North Africa to introduce 
our youth to the international 
market.”

Bezad is keen on the trainees 
having the confidence to express 
themselves even as they learn the 
intricacies of coding. “They have 
their own perspectives and sense 
of different lived realities that 
could be beneficial to international 
markets,” she said.

Le Wagon Casablanca is con-
scious of regional differences. 
“We are addressing a less mature 
market in comparison to Western 
or Asian markets,” Bezad said.

Wamda, a venture capital fund 
that works with technology-
enabled companies in the Arab 
world, estimated that $815 million 
was invested in the Middle East 
and North Africa region start-ups 
in 2016. In the United States it was 
$69.1 billion the same year.

Bezad pointed to another key 
difference between the MENA 
market and that of the West or in 
Asia. “It is one where technology 
can have a much greater impact,” 
she said.

The MENA market can mature 
at an accelerated rate if quality 
teaching is provided, along with 
an inclusive approach to student 
selection, Bezad added. “We are 
reaching out to women in particu-
lar.”

Le Wagon Casablanca is taking 
a broader approach to the market. 
“We are also trying to educate 
financial stakeholders about in-
novation, looking at partnerships 
with business schools seeking to 
add to their curriculum, and we’re 
talking to corporations that want 
to foster intrapreneurship,” Bezad 
said.

It’s early days yet and many 
more such ventures are needed 
to drive the digital revolution in 
Morocco and the region.

Moroccan woman sets out to drive a digital revolution

Hanae Bezad is 
keen on the 
trainees having the 
confidence to 
express themselves 
even as they learn 
the intricacies 
of coding.

Khadija Hamouchi
27, is a Belgian-Moroccan social 

entrepreneur and founder of 
SEJAAL, an initiative that is 

building an app for young people.

Practical education. A training session at Le Wagon Casablanca. 
               (Le Wagon Casablanca) 

Unfair competition? An anti-Uber sticker is seen on the back of a taxi in Casablanca.                           (AFP)From anti-Uber 
pro tests and stickers 
to intimidation tactics, 
taxi drivers made their 
competitors’ lives 
unbearable.

Viewpoint

Powered by TCPDF (www.tcpdf.org)

                               1 / 1

http://www.tcpdf.org

