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Western Sahara: What Horst Kohler’s resignation means 
for the political process 

Horst Kohler, personal envoy of the UN Secretary-General for the Western 
Sahara, surprised many with his decision to resign on May 22. 

 
By Samir Bennis 
 
Morocco World News (31.05.2019) - https://bit.ly/2Ie4m2A - Kohler’s resignation comes 
at a time when the political process he led since his appointment in August 2017 had 
been revived after more than eight years of stalemate. 
 
Kohler’s impact on the political process 
 
There is no doubt that Kohler’s sudden departure is a major setback for the UN political 
process to help the parties to the conflict achieve a mutually acceptable political solution. 
 
To better understand the negative impact this resignation will have on the political 
process, it should be examined in its political context. It comes after two round tables in 
which all parties to the conflict, including Algeriaand Mauritania, took part and three 
weeks after the Security Council adopted a new resolution in which it urges them to 
cooperate in good faith to pave the way towards a settlement. 
 
Although the round tables held in Geneva in December 2018 and March 2019 did not lead 
to any substantial progress or address the substantive issues, the fact that Kohler 
brought all parties together, including Algeria and Mauritania, after more than eight years 
of stalemate, was in itself a diplomatic achievement. Kohler managed to achieve in less 
than two years what his predecessor, Christopher Ross, had failed to achieve in more 
than nine. 
 



Kohler breathed new life into the political process and thanks to his charisma and his 
gravitas, he enjoyed the relative trust of all parties. With his resignation, the political 
process is likely to return to square one. As an immediate result, it is likely that there will 
be no roundtables until early next year or even later. Therefore, the provisions of 
resolution 2468 adopted on April 30 will come to naught. 
 
Uphill road to appoint a new personal envoy 
 
During the remaining four months of the mandate of the UN Mission in the Western 
Sahara, known as MINURSO, the focus of the UN Secretary-General and the Security 
Council will no longer be on ensuring that the parties participate in a new round table, 
but to appoint a successor to Horst Kohler. Given the complex nature of the conflict and 
the failure of five former UNSG personal envoys to successfully lead the political process, 
it is unlikely that Antonio Guterres, Secretary-General of the UN, will succeed in 
appointing a new personal envoy before the end of MINURSO’s mandate on October 
30th. 
 
Guterres took more than seven months to appoint a new personal envoy following his 
inauguration as UNSG on 1 January, 2017. Although the former personal envoy 
Christopher Ross resigned in early March 2017, it was an known within the UN since the 
end of 2016 that Guterres wanted to appoint a new personal envoy to move the political 
process past the impasse. 
 
Guterres’ mission to find a successor will be all the more complicated since he will have 
to reconcile the positions of all parties and appoint a personality that can earn their trust. 
As in the past, the parties will engage in fierce diplomatic maneuvering behind the scenes 
to influence the decision of the UNSG. With the presence of John Bolton in the Trump 
administration, it is likely that he will try to influence the choice of the future personal 
envoy as well. 
 
Behind the scenes maneuvering to sway the decision of the UNSG 
 
Algeria and Polisario, who have often welcomed that the personal envoy be American, 
will strive to make sure that Kohler’s successor will also be American. In the coming 
weeks, the lobbying firms Foley Hoag and Keene Consulting, which work for Algeria, will 
certainly double down on their efforts to convince the US administration of the need for 
an American to oversee the UN-led political process of the Western Sahara. 
 
Conversely, Morocco, which has had disappointments with former personal envoys James 
Baker and Christopher Ross, both Americans, will certainly try to ensure that the new 
personal envoy be European. The two times that American diplomats led the political 
process, they took positions that undermined Morocco’s interests, and were even accused 
of bias in favor of the Polisario. 
 
In 2003, when James Baker was the personal envoy of former UN Secretary-General Kofi 
Anan, he proposed the so-called “Peace Plan for the Self-Determination of the People of 
Western Sahara.” The plan proposed a transitional period of 5 years, followed by a 
referendum of self-determination with the option of independence among the two 
possible options. More still, Baker proposed that the Security Council implement the 
peace plan without the consent of the parties. Although the UNSG tried to add autonomy 
as a third option to reassure Morocco and secure its approval, Rabat rejected it. 
 
The plan sparked such concern in Morocco that Moroccan diplomacy began to question 
whether Baker’s plan had been proposed at the behest of the US administration. It took a 
meeting between King Mohammed VI and US President George W. Bush on the sidelines 
of the UN General Assembly in September 2003 for Rabat to be assured that the US 



position on the conflict had remained unchanged and that Baker’s plan did not represent 
the American position. 
 
A similar scenario happened with former personal envoy Christopher Ross. Ross was 
appointed to replace Dutch diplomat, Peter Van Walsum, who had repeatedly said that 
the option of independence of the Western Sahara was not viable. 
 
Ross took office in January 2009, almost two years after the start of the 2007 political 
process and four rounds of negotiations under his predecessor Van Walsum. However, 
instead of building on his predecessor’s work, Ross preferred to take a new approach and 
seemed willing to consider the option of independence. 
 
Moreover, during most of his term, the political process deviated from his main objective, 
insofar as Ross appeared receptive to the weaponization of the issue of human rights in 
the Western Sahara by the Polisario and Algeria. This prompted Morocco to withdraw its 
confidence in him in mid-2012, to only recant its decision after it received assurances 
from former UNSG Ban Ki-moon that the parameters of the initial political process would 
be maintained. 
 
Morocco’s preference for European personal envoy 
 
By contrast, Morocco’s interests were strengthened during the mandate of Peter Van 
Walsum and Horst Kohler. After three years as a personal envoy of the UNSG, the former 
Dutch diplomat became deeply convinced that the establishment of a new state in 
southern Morocco was not viable, hence the need to find a political solution. 
 
Likewise, during Horst Kohler’s short term, the Moroccan position was further 
strengthened to the chagrin of Polisario and Algeria. Three resolutions were adopted 
during his mandate: Resolutions 2414, 2440 and 2468. They placed an unprecedented 
emphasis on the need for the parties to strive to find a compromise to achieve a 
“realistic, practicable and enduring political solution to the question of Western Sahara 
based on compromise.” In addition, Resolutions 2440 and 2468 have progressively paved 
the way for the Security Council to consider Algeria as a party to the conflict. 
 
The unprecedented inclusion of Algeria in these two resolutions on an almost equal 
footing with Morocco, responds to a long-standing request from Rabat that the UN 
consider Algiers as a party to the conflict, since the Polisario would not have existed or 
lasted without its logistical, financial, political, military, and diplomatic support. This 
involvement of Algiers in the process was a necessary condition for Morocco to 
participate in any discussion or round table with the Polisario. 
 
Moreover, the last three reports of the UN General Assembly and the latest Security 
Council resolutions called on the Polisario to stop its actions and provocations in the 
Guerguerat area and to refrain from deploying its administrative functions in the area 
east of Morocco’s defense wall, including Tifariti and Bir Lahlou. 
 
In addition, the UN Secretariat and the Security Council have put an end to the mirage of 
the “liberated zones” long peddled by the Polisario. Polisario’s allegations concerning 
these zones suffered a further setback in the last UNSG’s annual report on the conflict in 
which he summoned the separatist movement to meet with MINURSO representatives in 
the Rabouni region, in the Tindouf camps, and not in the “liberated zones.” 
 
Contrary to what has been said, the hypothesis that Kohler resigned because of pressure 
from Morocco is not plausible. To be sure, Kohler took a step that was not viewed 
favorably by Rabat. Since taking office in September 2017 and despite Morocco’s 
opposition to any involvement of the African Union in the UN-led political process, Kohler 
made no secret of his intention to involve the AU and the European Union in the process. 



Morocco had to engage an all-out diplomatic offensive to prevent the involvement of the 
AU and the EU and ensure that the Western Sahara remain an exclusive prerogative of 
the United Nations. 
 
Nevertheless, once the African Union solemnly affirmed that the conflict is within the 
exclusive purview of the UN, Morocco benefited from Kohler’s mediation efforts. To say 
that Morocco is behind his resignation omits all the aforementioned facts and shows a 
lack of understanding of the balance of power within the Security Council. 
 
If Morocco had such an influence on the political process and on the Security Council, it 
would have gotten rid of the former personal envoy, Christopher Ross. Even after 
declaring him persona non grata in 2012, Morocco had to reconsider its position and its 
decision to collaborate with him. 
 
If Morocco failed to make its position prevail at the time partly because of US pressure, it 
would be even less able to do so now with the presence of John Bolton, notorious for his 
bias in favor of the Polisario. Even if Morocco were tempted to put pressure on Kohler to 
force his departure, it would risk the wrath of the Security Council, which has just 
expressed “its full support for the ongoing efforts of the Secretary-General and his 
Personal Envoy to sustain the renewed negotiations process in order to achieve a solution 
to the Western Sahara question.” 
 
Beyond Kohler’s health condition 
 
Beyond the health reasons cited by Kohler, it appears more plausible that his sudden 
decision was made because of the highly complex nature of the conflict. After nearly two 
years of talks and discussions with both parties and members of the Security Council, 
Kohler likely realized that no matter how hard he tried to ensure a successful outcome of 
the political process, his good offices will fall short because of the intransigence of the 
parties and the lack of political will in the Security Council to adopt an approach that can 
end the conflict. 
 
One more plausible explanation of his resignation is his conclusion that after two round 
tables and almost two years of sustained efforts that none of the parties are ready to 
budge on their positions and no matter how many round table he would oversee, his 
efforts would fall short of achieving the desired outcome. 
 
In addition, the adoption of Resolution 2468 and the abstention of Russia and South 
Africa have perhaps served as wake-up call for Kohler that it would be futile for him to 
continue. This was the second Russian abstention since Kohler took office. Despite the 
progress Kohler has made since taking office, Russian abstention was as a clear sign that 
none of the permanent members are ready to support a solution that undermines the 
interests of its allies involved in the conflict. 
 
Rather than continue to oversee a political process that has no chance of succeeding and 
in which four of his predecessors have failed, Kohler has most likely preferred to throw in 
the towel and avoid being trapped in a vicious cycle.   
 

Belgium to deport Black Widow Malika El Aroud to 
Morocco 

By Ahlam Ben Saga  
 
Morocco World News (23.02.2019) - https://bit.ly/2T8ehiw - Rabat – The Belgian Aliens 
Litigation Council (CCE) ruled on Friday in favor of expelling Malika El Aroud, known as 



“the black widow,” to Morocco, concluding that she would not be subjected to torture in 
her country of origin. 
 
The council said in a statement on Friday that its chambers judged that El Aroud “who 
had been sentenced in Belgium for her affiliation with a terrorist organization, and then 
stripped of her Belgian citizenship can be expelled to Morocco.” 
 
El Aroud had previously argued that she might be subjected to torture in a Moroccan 
prison if extradited, the basis of her appeal against the extradition and application for 
political asylum in Belgium. 
 
The Belgian Commissioner General for Refugees and Stateless Persons (CGRS) rejected 
El Aroud’s request for asylum as the Belgian government deemed her “too dangerous” 
and unworthy of international protection because she has not expressed “remorse” for 
her actions. 
 
In November 2018, Belgium stripped El Aroud of her Belgian citizenship  after a Belgian 
court in 2010 sentenced her to eight years in prison for her involvement with terrorists. 
 
Born in 1960, El Aroud was a member of al-Qaeda. She is the widow of a Taliban jihadi, 
Abdessatar Dahmane, who had posed as a television journalist in Belgium to assassinate 
the Afghan political and military leader Ahmad Shah Massoud. 
 
In October 2018, Belgium began to consider extraditing El Aroud to Morocco in line with 
the country’s s new migration and asylum legislation which went into force in May 2017. 
 
El Aroud is internationally known as “black widow” and “the most dangerous woman in 
Belgium. 

 

Accused of espionage, Moroccan Kaoutar Fal to sue 
Belgium 

The Moroccan entrepreneur who spent two months in detention in Belgium over 
espionage allegations, Kaoutar Fal, is suing the Belgian state for “illegal 

deprivation of liberty.” 
 
By Ahlam Ben Saga  
 
Morocco World News (12.02.2019) - https://bit.ly/2Iej1Ou - Rabat – Kaoutar Fal, a 
Moroccan woman who was detained in Brussels on suspicion of spying for Morocco 
intelligence, has lodged a request to the European Court of Human Rights, questioning 
the legality of her detention. 
 
Fal, who spent two months in a closed center from May 29 to July 23 last year, wrote of 
“the ill-treatment” she received from Belgian authorities. She explained that she was 
arrested the moment she landed at Belgium’s Charleroi Airport. 
 
Fal emphasized that her detention occurred without any legal “justification.” 
 
The Belgian state security ordered that the 32-year-old woman be detained in 
Repatriation Center 127 bis, in Steenokkerzeel, Belgium. Belgian authorities reported 
that Fal was notorious in the world of business and lobbying, seeing her liberty as a 
threat to their national security. 



 
The Indictments Division and the Aliens Litigation Council (CEC) released Fal in July after 
it had announced that her detention was against the law. 
 
A CEC spokesman said then that she was detained “on the basis of another article 
according to which she is illegally in the territory, and because she represents a threat to 
national security.” 
 
Fal returned to Morocco on July 23 of her own volition. 
 
Fal is a co-founder of the Female Entrepreneurship Association in the north of Morocco. 
 
She has been “advisor to several Governments, Chambers of Commerce in Morocco and 
abroad and Director of the ESC-Tetouan the Institute on the Chamber of Commerce,” 
according to her website. 

 

Morocco’s CNDH: Nasser Zefzati does not have any 
serious health issues 

The National Council of Human Rights (CNDH) announced on Thursday that the 
imprisoned Hirak Rif leader, Nasser Zefzafi, has stable health, contrary to 

Zefzafi’s father’s Facebook post. 
 
By Ahlam Ben Saga 
  
Morocco World News (31.01.2019) - https://bit.ly/2HG14Ix - Ahmed 
Zefzafi’s statement that his son had symptoms of hemiplegia and was suffering paralysis 
of one side of the body, the CNDH sent a medical team to examine Zefzafi’s health and 
review his medical file. 

The three-member medical team, which included a forensic specialist, found that Zefzafi 
had been tested seven times at the Ibn Rochd University Hospital and received three 
radiology exams. Zefzafi was also treated by two doctors at the Casablanca Oukacha 
prison where he is imprisoned. 

CNDH concluded that Zefzafi does not suffer from any serious health problems and that 
his current health status “does not raise any concern.” 

CNDH reported that it will publish its report regarding Zefzafi’s health once the 
Casablanca Court of Appeals “renders its final decision.” 

On Saturday, January 26, Zefzafi requested that he receive medical care because of pain 
in one of his legs. According to a Facebook post his father wrote on Monday, Zefzafi could 
not move or feel the right side of his body, suggesting that the symptoms resembled 
those of hemiplegia. 

Ahmed Zefzafi said that his son’s condition was due to violence he suffered on the day of 
his arrest “when his head was banged against the wall in his house … and his head was 
hit with iron cuffs while being handcuffed.” He accused the prison of hiding Zefzafi’s 
diagnosis of “arterial contractions” from him since March 2018. 



He also alleged that the prison director forced Zefzafi to sign a false report that he had 
destroyed office supplies when he banged his hand against a desk. 

The father’s statements followed the Oukacha prison administrators’, who said that 
Zefzafi only wanted to create a scene in prison by engaging in self-harm. 

In its statement, the prison administration reported that Zefzafi self-harmed in prison. 

When a nurse began to treat him, Zefzafi “threw the treatment tools and deliberately 
hurt himself by hitting his hand against the edge of a desk and the wall,” the statement 
read. 

Zefzafi’s father said he was protesting insufficient medical care. 

Zefzafi was sentenced to 20 years in prison along with other Hirak activists. A Casablanca 
court gave 54 Hirak activists sentences ranging from 1 to 20 years in June 2018 for 
participating in the “unauthorized” Hirak protests. 

The Hirak movement began in October 2016 after the death of Mohcine Fikri, an Al 
Hoceima fishmonger who was crushed to death in a garbage truck while trying to save 
his goods that had been confiscated by authorities. 

The incident angered many, causing protests across the country, especially in Al Hoceima 
province, which condemned Fikri’s death and social disparities in Morocco. 

 

Latin American NGOs accuse Polisario of human rights 
abuses 

By Tarek Bazza 



 
 
Rabat – Latin American human rights NGOs and civil society associations denounced 
serious human rights abuses committed by the Polisario in Tindouf camps. 
 
Morocco World News (13.07.2018) - https://bit.ly/2umimBm - Many Latin American 
NGOs and associations issued a statement, in which they condemned the “terror” 
imposed by Polisario in Tindouf camps where “Saharawi women, victims of inhuman 
treatment, are detained and deprived of the most basic freedoms.” 
 
These organizations and associations include the Global Africa Latina Foundation, 
Mexico’s Socpinda organization and the “urban civil association,” Oaxaca’s human rights 
organizations, Dominican Republic’s Committee for World Peace, Human and Municipal 
Rights, and the “Peru’s Foundation of Education and Enterprise,” according to the state-
owned press Maghreb Arab News (MAP). 
 
The organizations accused Polisario of kidnapping and humiliating Sahrawi women in 
Tindouf camps. “Women kidnapped and held against their will in Tindouf camps by 
Polisario, are deprived of their rights as women and the opportunity to realize their 
dreams and ambitions and forced to submit to a cause without horizon.” 
 
Maloma Morales, a Spanish young Sahrawi woman was kidnapped in December 2015, 
after she had traveled with her adoptive family members to the camps to visit her 
biological mother. In August 2014, Mahyuba Mohamed Hamdidaf, another Spanish young 
Saharawi woman was kidnapped in Tindouf camps as soon as traveled to see her 
grandparents who were seriously ill. 
 
In June 20, the Members of the European Parliament condemned forced marriages, 
deprivation of liberty, ill-treatment, and torture imposed on women in Tindouf camps in 
Algeria.  The MEPs called on the Algerian and Spanish government to take action to end 
the situation. 
 
The organizations expressed their support for Morocco’s efforts to combat terrorism, drug 
and human trafficking crimes in the Sahara region borders. 



 
The NGOs further expressed their support for Morocco’s efforts and UN Security Council 
resolutions aimed at finding a mutually acceptable solution to the Western Sahara 
conflict. 
 
Earlier this month, Khat Achahid, a group of former Polisario members, wrote a letter to 
the AU about the Polisario Front’s violations of human rights and executions of Sahrawis. 
The group accused Polisario’s leader of human rights abuses in Tindouf camps, including 
arrests, torture, and executions when he served as Polisario’s Minister of Defense. 
 
The movement stated that 650 people went missing from Tindouf camps from 1975 to 
1991, and they were subjected to various types of torture and executions without trials 
 

Hirak: General amnesty proposed law poses dilemma for 
Parliament 

 

 
By Tarek Bazza 
 
Rabat – After MPs Omar Balafrej and Mustapha Chennaoui of the Federation of the 
Democratic Left (FGD) party introduced a law relating to a general amnesty for Hirak Al 
Hoceima activists to Parliament, the proposed law posed a dilemma for President of 
House of Representatives Habib El Malki, according to the weekly newspaper Al 
Ousbouea.  
 
Morocco World News (10.07.2018) - https://bit.ly/2KY7nZd - Since the proposed law was 
tabled in Parliament, El Malki has been faced with its refusal by some Parliamentary party 
teams such as Popular Movement and Democratic Constitutional Rally, the legislative 
institution’s interference in the judiciary, and the silence of other Parliamentary party 
teams regarding the law. 
 
Although the Parliament can request a general amnesty according to Article 71 of the 
Moroccan Constitution, the weekly newspaper noted, there is a fear of interfering in 
powers, which has remained, according to customs and traditions, in the hands of the 
king since the time of Morocco’s independence. 
 
On the other hand, El Malki sought the help of other Parliamentary party teams, 
especially PJD, PAM and Istiqlal (Independence), and requested them to take 
responsibility and make a decision about the proposal in a meeting inside the House of 
Representative’s office, said the same news outlet. The Parliamentary representatives 
and presidents of Parliamentary party teams wanted, through this meeting, to put an end 



to the proposal before it reached a competent committee, to avoid any possible anger 
from the nation, the newspaper wrote. 
 
Al Ousbouea noted that the debate over the proposed law was not resolved yet, and the 
decision of approval or refusal has been delayed to another future meeting. 
 
The head of the Independence Party team, Noureddine Madiane, called for giving the 
floor to the nation deputies to talk about Hirak Rif’s sentence. It seems inconceivable that 
the Parliament remains outside the nation’s debate, especially that many Moroccan 
human right, political and cultural activists have condemned the “harsh” sentences 
against Hirak Rif activists. Head of Government Saâd Eddine El Othmani and El Malki 
responded favorably to Madiane’s call, the article concluded. 
 
Last month, Balafrej published a general amnesty draft law on his Facebook account 
relating to all social movements of the past two years. This came shortly after the Hirak 
Rif activists were given ‘heavy’ prison sentences ranging from 1 to 20 years for their 
involvement in the demonstrations that shook the Al Hoceima province from 2016-2017. 
 

Hirak Rif sentences open old wounds for El Othmani 

By Ahlam Ben Saga 
-  

 
 
 
Rabat- Commenting on the sentences given to the Hirak Rif activists during a 
Parliament session, Head of Government Saad Eddine El Othmani has said that 
he could never rejoice at the imprisonment of a Moroccan citizen. 
 
Morocco World News (04.07.2018) - https://bit.ly/2mg26NP - El Othmani recalled his 
own arrest and imprisonment in Derb Moulay Cherif prison in Casablanca during 
Morocco’s “Years of Lead” or “Years of Embers” between the 1960s and 1980s. El Ohmani 
said he relates to the suffering of prisoners.  
 
El Othmani said that at the time he was handcuffed and blindfolded for long periods of 
time while in jail: “The circumstances were insufferable and unimaginable.” 
 
The Years of Lead are considered the worst years in the history of post-independence 
Morocco. In those decades, the right of expression was suppressed, dissidents and 
democracy activists were arrested and jailed, and some disappeared. 
 
El Othmani regretted that his government cannot intervene in the Hirak Rif case, because 
the “judicial power” is an independent authority. 
 



On Tuesday, June 26, Casablanca’s Court of Appeals sentenced Hirak leaders Nasser 
Zefzafi and Nabil Ahemjik, as well as activists Ouassim El Boustati and Samir Ghid, to 20 
years in prison; other activists were sentenced to 1 to 15 years. 
 
The court’s decision resulted in nationwide controversy and protests calling for the 
release of the individuals. 
 
Demonstrations took place on June 27 in the capital of the Rif region, Nador; near the 
Parliament in Rabat; and on Boulevard El Oumame Al Moutahida in Casablanca. Meknes 
saw a protest on Friday, June 29. 
 
The activists had been arrested for their involvement in Hirak Rif protests, which 
reverberated across the Al Hoceima region in 2016 and 2017. 
 

Heavy sentences for Hirak Rif activists spark rage, 
protests 

By Safaa Kasraoui 
 
Morocco World News (27.06.2018) - Rabat – Anger and condemnation have erupted 
nationwide from journalists, celebrities, and human rights activists on social media as the 
Casablanca Court of Appeal pronounced heavy sentences Tuesday night for the Hirak Rif 
activists.  
 
The court gave sentences ranging from 20 years to 1 year in prison for the activists, 
some of whom were arrested nearly a year ago. 
 
After condemning FIFA for “unjust refereeing,” Moroccan social media users and activists 
shifted their focus to criticize the justice system in Morocco, criticizing the heavy 
sentences towards Hirak Rif activists. 
 
In the view of activists, the sentences for the young protesters were unfair, who fought 
for social equality and denounced the lack of human rights in the Al Hoceima region.  
 
The digital society has called the sentences a “dramatic error.” 
 
A journalist and former editor in chief of Moroccan news outlet Telquel, Driss Ksikes, 
strongly condemned the verdict, emphasizing that “the convictions of the Rifi activists 
brought the Moroccan autocracy back to a time of trivialized and globalized repression 
and injustice.” 
 
Four leaders of the protest movement, including Nasser Zefzafi, received 20 years in 
prison while others received sentences between 1 and 15 years in addition to fines of 
MAD 2,000. 
 
A Moroccan analyst and journalist at Moroccan television channel 2M, Abdellah Tourabi, 
tweeted that “the heavy sentences against Hirak Rif are a historical mistake that we are 
going to pay for as a nation and citizens.” 
 

Morocco divided over gender inheritance equality 

By Abderrahim El Ouali 
 



IPS (29.04.2014) / http://www.ipsnews.net/2014/04/morocco-divided-equality/ - 
Morocco stands divided over a proposal for equal inheritance rights for men and women: 
modernists see this as application of equality arising from the new constitution, and 
Islamists see in this a violation of Sharia law. 
 
There have been calls from extremists to kill those who seek equality rights. 
 
The penal court of Casablanca sentenced Islamist Sheikh Abou Naim to a month of 
deferred imprisonment and a 500-dirham fine (50 euros) in February for issuing a fatwa 
to kill Driss Lachgar, general secretary of the Socialist Union of the Popular Forces 
(USFP), and other leftist activists. 
 
Lachgar had chaired a meeting of party women on Dec. 20 where he called for a revision 
of inheritance laws so as to establish equality between men and women. 
 
Sheikh Abou Naim accused Lachgar in a video posted on YouTube of “godlessness” and 
“apostasy”, and made a public call to kill him. The Sheikh called women from the USFP 
“whores”. 
 
Activists say the sentence passed by the court was overly lenient. Salah El Wadie, leader 
of the movement Damir (Consciousness), said Abou Naim was sentenced for defamation 
and not for incitement to murder. 
 
Modernist writer Ahmed Assid, described as a “pig” in Abou Naim’s video, told media the 
trial had been “a farce”. 
 
The trial is over, but the debate on equal sharing of inheritance between women and men 
is only beginning. 
 
Fatima Ait Ouassi, member of the ‘February 20th’ movement to campaign for equal rights, 
tells IPS that “equal sharing of inheritance between men and women is now a necessity.” 
 
The February 20th movement arose in 2011 within the Arab Spring. It campaigned 
successfully to bring in a new constitution approved by referendum in July of the same 
year. This new constitution stipulates equal sharing between men and women. 
 
However, the Islamist cabinet that was formed after the general election in November 
2011 included only two women. A reshuffle in October 2013 included six women among 
39 ministers. 
 
Morocco is still far from gender equality in the political world, but nothing stops the 
government implementing the constitution in inheritance rights, says Ait Ouassi. 
 
“We do not live any more in the old Arabic society where Islam appeared and where 
women lived under the supervision of men,” she tells IPS. “Now, women work and 
contribute fully to family assets just like men, and it is inconceivable to apply inequitable 
laws when it comes to sharing family inheritance.” 
 
Lachgar says 19.3 percent of Moroccan women in cities and 12.3 percent in villages have 
prime responsibility in taking care of their families. 
 
Strict application of Muslim law grants to a woman only half of what a man inherits in 
case of the death of one of the parents. In a case of death of the husband, the wife has 
only one-eighth of the inheritance “while women work even more than the men,” Samir 
El Harrouf, a member of the United Socialist Party (PSU), tells IPS. 
 
The religious conservatives see this as a literal application of “divine law”. 



 
“Nobody can modify the sacred texts in relation to inheritance and polygamy,” well-
known advocate of Muslim jurisprudence Redouane Benchekroune told journalists. 
 
But there are other interpretations of the religious text. “According to the studies that I 
have made in Muslim jurisprudence, this is simply a false interpretation of texts,” El 
Harrouf tells IPS. 
 
He says that what the Quran grants to women in inheritance is only the minimum that 
must be respected – nothing forbids that women be granted more. New studies in 
jurisprudence show that it is necessary “to distinguish in religious texts between what is 
constant and what is varying,” El Harrouf says. 
 
“What is constant is matters of faith and worship. On the other hand, other requirements 
vary according to the social and historical context, and depend on the specific conditions 
of every society and on a particular phase of its historical development.” 
 
Ait Ouassi agrees. “As we were able to amend the family code, we have to revise the 
laws on inheritance which are contradictory to international agreements on human rights. 
We must stop immediately all forms of discrimination against women.” 
 
Morocco ratified the agreement on elimination of discrimination against women on Jun. 
21, 1993. A new family code providing for equality came into law in 2005. 
 
According to the new family code, polygamy is forbidden except on authorisation by a 
court of competence. 
 
Under this family code, polygamy requires the consent of the first wife and authorisation 
by a judge. But people manage to bypass the law by getting married without official 
papers. Once the new woman is pregnant, the court is forced to ratify the marriage 
because the civil rights of the child come into play. 
 
Modernists are therefore asking for outright outlawing of polygamy. 
 
The Islamists who now lead the government, and who were then in the opposition, had 
opposed the new law and called it “an incitement to prostitution.” 
 
In the current debate, Islamists too are divided. The Justice and Development Party 
(PJD) which leads the government, calls the push to equality foreign pressure to alter 
“the identity of the nation”. On the other hand, Mostafa El Moutassim, leader of the 
Islamist party Civilisational Alternative, published an article on his Facebook page saying 
he is willing to open up the question of revision of laws governing the distribution of 
inheritance. 
 

Morocco penal reforms spark debate on sex, religion 

AFP (23.04.2015) - An overhaul of Morocco's penal code has triggered a lively debate on 
morality in the conservative North African nation, where homosexuality and sexual 
relations outside marriage are forbidden. 
 
But calls to legalise extra-marital sex or abolish the death penalty appear to be a step 
too far for authorities in the country, where Islam is the state religion. 
 
Morocco's penal code has remained largely unchanged since it was first adopted in 1962. 
 



But now, 40 sections are to be repealed, 187 added and 576 amended, Justice Minister 
Mustapha Ramid, of the Islamist Justice and Development Party (PJD), said during a 
public consultation in Rabat. 
 
In a country where tradition is paramount, the proposed changes to the basic law have 
prompted much hand-wringing. 
 
As part of the consultation process, citizens are being urged to register their opinions on 
the ministry's website. 
 
This is an expression of "significant evolution in terms of freedom and respect for human 
rights in Morocco", said Ramid. 
 
He argued that the process meets the requirements of the country's new constitution 
adopted in 2011, in the wake of the Arab Spring. 
 
Some changes have been broadly welcomed, such as alternative penalties aimed at 
reducing prison overcrowding as well as criminalising torture, genocide and human 
trafficking. 
 
But the amendments have not inspired unanimity on issues related to morals. 
 
Extra-marital sex will still be illegal, although the jail term for offenders will be reduced 
from a year to a maximum of three months. However, a fine of up to 21,000 dirhams 
($2,140, nearly 2,000 euros) will also apply. 
 
And the penalty for failing to fast in public during the Muslim holy month of Ramadan 
remains six months in jail, although that can now be substituted by a maximum fine of 
10,000 dirhams. 
 
Ramid said he was open to dialogue, but there was "no question of challenging the 
Islamic identity of the state". 
 
Under the changes, the offence of "contempt against religions" is introduced, punishable 
by between six months and two years in prison. 
 
Adultery, proselytising and homosexuality remain banned. 
 
There is also no change in the death penalty: despite not having been implemented since 
a moratorium imposed in 1993, it stays on the statute books while dozens of prisoners 
are on death row. 
 
Such provisions have caused outcry among opponents to the text, especially on social 
networks where the hashtag #Code_Penal_No_Pasaran ("The Penal Code will not Pass") 
has been trending. 
 
Some politicians have also added their voices to the dissenters. 
 
Nouzha Skalli, a deputy for the Party of Progress and Socialism (PPS) and a former family 
and social development minister, said banning sex outside marriage is "unrealistic". 
 
Enforcing it would mean "putting all young people in prison", she observed. 
 
Lawyer Abderrahim Jamai said during one public consultation that the new basic law is 
actually a step backwards when it comes to personal freedoms. 
 



"The penal code is the most important text after the constitution, and must reflect a 
vision for the next half century," he said. 
 
Newspaper leader writers have also joined the debate. 
 
A pro-reforms editorial by Saad Benmansour headlined "Never say never" in the daily 
Morocco Today calls for the widest possible consultation on the changes. 
 
The justice ministry's position "probably reflects the opinion of a large number or a 
majority" of the country's 35 million people, he wrote. 
 
"Fifty or 60 years ago, who would have thought that Morocco would undergo its 
revolution via a number of once taboo issues?" he asked. 
 
As an example, Benmansour cited the reform in 2004 of the "moudawana" or family 
code, which gave more rights to women. 
 
However, the daily At-Tajdid which is close to the justice minister's own PJD, denounced 
"extremists" seeking to liberalise moral legislation and "impose on Moroccans, under the 
cover of universalism, choices rejected in the past". 
 
It warned of "discord" if laws contrary to "religious and core values" were passed. 

 

Dutch abortion ship 'blocked' from Morocco port of Smir 

BBC News (04.10.2012) - A Dutch campaign group says its ship offering women medical 
abortions has been prevented by authorities from entering the Moroccan port of Smir. 

The group, Women on Waves, provides abortions and advice from boats anchored in 
international waters near countries where abortion is illegal. 

The group's leader, Rebecca Gomperts, told the BBC it planned to launch "a surprise" in 
response. 

She said the entire harbour was blocked and no-one was being allowed to enter. 

Women on Waves has said it was invited to Morocco by a youth group called Alternative 
Movement for Individual Freedoms. 

But the country's health ministry said on Wednesday that the ship would not be allowed 
to operate in the country and called on the authorities to apply the law against the group 
and the ship, the AFP news agency reported. 

Speaking from an inland location close to Smir, Ms Gomperts declined to give any details 
about what the surprise action would entail. 

She travelled into Morocco separately by air on Wednesday, ahead of the boat. 

The boat started its journey from the Netherlands on Monday and was scheduled to dock 
at Smir on Thursday. 

Inducement drug  



In an earlier press release the group said the ship was able to provide legal medical 
abortions for women who are up to six-and-a-half weeks pregnant, while it was anchored 
in international waters. 

The group's main intention was to promote the fact that an abortion-inducement drug is 
actually available to women in Morocco, but most of them were unaware of it, the group 
said. 

Women on Waves said it has also launched a hotline number for women to obtain 
information about contraception and abortion. 

Ms Gomperts said it was not yet clear how many calls had been received as the group 
was in the process of finding out.  

Over the past 11 years, a Women on Waves ship has visited Ireland, Poland, Portugal 
and Spain, sparking protests from anti-abortion groups. 

Morocco was the first Muslim country the group planned to visit. 

In cases of illegal abortions performed domestically, women expose themselves to grave 
health risks by resorting to dangerous methods, Women on Waves says. 

The group says that, according to figures published by the Moroccan government, 
between 600 and 800 abortions take place every day in the North African kingdom. 

 


