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Morocco’s domestic challenges are giving greater urgency to certain aspects of the EU-Mo-
rocco relationship even as the traditional pillars of the relationship – security, migration and 
trade – remain important. EU policy-makers should be aware that many Moroccans are thin-
king beyond these traditional aspects. On these historical pillars, EU-Morocco relations have 
faced a number of challenges over the past few years, particularly tensions around migration 
and the status of the Western Sahara (Fakir, 2018). Yet many Moroccans seem eager for the 
relationship to also reflect internal challenges. Over the past two years, Morocco has been 
navigating a series of internal political and social crises, which at their heart are about the 
quality of governance: whether the palace or the elected government ought to be empowered 
to govern the country and, consequently, who ought to be held accountable for any failures.  

The 2018 Euromed Survey revealed that Moroccans think democracy, rule of law and good 
governance should be the most important aspects of EU-Morocco relations (see Graph 1). 
Respondents also indicated that the EU’s support for authoritarian regimes is likely to have the 
most negative effect on the stability of Southern and Eastern Mediterranean countries (Euro-
med Survey, 2018). That many Moroccans think democracy and effective governance should 
be part of the country’s EU relations is a result of circumstances that have been amplified 
since 2011.

Relative to other countries in the region, Morocco charted a more stable path forward during 
the 2011 protests. The Moroccan protest movement did not aim to topple the regime – the 
monarch, in this case – but rather called on it to reform. People envisioned the king playing a 
role in which he “reigned but did not govern”. Indeed, Mohammed VI, under pressure from the 
growing protest movement, promised constitutional reforms that passed in July 2011, ceding 
some historically royal privileges to the government and parliament. A timid implementation of 
the constitutional changes followed, but over the past two years there has been a clear rever-
sal. In one notable example, the Islamist Party for Justice and Development (PJD), at the centre 
of the push and pull between monarchy and government about how much responsibility (and 
accountability) ought to be given to the government, won a second term in 2016. After its win, 
the monarchy became intent on regaining control of the political process by cajoling and inti-
midating the various political parties with which the PJD needed to ally to form a coalition. This 
orchestrated political crisis stalled the government formation process and resulted in a weak 
coalition led by a deeply damaged and compromised PJD. Morocco’s elected government 
returned to being a weak institution again, subject to citizens’ scorn. 

The government formation crisis was the backdrop for a tense period in the Rif, where citi-
zens led a wave of protests against the authorities – both the government and the monar-
chy – over a long list of grievances they could no longer stomach. The Rif protests started in 
October 2016, following the death of a fish vendor during an encounter with the police that 
galvanised the region and generated several solidarity marches across the country. Citizens 
of the Rif protested their marginalisation and the failure of local and national governance. 
This northern region, among others, struggles with lower development rates (HCP, 2014). 
As the newly-formed but weak government struggled to maintain unity, additional protests 
broke out in Draa-Tafilalet in the Atlas Mountains in summer 2017 due to lack of potable 
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water. Also in Jerada, a town in Morocco’s eastern region, after two men perished while 
trying to mine coal they could sell to survive. More recently, since April 2018 a boycott cam-
paign has been targeting three large companies that exemplify the influence of business on 
politics and vice versa (Fakir, 2018). 

Graph 1: The most important aspects, when it comes to my country’s relationship with the EU should be:
(respondents were asked to choose 3 options out of 12)
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This popular unrest has highlighted the long-running frustration at uneven development in 
Morocco and the disaffection many feel toward politics and the current balance of power. 
Morocco’s incongruous story is puzzling and endlessly frustrating to its own people. Moroc-
co is a stable country with a growing economy where the government is engaged in a see-
mingly endless overhaul of everything from infrastructure to education. The government has 
undertaken a number of promising economic endeavours, including championing progressive 
reforms to encourage foreign direct investment. The government is also pioneering innovative 
approaches to alternative energy. Morocco recently completed setting up the largest solar 
production site in the world, the Noor Ouarzazate solar complex, which will contribute to 
meeting the country’s goal of producing 42% of the country’s electric power needs by 2020 
(Xinhua, 2018). 
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While the country has developed significantly since the 1990s, these improvements have fai-
led to meet the potential many Moroccans believe their country is capable of reaching. More 
remains to be done. The United Nations’ Human Development Report ranked Morocco 123 
out of 189 countries, even behind Palestine and Iraq, two conflict-ridden nations (United Na-
tions Development Programme [UNDP], 2018). What remains a point of frustration for many 
Moroccans is the uneven development. Sophisticated green energy initiatives, an ambitious 
high-speed rail plan and increased foreign direct investment in certain parts of the country 
are juxtaposed with lack of roads, electricity or running water in other areas.  

The country continues to lag behind and struggle with seemingly straightforward gover-
nance. Moroccans’ frustration has in the past manifested as political apathy. Most have 
long viewed participation in the political system as pointless and have accurately seen the 
monarchy – not elected officials – as the sole source of change. Since 2011 and particularly 
since 2016, however, this frustration is manifesting as anger and eagerness for action. This 
disappointment in the political elite and governing institutions also drives Moroccans’ view 
that democracy is or ought to be an important aspect of their country’s relationship with 
the EU. This belief underlies their desire to see political reform, better service provision and 
effective and accountable institutions in charge, in keeping with global progress. 

The EU is not simply seen as a trade partner and important source of foreign direct inves-
tment but also as an actor capable of helping to strengthen the country’s rule of law, demo-
cracy and governance. EU-Morocco cooperation is capable of promoting better governance 
and human development ahead of cooperation on security or migration (see Graph 1).

Equally important is the desire to see EU-Morocco engagement reflected in greater social 
development. Education is singled out as one of the obstacles to development. Inadequate 
service provision, inequitable development across the country, still-too-high levels of illitera-
cy and lack of economic and social opportunity have raised citizens’ anger in recent years. 
The government spends adequately on education: in 2018, 27.3% of the state’s budget went 
to education, including personnel costs (Draft Budget Law, 2018). However, this and various 
reform initiatives have failed to improve the lot of schools and students. The latest estimates 
still put illiteracy rates at a staggering 32.2%. While the country has come a long way, even 
just from 2000, when the illiteracy rate was 54.9%, education remains an issue, even among 
youth (Ibourk & Amaghouss, 2014). The latest available statistics indicate primary school 
enrolment has steadily risen to 96.8% among boys and 95.6% among girls, but this pro-
gress has not extended to secondary education. Only 37% of eligible students attend se-
condary school (UNICEF, 2012). 

In the face of these challenges, the government has faltered on education. In 2009, an 
“Emergency Plan” sought to accelerate the National Plan for Education and Training, which 
was replaced with a new strategic plan in 2015. The 2015 strategic plan claims various suc-
cesses: additional physical buildings in rural areas for the 2016-2017 school year (and more 
planned for 2018-2019) and expansion of school rooms. More recently, in August 2018 the 
ministerial council approved a framework law with a host of reforms targeting the education 
system, including vocational training and scientific research (Kasraoui, 2018). These plans 
made little difference in appeasing Moroccans’ concerns about the quality of education. The 
Higher Council for Education, Training and Scientific Research (CSEFRS) is also looking to 
provide vocational training to address the mismatch of available skills and employment ne-
eds. Higher education is another sore point where there is little political will to advance badly 
needed reforms (Chihab, 2018). University graduates regularly protest their lack of pros-
pects upon graduation, and teachers protest poor pay. Most of the successes claimed by 
the CSEFRS are recent, leaving it unclear whether these are enough to address the issues 
at hand. Although the EU supports Morocco’s higher education reform efforts (Le Matin, 
2018), support for these projects remains small compared to the amounts spent on security 
and migration. 
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Morocco recently received 272 million dollars from the EU to increase its border policing 
(Karam, 2018) after Morocco rejected the idea of hosting migrant screening centres or “re-
gional disembarkation centres” for the EU (Rankin & Wintour, 2018). This all follows a feud 
surrounding EU court rulings in 2015 and 2016 to exclude the Western Sahara from fisheries 
and agricultural agreements. These rulings tanked relations, and although the agreements 
have been renewed to Morocco’s satisfaction, relations are barely on the mend. Through 
migration and security, the Moroccan government is able to wield significant influence on EU 
institutions and direct the relationship’s focus. Yet the degree to which Moroccans see se-
curity as a secondary concern whereas European counterparts see it as a primary one is 
noteworthy. That is not to say that Moroccans do not value their country’s stability, or their 
government’s role in that of the EU, but it reflects citizens’ preoccupation with improving 
their standards of living and seeing “dignity” available to them. 

Putting greater focus on supporting development schemes that go to the heart of the go-
vernance issue would reflect Moroccans’ desired relationship with the EU. Contrary to EU 
established wisdom that vocal support for greater political reform risks undermining stability, 
clear EU support for meaningful reform would benefit Morocco’s stability by echoing Moroc-
cans’ own wishes for their future. EU officials, as a matter of priority and style, often appear 
reluctant to push for greater political reforms or speak out against human rights violations 
and authoritarian tendencies, believing that would destabilise a country they see as compa-
ratively stable. Yet speaking out against the undermining of freedom and democracy would 
not only put the EU on the side of the Moroccan people but would also benefit the long-
term stability of the country. Increasingly, the risks to Moroccan stability stem from popular 
frustration with the government and the monarchy’s growing failure to govern the country 
effectively. 

Signs that the Moroccan government is wooing Africa are unmistakable, driving the view that 
the country’s foreign priorities are increasingly looking southward. But the reality remains 
that the EU is a vital partner for Morocco, financially and strategically. In that sense, the EU 
can play an even larger role in nudging the leadership toward greater political reforms, and 
more crucially in supporting local development, thereby delivering an important message 
that the EU cares about Moroccans as much as it cares about the institutions that have 
failed them. 
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Her research examines political Islam trends, local governance, social mobilisation, and foreign policy. She is 
also the Editor-in-Chief of Sada, Carnegie’s online Middle East journal.

The EU speaking 
out against the 
undermining of freedom 
and democracy would 
not only put the EU 
on the side of the 
Moroccan people 
but would also benefit 
the long-term stability 
of the country.

While the country has developed significantly since the 1990s, these improvements have fai-
led to meet the potential many Moroccans believe their country is capable of reaching. More 
remains to be done. The United Nations’ Human Development Report ranked Morocco 123 
out of 189 countries, even behind Palestine and Iraq, two conflict-ridden nations (United Na-
tions Development Programme [UNDP], 2018). What remains a point of frustration for many 
Moroccans is the uneven development. Sophisticated green energy initiatives, an ambitious 
high-speed rail plan and increased foreign direct investment in certain parts of the country 
are juxtaposed with lack of roads, electricity or running water in other areas.  

The country continues to lag behind and struggle with seemingly straightforward gover-
nance. Moroccans’ frustration has in the past manifested as political apathy. Most have 
long viewed participation in the political system as pointless and have accurately seen the 
monarchy – not elected officials – as the sole source of change. Since 2011 and particularly 
since 2016, however, this frustration is manifesting as anger and eagerness for action. This 
disappointment in the political elite and governing institutions also drives Moroccans’ view 
that democracy is or ought to be an important aspect of their country’s relationship with 
the EU. This belief underlies their desire to see political reform, better service provision and 
effective and accountable institutions in charge, in keeping with global progress. 

The EU is not simply seen as a trade partner and important source of foreign direct inves-
tment but also as an actor capable of helping to strengthen the country’s rule of law, demo-
cracy and governance. EU-Morocco cooperation is capable of promoting better governance 
and human development ahead of cooperation on security or migration (see Graph 1).

Equally important is the desire to see EU-Morocco engagement reflected in greater social 
development. Education is singled out as one of the obstacles to development. Inadequate 
service provision, inequitable development across the country, still-too-high levels of illitera-
cy and lack of economic and social opportunity have raised citizens’ anger in recent years. 
The government spends adequately on education: in 2018, 27.3% of the state’s budget went 
to education, including personnel costs (Draft Budget Law, 2018). However, this and various 
reform initiatives have failed to improve the lot of schools and students. The latest estimates 
still put illiteracy rates at a staggering 32.2%. While the country has come a long way, even 
just from 2000, when the illiteracy rate was 54.9%, education remains an issue, even among 
youth (Ibourk & Amaghouss, 2014). The latest available statistics indicate primary school 
enrolment has steadily risen to 96.8% among boys and 95.6% among girls, but this pro-
gress has not extended to secondary education. Only 37% of eligible students attend se-
condary school (UNICEF, 2012). 

In the face of these challenges, the government has faltered on education. In 2009, an 
“Emergency Plan” sought to accelerate the National Plan for Education and Training, which 
was replaced with a new strategic plan in 2015. The 2015 strategic plan claims various suc-
cesses: additional physical buildings in rural areas for the 2016-2017 school year (and more 
planned for 2018-2019) and expansion of school rooms. More recently, in August 2018 the 
ministerial council approved a framework law with a host of reforms targeting the education 
system, including vocational training and scientific research (Kasraoui, 2018). These plans 
made little difference in appeasing Moroccans’ concerns about the quality of education. The 
Higher Council for Education, Training and Scientific Research (CSEFRS) is also looking to 
provide vocational training to address the mismatch of available skills and employment ne-
eds. Higher education is another sore point where there is little political will to advance badly 
needed reforms (Chihab, 2018). University graduates regularly protest their lack of pros-
pects upon graduation, and teachers protest poor pay. Most of the successes claimed by 
the CSEFRS are recent, leaving it unclear whether these are enough to address the issues 
at hand. Although the EU supports Morocco’s higher education reform efforts (Le Matin, 
2018), support for these projects remains small compared to the amounts spent on security 
and migration. 

The EU is not simply 
seen as a trade 

partner but also as 
an actor capable of 

helping to strengthen 
the country’s rule of 
law, democracy and 

governance.

Equally important is 
the desire to see EU-

Morocco engagement 
reflected in greater 

social development.

Through migration and 
security, the Moroccan 
government is able 
to wield significant 
influence on EU 
institutions and direct 
the relationship’s 
focus.



66 09 EUROMED SURVEY Qualitative Analysis

References

CHIHEB, Y. La réforme de l’enseignement supérieur au Maroc : un chantier inachevé [Reform of Higher  
Education in Morocco: An Unachieved Project]. Retrieved from https://www.ccme.org.ma/fr/opin-
ions/36394

FAKIR, I. (2018, August). All Shook Up. Retrieved from https://carnegie-mec.org/diwan/77127

IBOURK, A., & AMAGHOUSS, J. (2014). The Performance of Educational System in Morocco: A Spatial Analy-
sis. Regional and Sectoral Economic Studies, Vol. 14-2. Retrieved from http://www.usc.es/economet/jour-
nals2/eers/eers1427.pdf

KARAM, S. (2018, September 16). Morocco Gets $275 Million Aid from EU as Illegal Migration Rises. Re-
trieved from https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2018-09-16/morocco-gets-275-million-aid-from-
eu-as-illegal-migration-rises  

KASRAOUI, S. (2018, August). Council of Ministers: King Calls for Education, Administration Reforms. Re-
trieved from https://www.moroccoworldnews.com/2018/08/252455/council-ministers-king-mohammed-
vi-education-administratio/ 

L’UE veut accompagner la réforme de l’enseignement supérieur au Maroc [The EU wants to accompany 
reform of higher education in Morocco]. (2018, April). Retrieved from https://lematin.ma/express/2018/lue-
veut-accompagner-reforme-lenseignement-superieur-maroc/291690.html 

Morocco finalizes world’s largest solar power complex. (2018, September). Xinhua. Retrieved from http://
www.xinhuanet.com/english/2018-09/27/c_137495056.htm 

Project de Loi de Finances No 68-17 pour l’Année Budgétaire 2018 [Draft budget law No. 68-17 for the 
2018 budget year]. Retrieved from https://www.finances.gov.ma/docs/db/2017/cl_fr2018.pdf

RANKIN, J., & WINTOUR, P. (2018, June 21). EU admits no African county has agreed to host migration cen-
tre. Retrieved from https://www.theguardian.com/world/2018/jun/21/eu-admits-no-african-country-has-
agreed-to-host-migration-centre

UNITED NATIONS DEVELOPMENT PROGRAMME. (2018). Human Development Indices and Indicators. 2018  Sta-
tistical Update. Retrieved from http://hdr.undp.org/sites/default/files/2018_human_development_statisti-
cal_update.pdf




