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ABSTRACT

Research on irregular migrants’ political mobilisation focuses
particularly on Western countries, conceptualised as final destinations for migrants, and documents how irregular migrants
claim rights despite high risks involved. Based on a qualitative
research in Morocco, the article explores the conditions under
which individual journeys, allegedly to Europe, give rise to
political activism by irregular migrants. Thus, it contributes to
the literature on irregular migrants’ political mobilisation as
well as on clandestine journeys. Morocco, identified with “transit migration” at the periphery of the EU, has been subjected to
the externalisation of EU migration policies since the early
1990s. Taking a critical approach to the concept of “transit
country”, the article highlights the implications of the term
on migrants’ lived experiences of the journey and of settlement, which have encouraged a pro-regularisation movement
in Morocco. Facing violent practices, sub-Saharan migrants
established informal associations and forged alliances with
emerging local and transnational civil society actors. The framing of migrants’ demands in relation to the Moroccan democratisation process, African identity, and the Moroccan
emigration experience reinforced such alliances and their
demands of regularisation. As a partial response to emerging
critiques, the Moroccan government announced a new migratory approach and a regularisation campaign implemented
throughout 2014. The analysis of migrant mobilisation in
Morocco thus provides an important case to trace processes
enabling irregular migrants to gain political voice, even in
contexts where irregular migration is highly criminalised and
stigmatised.

Introduction
André1 (forty-two) left his country in 2008. He came to Morocco in May 2011,
with the intention of going to Europe. He spent several months in Tangier and
in the forest near Ceuta and made several attempts to cross: “I have attempted
several times in Tangier, several times in Ceuta. It did not work. We could
organise among ourselves, buy a zodiac2 and attempt …. When you make
several attempts and when it does not work, you need to reflect on it. I told
myself, I need to change, I would not say change tactic, but my idea to go to
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Europe. I have decided that I can make my life here and in 2013, the King has
given his discourse for integration.” After leaving the forest, in early 2012,
André moved to Rabat, applied for asylum and started working temporarily,
in construction and as a carrier.
Since then, he has volunteered for associations to raise the profile of migrant
demands for rights and for regularisation. He took an active role in the foundation
of a sub-Saharan migrant association. The association was founded to raise awareness against racist attacks in poor neighbourhoods of Rabat. Describing the work
of the association, which is based in one of the most violent neighbourhoods of
Rabat, André explains, “We mobilise at the moment. In [the neighbourhood]3, you
cannot stay calm. You need to be a lion to live there.” While still dreaming of going
to Europe, he expects to get a residence permit in Morocco through the regularisation campaign, which is part of a broader new immigration policy in Morocco,
initiated by the King in September 2013. André thinks that the residence permit
would not only enable him to stay in Morocco legally but also to travel: “…if they
regularise us, we can also get passports… it would allow us to travel in a
good way.”

This article explains how the conditions of individual clandestine journeys
to Europe and of settlement in Morocco have given rise to collective action to
get legal status and rights in Morocco. Most of the research on proregularisation movements is based on Western countries that are seen as final
destinations.4 The general assumption is that migrants such as André, given
the “stigma of illegality” and their lack of democratic participation rights,
would not invest in political struggle.5 Political mobilisation may even seem
less likely in the inhospitable context of Morocco, where one might expect
migrants without a legal status to remain invisible and/or to continue their
journey into Europe. Conversely, this article shows that the governance of
borders and immigration in Morocco, with its intention to curtail transit
migration, has been conducive to political mobilisation by migrant and civil
society actors.
Restrictions on mobility across borders and access to status and rights
of non-citizens have been challenged from the grassroots.6 Additionally,
migrants themselves have become part of these movements, despite the
high risks involved.7 Studies have taken a political opportunity structure
(POS) approach that prioritises the institutional environment to explain
migrant collective action.8 Migrants with no legal status need more
resources than citizens and immigrants with status to participate in social
life and to mobilise and advocate for their rights.9 Undocumented
migrants need the support of citizens to further their interests and to
recognise political opportunities available to them and to provoke reactions from other actors in the field.10 Indeed, political mobilisation by
migrants and pro-migrant activists go hand in hand, and one important
component of mobilisation is the forging of “unexpected alliances that
migration creates”.11
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The literature on the immigrant rights movement discusses reasons for
mobilisation as well as its mechanisms in terms of repertoires of mobilisation, internal organisation of movements and coalitions made with other
movements.12 This article uses a similar analytical framework to existing
research in the sense that I analyse the political environment, the actors
giving support to the cause of irregular migrants and the discursive framework used by these actors. Taking into account the critique that POS
approaches fall short in explaining the emergence of movements, the article
underscores the importance of subjective experiences, as well as the “objective context” of migratory regimes, as a factor encouraging migrants to form
collective associations.13 In this line, I suggest that the conditions of the
journey and settlement in Morocco paved the way for the emergence of a
pro-regularisation movement.
Given the burgeoning literature on migrants’ political mobilisation in
general and pro-regularisation campaigns from the grassroots in particular,
Morocco is certainly not a unique case where migrants without legal status
have gained political voice. Nonetheless, it is the first country to engage in a
regularisation scheme in the Northern African context identified with transit
migration since the 1990s.14 The case of Morocco is particularly interesting
to analyse because of the political implications of the term “transit migration”
and what the term produces in terms of political mobilisation of migrants.
Morocco, situated at the periphery of the EU, has been subjected to the
externalisation of EU migration policies since the early 1990s. Such measures
contribute to the immobilisation of migrants outside EU borders and have
attracted growing critique and contestation by civil society and migrants.15
Taking a critical approach to the concept of “transit country” and to the idea
that, countries at the periphery of the EU passively respond to the external
pressure to control irregular migration, this article analyses the impact of the
conditions of the journey and of settlement on the emergence of mobilisation
for the rights of irregular migrants, in the case of Morocco.
The analysis relies on qualitative data collected over five visits to Morocco:
three between April and October 2012, and two shorter follow-up visits
in March and May 2014. I interviewed key stakeholders. Interviewees
included high-level bureaucrats and state officials in six key state departments dealing with issues of emigration and immigration, and representatives from sixteen civil society organisations (CSOs), including migrant
associations. Semi-structured interviews were conducted with thirty-six
migrants (fifteen women and twenty-one men). Interviews were conducted
either in English or French, and lasted between thirty minutes and two hours.
The majority of migrants interviewed were from African countries such as
Senegal, Guinea, Cameroon, Nigeria and the Democratic Republic of Congo.
As selection criteria, I made sure that migrants interviewed would constitute
a diverse group in terms of legal status and aspirations to go to Europe.
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Interviews with stakeholders and migrants took place in urban centres hosting a considerable immigrant population: especially Rabat, but also
Casablanca, Tangier, and Oujda. Observations were also made in public
meetings and through daily encounters and casual conversations with
migrants and CSO representatives. The analysis in this paper focuses on
the perspectives of civil society actors and of migrants who are members,
beneficiaries, voluntary or paid workers of these organisations. Related policy
documents, reports and press releases are also included in the analysis.
The paper is organised in five sections. The first section gives an overview
of the context of migratory regime in Morocco in relation to EU border
regime and border infrastructure. Examining the impact of changing border
infrastructure on migrant experiences of illegality, the second section suggests that the physical conditions of the EU borders have indirectly played a
role in the mobilisation of demands by turning clandestine migratory routes
into places of de facto settlement. In the third section, I examine how
migrant associations increased their political clout through close alliances
with national, international, and transnational organisations interested in the
area of irregular migration in Morocco. The fourth section argues that such
alliances were strengthened when claims were framed within the context of
political liberalisation, African identity, and the emigration experience of
Morocco. The last part of the article briefly explores policy outcomes this
politicisation journey has given rise to, as well as the ongoing concerns over
the future.
A Transit Country? Morocco and its Migratory Regime
After the 1990s, irregular border crossings through peripheral countries,
labelled as transit countries, became a major concern for the EU.16
Policymakers and researchers in the field of migration began to focus on
border policing and on clandestine crossings in the Mediterranean and
elsewhere.17 As a result, throughout the 1990s, tensions related to irregular
migration were common in Morocco’s relations to Spain and the EU. To
prevent illegal entries, the Spanish government started to build fences and
walls around Ceuta and Melilla, Spanish enclaves on the African continent,
in 1993. According to Zapata-Barrero and Witte, this was the first step
towards the securitisation of the Spanish southern borders as a whole.18
Law 02-03, the Law regarding Entry and Residence of Foreigners in the
Kingdom of Morocco and Irregular Emigration and Immigration, was
enacted in 2003 to improve tense relations with the EU. As the name
suggests, the law concerns irregular border crossings by Moroccans as well
as irregular entry, stay and exit by third country nationals but contains few
provisions regarding the human rights of migrants. In September
and October 2005, the deaths of at least eleven sub-Saharan migrants and
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hundreds of wounded migrants during their attempt to cross the land border
between Morocco and Ceuta and Melilla demonstrated the human cost of
coercive measures.19
While statistics and official data on immigration into Morocco are far
from complete, previous estimates of the number of sub-Saharan irregular
migrants in Morocco, between 2000 and 2010 ranged from 10,000 to
20,000.20 In contrast, illegal entries into the enclaves of Ceuta and Melilla
did not exceed 2,000 per year until 2012.21 In 2013, over 4,300 people entered
the enclaves through clandestine means.22 Despite this increase,23 the number is still much less than the estimated number of clandestine migrants
within Morocco. The discrepancy between those entering the Spanish
enclaves and those remaining in Morocco without status indicates that
Morocco has become a land of (forced) settlement for thousands deceived
on their way to Europe, along with those who arrive in Morocco to work or
study. Nonetheless, the label “transit country” obscures the fact that Morocco
has become a land of destination for different migrant groups who have
crossed borders to look for opportunities to work, study and/or settle in
relatively more developed countries in the region.24 In the urban setting, socalled transit migrants mingle with other migrant groups, including migrants
with legal status, asylum seekers, recognised refugees, overstayers and undocumented migrants with no intention to cross. In this sense, it is difficult to
distinguish migrants by their (alleged) aspirations to go to Europe based on
their legal status.
Until 2013, official discourse that portrayed Morocco as a transit country
and maintained that migrants in Morocco did not want to remain underpinned their exclusion from rights and membership. The country has been
widely criticised for its security-oriented approach to migration, for undermining the rights of migrants and refugees at borders and within Morocco,
and for not implementing the 1951 Geneva Convention to protect refugees
and asylum seekers.25 As a partial response to growing international and
internal critiques regarding the treatment of migrants, the government under
the leadership of the King Mohammed VI launched a new migratory policy
in November 2013, a few months after signing the Mobility Partnership
Agreement with the EU.26 The new policy aims to regularise the status of
irregular migrants residing in Morocco and improve their access to rights.
Officials have emphasised that the new policy adopts a humanitarian
approach to immigration, which respects international norms and the
human rights of migrants. This indicated a significant shift from previous
official discourse, which emphasised that Morocco lacked resources to deal
with immigrants who were allegedly stuck in the country on their way to
Europe.
Most analyses locate this recent turn in Morocco’s migration policy as part
of the country’s geopolitical strategy to forge firmer relationships with
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African countries and with the EU.27 The involvement of civil society actors
as stakeholders in this process has been relatively overlooked. Among these
stakeholders, sub-Saharan migrant associations have been important actors,
even though they are not legally recognised, and have demanded regularisation and the recognition of irregular migrant rights in Morocco. The new
policy initiative has increased the visibility of migrants as representatives of
migrant associations have been partially included in policy talks and public
debates.28 Even before the launch of the new policy, migrant associations had
gradually become visible in street protests and vocal through press releases
and media appearances, despite the criminalisation of their presence and the
inhospitable social and economic context in Morocco.29 To explain this
process, one needs to analyse factors that led irregular migrants to seek
recognition in Morocco and those that enabled them to make their voices
heard.
Lived Experience of Journey and Settlement
Migrant experiences of journeys are often characterised by longer periods of
waiting and/or by settlement/semi-settlement than initially planned by
migrants undertaking clandestine journeys. Existing research has revealed
long, fragmented and dangerous migrant journeys through Morocco, coercive border practices, poor living conditions, lack of access to fundamental
rights and deportation practices of the Moroccan state.30 These journeys have
become politicised by different actors including the EU, the Moroccan
government as well as migrants themselves. Along with the objective context
criminalising irregular migration, migrants’ subjective experiences of suffering underpinned how migrant journeys have become political journeys. In
other words, the journey to and through Morocco, as well as settlement
within Morocco, is often characterised by strict controls, harsh living conditions, and violent practices, which have sowed the seeds for migrant
mobilisation.
A considerable number of migrants with no passports, who flee dire
economic and political conditions in their country of origin, enter Morocco
from Algeria with the aid of human smugglers.31 Violence is a common
experience during the journey for migrants arriving in Morocco via this land
route. Reports and research reveal that beatings, robbery and rape by smugglers and bandits start before migrants reach Morocco.32 Most migrants thus
arrive physically and psychologically exhausted after long journeys that may
take between several months and several years depending on one’s resources.
Oujda, the Moroccan city situated at the Algerian border, is the main entry
point, especially for those who enter without passports. From Oujda, those
with financial and social capital immediately look for ways to leave for
Europe. Others look for opportunities to move to urban centres such as
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Rabat, Casablanca, and Tangier,33 where, according to previous research,
they often remain for two to three years to collect money to move forward to
Europe.34 Migrants usually hide in ad hoc camps in the forests on the
outskirts of Tangier and Nador while trying to cross European borders
without documents.
Migrants and CSOs operating in the field emphasise that migrants have
limited mobility after arriving in Oujda as the authorities closely control the
city centre and its surroundings. Police regularly monitor the informal
settlements in the forest between Oujda and the border, where they have
carried out raids, destroying the informal camps, arresting some migrants
and pushing others back to the Algerian border. Along with the coercive
practice of removal to the border, foreigners face another barrier as they are
not allowed to leave the city by train or bus without legal papers.35 As these
migrants crossed the border without legal entry, they do not have the
necessary papers and are thus denied authorised access to other parts of
the country. Sarah is from the Central African Republic and is in her early
thirties. She left her husband and two children ten years ago and has since
been travelling alone. She arrived in Oujda after a long journey through
Cameroon, Nigeria, Niger, and Algeria with the intention of crossing to
Spain. After entering Morocco in early 2012, Sarah needed false papers to
move to Rabat, then to the Morocco-Spain borderland:
As there are controls, you need to have papers. There are people providing fake
identities to allow you to get out. The cost depends on the individual: some people
pay 500 Dirham (MAD)36, others 1000 MAD. These people will also buy you
tickets for bus, train etc. Like this, they put us in a train and we came here. Then, I
left to the forest to attempt the journey. We were settled in the forest. After, we
attempted, attempted, we were drowned in the water, with small zodiacs. We were
stopped. We were sent back. You sleep in the camps. Men go to search for water,
the food… We were in a group. Men and women were sleeping in different areas.
Some people were going to the city to search for food. It was a long walk,
sometimes in the dark. Sometimes you find tomatoes, not in good condition.
Then, we go to “attack”. We call this “attack”. How many people? It depends on
the zodiac, if it is small, 15 people.

In parallel with the increasing number of migrants attempting to cross into
Europe via Morocco since 2011, there has been an escalation in violence by
Moroccan and Spanish border guards especially around Ceuta and Melilla,
which has been denounced by CSOs.37 Reports also underscore sexual
violence committed by different actors including smugglers and other
migrants.38 When I met Sarah in May 2014, she was expecting a baby as a
result of an unwanted pregnancy. She was advised to go to back to Rabat and
apply for asylum. “I was in Nador,” she explained, “We tried, it did not work.
Then, I was raped. There was pregnancy. There was a brother there, with his
wife. Together, we came here.” Sarah and André’s narratives reveal strict
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controls, harsh living conditions, and violent practices along the EU border.
These factors may cause even the most determined migrants to change their
minds and remain in Morocco rather than attempt the journey to Europe.
The living conditions in urban centres provide another layer to migrants’
marginalisation pushing them to collective action. Migrants without a legal
status and without financial means do not have access to proper housing.
They resort to finding shelter in poor neighbourhoods known for widespread
violence.39 There, migrants have become targets of aggression and robbery.
Sunny, a 38-year-old Nigerian, expressed his grievances as he revealed the
knife scar on his arm: “Big knife. He did not ask anything. He had a problem.
It is because I am black. If you go to office [a meeting place for Igbo men],
many people have injuries like that.” André echoed this experience, “These
are young Moroccans, 18-25 years old. When they smoke weed and they see
you in a corner, they say ‘mobile phone and money’, take out the knife.”
Fearing deportation, most migrants subjected to such aggression and violence are reluctant to go to police. Some even refrain from going to hospital,
knowing that they may not be admitted or will have to pay high fees in
private clinics.
Towards a Political Journey
The conditions of the clandestine journey to Europe and the lack of protection in Morocco encouraged migrants to mobilise among themselves and
subsequently provided the basis for collaboration with other actors in
Morocco and beyond.40 An unprecedented mobilisation for the rights of
irregular migrants emerged in Morocco in the wake of the Ceuta and
Melilla scandal where Moroccan and Spanish border guards shot and killed
migrants in 2005.41 Grievances stemming from the violence at the border and
from the conditions of forced settlement have provided fertile ground for
migrant mobilisation. In parallel, international and Moroccan CSOs advocating for the rights of immigrants and providing humanitarian support have
proliferated. In this context of increasing awareness and interests, migrant
organisations gained visibility through close alliances with simultaneously
emerging Moroccan and international organisations focusing on immigration issues in Morocco.
The Council of Sub-Saharan Migrants in Morocco (CMSM) was established in the aftermath of the Ceuta and Melilla events of 2005 and represents
migrants across ethnic, religious, and linguistic differences. Other subSaharan migrant associations, such as the Collective of Sub-Saharan
Migrants in Morocco (founded in 2010) and ALECMA (founded in 2012),
were formed later. The prevalent violence in their everyday lives in Morocco
motivated migrants to establish these institutions as platforms to denounce
such violence. Outing themselves in public to declare the legitimacy of their
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presence42 has been one of the initial forms of mobilisation, as articulated by
the informant from ALECMA:
There are many sub-Saharans living in Takadoum,43 it is the hottest neighbourhood in Rabat. This [the neighbourhood violence] motivated us, sub-Saharans to
come together to create an association, ALECMA. This is to denounce different
problems we encounter in the country, then to defend our rights because as
migrants, our rights need to be respected. This is why we regrouped under an
association. We started this fight to be recognised…. This is related to different
aggressions. In August 2012, there was a series of aggressions. In one week, there
were six cases. This is why we called all sub-Saharans living in Takadoum and we
made a pacific march. We wanted to be heard. We made a march to the police
station because a sub-Saharan was seriously injured because of aggression. We
made the march with the injured to the police station. We passed by consulates,
Mali, Ivory Coast, Central Africa. After this march, we had the idea of getting
together under an association.

Activist migrants refer to previous activism and their lived experiences in
Morocco as the main motivations to initiate or join migrant organisations.
Oumar from Guinea, an active member of CMSM, narrates his mobilisation
story resulting partly from his activist background but also from his experience since arrival in Morocco:
I was in an association in my country. After coming here, I went through a new
formation. There was need to revolt. In 2005, I was in the heart of the events. This
gave a breath to my engagement. It was part of the motor of my engagement.

Moussa, also from Guinea, started to get involved in migrant organisations in
2009, years after he arrived in Morocco with the intention to continue to
Europe in early 2000s. He explains his own and other sub-Saharan migrants’
involvement with associations as a result of gradual awareness and as a
reaction to racist discrimination they face in daily life:
This is the communication. We are mobilising people to rise for their rights. You
should not stay in your house hidden, you need to go out and ask for your rights.
You have the right of workers, right to papers, right to access to health, right to
liberty. You should not stay in your corner. You need to claim your rights. This is
what the Council [CMSM] is trying to do.

In parallel with informal migrant organisations, formal organisations
working on irregular migration issues have emerged and proliferated thanks
to political and institutional changes in the country. Morocco has undergone
a liberalisation process with regard to civil society since the early 1990s.44 In
1990, the government established the Consultative Council of Human Rights
(CCDH), appointed by the King Hassan II to mediate between state and civil
society.45 This liberalisation process continued under the reign of
Mohammed VI since 1999. The 2011 Constitution, introduced in the aftermath of street protests during the Arab Spring, included articles on the

312

A. ÜSTÜBICI

human rights of foreigners and recognised the role of civil society’s contributions to public policy.46 The National Council of Human Rights
(CNDH) replaced CCDH and was given more independence in the 2011
Constitution.47 Despite criticism that it is a state agency with closed membership and a lack of independence,48 CNDH has been a crucial channel for the
lobbying efforts of civil society, including the demand for regularisation of
irregular migrants. In this period, more funding opportunities have become
available for CSOs working on irregular migration issues in Morocco. These
new sources of funding come from the EU especially, but also from other
international funders.49
Civil society has worked towards highlighting the responsibility of the EU
and the Moroccan state for the abuses and vulnerable situation of irregular
migrants in Morocco. Among civil society actors active in the field, there are
international organisations, national human rights and labour organisations,
and organisations operating on a local level. In terms of their main activities,
humanitarian aid is a priority for some institutions, while others are more
concerned with rights advocacy and awareness raising.50 The democratic
developments engendered favourable conditions for raising demands and
critiques regarding rights violations of immigrants in Morocco, unlike
other countries in the North African context where the treatment of migrants
has been equally problematic.51 Meanwhile, tensions have prevailed between
the Moroccan government and CSOs. For instance, the Antiracist Group of
Support and Defense of Foreigners and Migrants (GADEM) was founded
in December 2006 in the aftermath of Ceuta and Melilla events to defend
migrants’ rights, but was not recognised by the state until November 2013
under the new migration policy.
The emergence of international and Moroccan organisations working on
irregular migration has provided an opportunity for migrant organisations to
set their agenda and raise their claims. Many amongst the founders of
migrant associations joined the formation of “Asile Maroc”, jointly organised
by Cimade, a French organisation, and AFVIC, a Moroccan one, in collaboration with the UNHCR in 2006. The aim of new organisations was to
raise awareness on the question of asylum and irregular migration.52 In this
sense, interactions between migrant activists and Moroccan or international
associations were strong since the beginning of the mobilisation process. As
sub-Saharan migrant associations became more established, increased in
number, and collaborated more frequently with Moroccan and transnational
civil society actors, they amplified their visibility and their demands for the
fundamental rights of migrants, the regularisation of undocumented
migrants, and the formal recognition of their associations. The wide use of
the French language amongst middle-class Moroccans and sub-Saharan
migrants facilitated communication between associations as well as amongst
migrant communities themselves.53
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The relationship between Moroccan and migrant groups is mutually
beneficial and both indicate that they need each other to further their
agendas. For example, migrant organisations are better able to reach vulnerable migrant populations. Moroccan organisations doing research or humanitarian work in the field sometimes hire migrants (regardless of status) on a
voluntary or occasionally paid basis as “proximity agents”. Many of the
informants, including leaders and members of migrant associations, had
previously worked for Moroccan or international organisations in order to
identify the needs of different communities and to collect data.54 Moroccan,
international and migrant organisations also collaborated in collecting data
on cases of violence along the Moroccan-Spanish border and denouncing
aggressions. They worked towards humanising migrants by revealing their
personal stories and the “punitive realities of border and migration
controls”.55
While the discourse that migrants should be able to speak for themselves is widespread among migrant activists, the majority of migrant
association members do not have legal status. Similarly, most associations
are not formally recognised. Members of migrant associations therefore
maintain that they need Moroccan CSOs to carry out public protests. For
example, Moroccan CSOs can secure legal permission to hold public
protests.56 They have also been instrumental in securing the participation
of undocumented migrants in public events and providing some protection for these participants. In 2012, the Moroccan Association for Human
Rights (AMDH) helped to transport migrants from Rabat to Oujda to
participate in the Social Forum on Immigration.57 Before the forum,
Moroccan organisations negotiated with the Moroccan authorities in
order to ensure the safe participation of migrants without legal status.
Having participated in the Forum, André recounted how he felt empowered and protected from the police due to the support and presence of
Moroccan CSOs.
The unionisation of migrant workers has also become part of the mobilisation process in Morocco. The Democratic Organisations of Workers
(ODT) was the first and, as of 2014, the only union to accept migrants
(with or without legal status) as members. The expansion of trade union
membership to include the (undocumented) migrant labour force strengthened demands for regularisation. The first step towards the unionisation of
migrants was taken on Labour Day in 2012 when CMSM, the Council of
Migrants, in collaboration with the ODT, organised a public protest with the
motto “We love Morocco, we work in Morocco, regularise us”.58 The admission of migrant workers into the union under its new branch ODT
Immigrant Workers (ODT-IT) was officially launched during the ODT
Congress in July 2012, with the participation of hundreds of migrants.59
CMSM played an active role in the coordination between migrant
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communities and unionists together with Marcel Amiyeto,60 a recognised
refugee, who has worked in several migrant organisations.
Alliances with national and transnational actors as well as with public
institutions increased the visibility of migrant associations and their
demands. The foundation of ODT-IT was a concrete example of a
successful alliance between Moroccan civil society and migrant associations and an important step towards regularisation. In the process of
unionisation, ODT-IT, along with other migrant organisations in
Morocco, forged a transnational alliance with the Association of
Maghrebian Workers in France (ATMF).61 Amiyeto’s narrative underscores the role played by transnational alliances in the process of unionisation: “Members of ATMF encouraged us. We made contacts with ODT
and started to reflect on the question and how to make foreign workers
members of the union. Before, the internal rules of the union were not
allowing the membership of foreigners.” Later, the CNDH and the
Council for Moroccans Abroad (CCME),62 another semi-public institution with a transnational character, supported the ODT-IT and its
demands for the regularisation of migrants without legal status in
Morocco.
Embracing this link between the immigration and emigration histories of
Morocco,63 CCME in collaboration with CNDH64 have played a critical role
in the initiation of a new immigration policy in Morocco. CCME conducted
research in collaboration with the Institute for Public Policy Research (IPPR),
a UK-based think-tank, on the precarious situation of sub-Saharan irregular
migrants in Morocco.65 As explained below, based on the findings of
research they conducted in Eastern and Northern parts of the country,
CNDH wrote a detailed report and presented recommendations for the new
policy.66 These recommendations included the regularisation of undocumented migrants in Morocco. Migrants used their limited institutional capacity to
reach institutions, such as CNDH, who had the capacity to advocate for
changes in immigration policy.
Framing Mobilisation
The framing process is defined as the “conscious strategic efforts by groups
of people to fashion shared understandings of the world and of themselves
that legitimate and motivate collective action”.67 Such framing shapes the
ideational dimensions of collective action. Below, I analyse common references made by Moroccan CSOs and migrant associations alike to the rule of
law, the ongoing democratisation process in Morocco, and the country’s
emigration experience. These principles provided fertile ground to raise
awareness of human rights violations against irregular migrants and to
demand regularisation.
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Pro-regularisation actors argued that Morocco has become a receiving
country rather than a space of transit and thus problematised the notion of
transit. They argued that the changing patterns in mobility made the
Moroccan government responsible for the situation of immigrants regardless
of their intention to travel to Spain: “With AMDH and other associations, we
insist on regularisation. Some say it is an EU problem, not Moroccan; the EU
wants us to regularise people but they do not want to open their borders. We
say it is also a Moroccan problem.”68 The security-oriented approach in
government legislation and implementation was also criticised. CSOs such
as AMDH and GADEM underscored the importance of the rule of law in
asking for protective measures in existing legislation to be upheld. For
example, CSOs forcefully criticised and fought against the removal of minors,
asylum seekers, and pregnant women despite protective measures in national
law.69 Furthermore, they demanded more migrant rights in accordance with
the principles endorsed in the 2011 Constitution, universal human rights,
and international law. Associations underscored, in press releases and public
meetings, Morocco’s responsibilities as a signatory to the 1990 UN
Convention on the Protection of the Rights of All Migrant Workers and
Members of Their Families and to other international conventions.70
Interestingly, representatives of migrant organisations also employed this
language of rights and situate themselves as progressive actors in this democratisation process of the country. An executive member of the CMSM, the
Migrant Council, underscored that Morocco is the first Maghreb country to
see the establishment of migrant associations and that their presence is a
positive development rather than a threat for the future of the country:
We are doing sit-in protests. We are on TV. They think that we are here to
sabotage Morocco when we criticise state. Not really…. We are not a threat to
Morocco, we are a chance for the country. In terms of associations like us, in terms
of migrants’ communities being together to defend rights, Morocco is the first
among all countries in the Maghreb. Honestly, it is a chance for Morocco to respect
democratic rights.71

Along with responsibilities arising from international legal norms, common references to a shared African identity and a shared emigration experience between sub-Saharans and Moroccans have underpinned alliances. In
public statements, pro-migrant rights actors display solidarity with “African
brothers” with references to Morocco’s African identity.72 Similarly, King
Mohammed VI underscored Morocco’s African identity in his royal speech
announcing the new approach to immigration policy.73 References made to
the emigration experience of Morocco served as another ideational ground
for mobilisation. After years of work on discrimination against Moroccan
migrants in Europe, AMDH, a human rights organisation working nationally
and internationally, reflected on the changing migration situation in the
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country. The informant explained their interest in immigration issues and
collaboration with migrant associations was prompted by empathy due to the
Moroccan emigration experience: “We suffered from racism and we are
racist against migrants”.
Using emigration as a reference point has provided ground for transnational and at times “unexpected alliances”.74 As mentioned, ATMF, the
Association of Maghrebian Workers in France, supported the unionisation
activities of migrants in Morocco. In November 2011, Ali El Baz, the national
coordinator of ATMF, called on civil society to support sub-Saharan
migrants in Morocco as an extension of their own cause for the rights of
Moroccan migrants in France and elsewhere. He declared: “We do not
comprehend claiming regularisation for hundreds of thousands of
Moroccans abroad while Morocco will not even do it for a few thousand subSaharan immigrants.”75 As in the case of AMDH, ATMF’s solidarity with
migrants in Morocco emerges from the experience of Moroccans with an
irregular status in Europe: “It reminds us of our situation in the 1970s. It is
natural that we react to this. It is normal. This is why we play the role of
advocates.”76 Empowered by such support, migrant associations also used
references to Moroccan emigration to further their demands. In the aftermath of the World Social Forum held in Dakar in November 2011, the
former president of the Collective of Sub-Saharan Migrants in Morocco,
said: “We want to be given the same rights as Moroccans living abroad in
their host countries.”77
Regularisation Campaign and Ongoing Mobilisation
In response to the continued human rights violations of immigrants in
Morocco, the above-mentioned report prepared by CNDH was presented
to the King in September 2013 and called for a radical shift in the country’s
migration policies. While the report was not publicly accessible, the CNDH
proposed a policy initiative to facilitate the legal and socio-economic integration of both asylum seekers and migrants including the regularisation of
certain groups of migrants based on criteria such as duration of stay,
principles of family unity, and conditions of integration.78 King
Mohammed VI, in a communiqué from the royal cabinet, recognised the
human rights of migrants in Morocco as “legitimate preoccupations” and was
quick to chair a meeting with members of the government to devise a new
comprehensive migration policy.79 Following the initiative of the King, the
government announced a regularisation campaign in November 2013.80 The
launch of the new policy led to preparations for new legislation concerning
asylum, migrant integration, human trafficking, and regularisation, as well as
changes in the implementation of current legislation. The mandate of the
Ministry Responsible for Moroccans Abroad was expanded to include
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immigration as well as emigration issues. The ministry was renamed the
Ministry in Charge of Moroccans Living Abroad and Migration Affairs.
Foreigners’ Offices have been created to operationalise the regularisation
programme. Moreover, an ad hoc commission started to prepare a national
asylum law and the dormant asylum bureau re-opened in Rabat to coordinate with the UNHCR in processing asylum cases. Civil society organisations
active in the field of immigration and human rights were invited to contribute to the process of drafting the new Moroccan immigration policy.81 As
previously stated, the new policy initiative increased the visibility of migrant
and pro-migrant activists in policy circles and the public sphere, and offered
them a platform to raise their concerns.
While the new regularisation policy provides hope for the future, it has also
raised some concerns. High eligibility requirements and the uncertainty faced
by those whose applications are rejected are the most criticised aspects of the
regularisation campaign. As a partial response, authorities loosened criteria for
regularisation to include women, minors and Syrian refugees as vulnerable
groups, as well as activists and leaders of informal migrant associations. By the
end of the regularisation programme in December 2014, 27,332 migrants with
an irregular status applied for the regularisation scheme and 17,916 were
regularised.82 CSOs are also concerned about the future use of personal
information for other purposes such as readmission of migrants apprehended
after crossing into Europe.83 Moreover, the continuation of violent deportation
practices and suspicious migrant deaths during police interventions fuelled
scepticism about the real impact of the new policy for migrant livelihoods.84
Despite the departure from the previous approach that criminalised the presence of migrants on Moroccan territory, securitised measures continue,
especially at the border. For instance, removal practices, which have led to
severe injuries and deaths especially along the border, continued throughout
2014, and after the end of the regularisation programme.85 Because of relative
empowerment and concerns over ongoing practices, migrant mobilisations
have gained further momentum in the aftermath of the reform initiative.
Moroccan and migrant organisations continue to organise public protests
against rights violations, racist crimes, and attitudes towards migrants.86
Conclusion
Migrants are not only victims of external conditions but also active subjects
even in contexts characterised by violent practices. They consciously endeavour to improve their living conditions within the political, social, and
institutional constraints and opportunities surrounding them. Given this
premise, the article has analysed the political, institutional and discursive
contexts that made the political mobilisation of irregular migrants a viable
option, even for some migrants allegedly pursuing a trans-Saharan journey
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through Morocco to Europe. I have shown that migrants with an irregular
status in Morocco, animated by their experience of marginalisation, have
been able to carve out political space to claim rights and legal status thanks to
alliances with Moroccan and international organisations. In response to
different types of exclusionary practices and human rights violations,
migrants in Morocco formed solidarity associations. The Ceuta and Melilla
events, forming the “transition moments in migrants’ engagements”,87
pushed existing solidarity networks to become political organisations.
The focus on migrant mobilisation in the case of Morocco has revealed the
impact of lived experience and of (at times unusual) alliances between
migrants and civil society actors on the emergence and relative success of a
pro-regularisation movement. Experiences of being stranded and of exclusion pushing migrants towards collective action and the support by
Moroccan and international CSOs have been distinguishing aspects of
migrant mobilisation in Morocco. As sub-Saharan migrant associations
became more established and collaborated more frequently with Moroccan
and transnational civil society actors, they amplified their visibility and their
demands for the fundamental rights of migrants, the regularisation of undocumented migrants and the formal recognition of their associations. The use
of a referential framework based on a language of rights, a common African
identity, and a common experience of migration reinforced the shared ideational ground of such alliances. Because of this mobilisation, migrants with
an irregular status became visible in the public sphere, before state authorities
recognised their presence.
Whether the new Moroccan policy, welcomed by the international community, will meet the expectations of pro-migrant activists is still questionable.
The continuation of violence inflicted on migrants from sub-Saharan Africa
along the Moroccan-Spanish border but also within Morocco casts doubt on
whether immigrants will be given a genuine voice in the migration policymaking process and whether they will be considered full members of
Moroccan society in the near future.88 While acknowledging these concerns,
I argue that the policy change in Morocco cannot only be explained through
the strategic interests of Morocco vis-à-vis its northern and southern neighbours. Such an approach reifies the notion of transit country and characterises
countries at the EU’s periphery as passive “victims” of their geographies.
Rather, examining the political, social and institutional conditions within the
receiving context better explains the production and implications of migrant
illegality as an interaction between domestic socio-political factors and foreign
policy. Therefore, a sociological and institutional approach to the process of de
facto settlement provides a dynamic view of the transit context that enriches
our understanding of migrant mobilisation and its potential impact on political
change.89
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