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Camera covers and VPN
In August of 2016 I arrived in Morocco and – although I didn’t realise it 
yet at the time – fell right into the beginning of that setback. One of the 
signs thereof was in fact the reason why I came to Morocco at that mo-
ment: the Moroccan government expelled my predecessor Rik Goverde. 
Why exactly, we still don’t know, but everything points to overstepping 
of the red lines for the press when it comes to the King and the disput-
ed area of West Sahara. After the state expelled him, it arrested seven 
Moroccan journalists and activists for ‘compromising state security’ and 
‘receiving foreign funding without notifying the government’, while in 
fact they trained citizen journalists reporting by a certain secure sto-
rytelling app developed by Free Press Unlimited, the Guardian Project 
and Small World News. Luckily these events made me realise what I had 
gotten myself into, so I could protect myself.

I made sure the government couldn’t really spy on me, noth offline 
and online. I covered the camera’s on my telephone and laptop, surfed 
with VPN, communicated mainly via secured apps like Signal and hid 
my telephone when I had a confidential conversations.I wrote articles 
about the good and bad sides of the country. The Ministry of Commu-
nication obliges foreign journalists to have a press card to work legally. 

For a decent democracy, freedom of the press is a ne-
cessity. Although Morocco is making progress in this 
domain, it also had its setbacks in the past few years. 
I myself saw it happening and have experienced it as 
a journalist living there.  
By Willemijn de Koning

Journalists who are not in possession of this, can be expelled – like Rik 
was. The state never gave one to Rik, in constrast to me. Perhaps my case 
was different, since I I ‘just’ wrote an article about Morocco being the 
best country on earth when it comes to fighting terrorism or because I 
hidarticles that described the country more negative(by not posting it on 
social media and sending it by VPN). 

Mainly, I reported on LGBT’s, the country’s ambitious environmental 
plans, Dutch projects and social subjects. In the beginning, I didn’t 
report on the West Sahara and the King, but that was not because of fear, 
but because I thought I needed more experience to report on those sub-
jects than I had back then.

But events in 2017 forced me to report on more risky subjects. The gov-
ernment killed – accidentally or on purpose, that is not proven yet – a 
fish vendor in Al Hoceima. This event caused outrage by all the people in 
the Rif, an area in the North of Morocco, where the habitants see Al Ho-
ceima as the capital of the Rif. They went on the streets with thousands 
to protest against problems that the event with the fish vendor symbol-
ised : poverty, corruption and a lack of work, health care and education. 

I went there – once with a German colleague who had been in Morocco 
for over 20 years, during a big protest that journalists from all over  
Europe and the country tried to report on – and alone, by plane, to avoid 
the control posts on the road. I didn’t experience any problems, but  
I did see how the government tried to manipulate the media and arrested 
Moroccan journalists. The wally of the region let me doubt the videos  
I saw from the protests – “they are fake” – and the police arrested  
several Moroccan journalists who covered the events in the Rif. The  
most known among those arrested was Hamid El Mahdaoui, condemned 
to three years of prison because he didn’t report ‘dangerous signs that 
show plans for terrorism’ to the state: a Dutch Moroccan – said the guy 
on the phone – called him and offered him arms to start a war to get the 
North of Morocco independent. El Mahdaoui refused, but the police lis-
tened to his phone calls and put him in prison for not sharing this intel 
with the state.

In February 2018, I went back to the Rif. I got a source in the city of Nador 
and drove with him to Imzouren, a city in the province of Al Hoceima. 
However, when I wanted to enter the province, the gendarmerie (the 
police under direct command of the king) stopped me and told me to go 
back. They didn’t explain why. I called the embassy, and they asked the 
Ministry of Communication what was going on. They said they knew 
nothing. 

I did in fact turn around, but I did not go back: I stopped at a gas station 
and let my source from Imzouren come to the same place. Behind the 
gas station we did the interview until two guys in citizen clothes asked 
me what I was doing. I answered, and they asked me for accreditation. 
I showed my old press permit, but they said I needed a ‘local accredita-
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This summer, the police arrested Hajar Raissouni, a journalist at Akhbar 
Al Yaoum, for having an abortion and premarital sex – also illegal in Mo-
rocco. Hajar denies all claims and said the police interrogated her mostly 
about her work and family. One of her uncles is the new boss of the 
newspaper where she works, another one is the president of an Islamic 
organisation and another the secretary general of the biggest independ-
ent human rights organisation in the country. Based on this, human 
rights organisations, journalists and activists doubt the reason for arrest. 
“It’s about punishing a journalist from a newspaper that the government 
already harasses for years and is a member of a dissident family,” says 
Ahmed Reda Benchemsi from Human Rights Watch. 

Development
These years, in which freedom of the press declined, came after a bumpy 
history. Morocco was used to having no freedom of the press at all during 
the hard rule of king Hassan the second. When his son came into power 
in ’99, journalists were happy to see he allowed much more than his fa-
ther. Terroristic attacks in 2003 caused a setback, because king Moham-
med the 6 installed an anti-terrorism law that reduced freedom, but the 
Arabic revolution gave the idea that he turned this back. Journalists got a 
bit more freedom until 2016, when Rik Goverde was expelled and seven 
Moroccan journalists were arrested.

“The new king Mohammed 6 gave us more press freedom (’99), but 
now it is just as bad as when we lived without freedom under his father 
Hassan 2,” says journalist Ali Amar. He is not only referring to journalists 
arrested or ending up in jail, but even more to the pressure on compa-
nies who advertise in magazines and newspapers and keep the media 
alive. In 2005 the state opened the media for private companies and 
since then there are a few owners in the media landscape, but still a lot 
of media are owned by the royal family. This explains why a lot of media 
won’t publish critics on the royals or anything that can danger the safety 
of the country. Journalists also talk of pressure of the government or the 
royals on the companies who advertise. After Bouachrine was arrested, 
the salary for journalists at Akhbar Al Yaoum declined. Now some jour-
nalists (almost) don’t get paid at all and it wouldn’t take long before this 
paper has to stop publishing, according to inside anonymous sources. 
This shows how big of an influence the advertisers have on media.

Reporters without Borders ranked Morocco in 2015 the 130th country 
of the 180 with the most freedom of press. Now the country ranks 135. 
There is only one way to give journalists who report on this country 
more freedom of press again: international pressure. But since it has 
cheap fish and tomatoes, it’s the biggest exporter of hash, one of the few 
safe havens in the region and has one of the best lobbyists in the world, 
that seems a wish not coming true in the nearby future. 1

tion’. I told them I knew the rules and this was not true, but they kept 
insisting. Meanwhile, they kept trying to talk tomy sources, since they 
spoke their local dialect, unlike me. I told them to stop it and to talk with 
me instead. They didn’t appreciate that. They also did not appreciate me 
asking to show their identity. When they refused, I told them I couldn’t 
recognize their authority and that made them furious. They told my 
sources that if I wouldn’t leave, they would call the police. I drove my 
sources back to their cities. In the 2,5 hours we were in the car, the two 
guys followed us. When I came back in the hotel, the hotel asked for my 
papers again, what made me suspect the gendarmerie, police or intelli-
gence got there to investigate. 

Back in Rabat, I continued my work. I took part in a discussion about 
press freedom, reported about declining press freedom and the rumours 
around the ex-wife of the king. The third time I asked a press card, I 
didn’t get it. When I asked the ministry, they told me the minister was 
looking into it and I needed to have patience. I never heard from them 
again.

Arrests and ejectments 
Before and after my experience in the Rif, there were tons of other 
journalists experiencing problems going there. The police got a French 
journalist out of a bus that was driving into the direction of Al Hoceima, 
arrested a German journalist for a few hours and kicked a British one 
out. They also regularly expelled journalists who went to the West Sahara 
(Morocco calls this the Moroccan Sahara). 

After the protests in the Rif declined – because the state put almost all 
the protestors in jail – the police arrested Taoufik Bouachrine, the boss of 
the most critical Arabic newspaper Akhbar Al Yaoum. Morocco charged 
him with sexual harassment, rape and human trafficking. Human rights 
organisations, journalists and public opinion immediately called this 
out as being linked to freedom of the press, because the newspaper was 
critical and had ties with the biggest – but unwished by the government –  
Islamic political party in the country. “Sexual harassment and rape 
happens all the time in Morocco, but almost no case reaches the court-
room. But now it does? And the women who accuse him, reported this 
all at the same time?!” says Ali Amar, journalist and owner of the French 
online newspaper Le Desk. “During the big protests, Morocco didn’t got a 
lot of international criticism, so it concluded it could do whenever they 
want. To be sure, they waited until the protests were over and the eyes 
of the world were elsewhere, so they could do this,” said an anonymous 
journalist in the AMJI, an organisation for investigative journalism in 
Morocco. Victims declared that Bouachrine sexually harassed them, but 
some did this because the police threatened to arrest them because of 
sex outside of marriage – still forbidden in Morocco. There would be 
evidence in phone calls, but the Moroccan telephone and state company 
that can release those, doesn’t want to give that. Despite this, the court 
sentenced Bouachrine to fifteen years of prison and a fine of almost 
250.000 euro.
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