May 16 bombings in Casablanca and the aftermath
The Bombing

The May 16 attack in Casablanca, Morocco's largest city, left 44 people dead (32 victims and 12 bombers) and about 100 others injured. The suicide bombers used homemade explosives stuffed into backpacks and detonated at almost precisely the same time in five locations. Twelve of the 15 attackers -- all Moroccan -- died. 

The bombings that targeted a major downtown hotel, a Jewish community center, a Jewish cemetery and a Spanish restaurant shocked this Muslim North African kingdom that prided itself on the peace that prevailed here despite a bloody Islamic insurgency in neighboring Algeria.

Officials also believe that some 50 potential suicide bombers were gearing up for a wave of attacks planned for May 23, a week after the Casablanca bombings, in three popular tourist destinations -- Marrakech and the beach resorts of Agadir and Essaouira.  Looking to finance and arm themselves, the extremists were believed to be planning robberies of banks and arms depots.  But a series of sweeps and arrests in the days following the Casablanca bombings thwarted the planned follow-up attacks.

A staunch ally of the United States, Morocco was a Muslim country listed as "most eligible for liberation" in a tape believed to be from al Qaeda leader Osama bin Laden. The tape, released in February, said any Arab leader who supported America would be "an apostate whose blood should be spilled".

The blasts came just four days after a series of suicide bombings in the Saudi capital, Riyadh, killed 34 people at three foreigners' housing compounds. 

Morocco has been a staunch U.S. ally, but expressed regret that a peaceful solution could not be found in the Iraq crisis. The Moroccan public turned out in large numbers for anti-war protests against the Iraq war, including one in the capital, Rabat, in March that drew 200,000 people. King Mohammed VI had expressed concern the war could rouse the country's Islamic fundamentalist movement. 

US Congress Voices Solidarity with Morocco following terrorist attacks

The US Congress has voiced in early June solidarity with Morocco following the terrorist suicide bombing attacks that occurred on May 16, 2003, in Casablanca, and called on the United States Government to continue to work with the Kingdom of Morocco as an ally in the fight against terrorism. In a resolution introduced in the House of Representatives on the morrow of the terrorist attacks that took the lives of 44 people (including the 12 suicide bombers), the house expressed condolences to the families of the victims and expressed its hopes for a quick recovery to those individuals who were injured in the attacks.  The House "supports the provision of appropriate United States assistance to the people of Morocco in this time of sorrow and grief" and "calls on the United States Government to continue to work with the Kingdom of Morocco as an ally in the fight against terrorism". The resolution which states that "Casablanca is a city well-known for its tolerance and its diverse range of religious and ethnic communities" adds that "the United States will continue to stand together with the Kingdom of Morocco against the threat of international terrorism to both our nations and all peace-loving people".

"The United States deeply appreciates the leadership shown by King Mohamed VI and the Kingdom of Morocco in the international campaign against terrorism" says the resolution recalling that "Morocco and the United States have engaged in friendly diplomatic relations since 1786 and Morocco has proved its commitment to the United States many times over the past two centuries". Noting that Morocco "has chosen the path of diversity and tolerance", the resolution says "the acts of murder committed on May 16, 2003, in Casablanca, Morocco, show once again that terrorism respects neither boundaries nor borders". The resolution was introduced by Republican Lincoln Diaz-Balart of Florida and other house members including Democrat John Tanner, and republican Phil English. 

More than one million and half people march against terrorism in Casablanca

More than one million and half people marched in Casablanca on Sunday, May 25 in protest against the spate of terrorist attacks that hit the city on May 16th, according to organizers and police services.  The march started at 9:10 am (GMT) in front of Farah Hotel, one of the five targets of the terrorist attacks that claimed 44 lives and dozens of injured.  Marchers, who chanted the national anthem, were brandishing Moroccan flags,  pictures of terrorist attacks' victims, as well as streamers bearing slogans such as "No to Terrorism," "Do Not Touch My Country," "Terrorism Will Not Prevail," and "Death to the enemy: Our King has the people behind him." With the exception of the Islamists, all Moroccan parties took part to the march, along with NGOs and the civil society.  The March was broadcast live on Morocco's two televisions TVM and 2M.

The killers

Assirat Al Moustakim, or the Righteous Path, had embraced an austere form of Islam that took law and judgment into its own hands. The devout young men worked on the premise that anyone not following the tenets of Islam should be punished in public, even waiting up at night to catch drinkers and womanisers walking home. The Assirat al Moustaquim group (The Righteous Path), hit local headlines in February 2002 when some of its members stoned to death a man in Sidi Moumen.

It wasn’t until the Righteous Path’s own jihad, or struggle, crossed paths with a larger international one commanded by Osama bin Laden that mass slaughter became possible, according to Moroccan officials, Western diplomats and locals. 

Early results of the investigation show that the bombers were not highly trained - an indication of how easy it is for terror networks to turn disenchanted young men into time bombs. The 15 terrorists involved were all native sons--20 to 24-year-old residents of the desperately poor neighborhood of Sidi Moumen in eastern Casablanca, one of many shanty towns that ring Moroccan cities.

Sidi Moumen, a fast-growing district of some 200,000 people on the outskirts of Casablanca, includes areas of modest apartment blocks and sections of stone and corrugated iron shacks jumbled together as far as the eye can see. The cry of the muezzin calling Muslims to prayer at the nearby mosque rings out over the shanty town, where poverty and unemployment are rife. The shacks, separated by narrow winding paths packed with children and teenagers, have electricity but no running water. 
To carry out the Casablanca attacks, Straight Path selected Sidi Moumen residents without police records or previous involvement with radical Islam, according to Moroccan authorities. The operatives were radicalized and trained for their suicide mission in a mere four months. Some had been sent abroad for instruction ahead of the strike--possibly to Saudi Arabia, the United Arab Emirates or the Islamic Republic of Mauritania. Moroccan officials also say there's evidence some bombers may have visited Afghanistan, to receive guidance from al-Qaeda officials. 

Officials say most of the bombers were undereducated, unemployed and without hope of escaping Sidi Moumen's dilapidated, crowded, refuse-strewn streets--oases of despair where joblessness exceeds the estimated national rate of 20% and illiteracy runs over 50%. Such conditions are easily exploited by radical Islamist groups like the outlawed Salafia Jihadia and its offshoot Assirat al Moustaqim (Straight Path), which officials say recruited the bombers. "That's a major contrast with Islamist networks in the Gulf and Middle East, which rely mostly on the educated, cultivated upper-middle and affluent classes for members," notes a French terrorism official. "The Casablanca attackers were closer to [convicted shoe bomber] Richard Reid."

Prosecutions


Justice Minister Mohammed Bouzoubaa said that more than 700 suspected Islamic militants are involved in legal proceedings for activities linked to terrorism. He promised "fair and equitable" trials.

52 are to be tried under Morocco's brand new terrorism law that went into effect in June and includes the death penalty for anyone found guilty of murder. In early July, a Moroccan court sentenced 10 Islamic extremists to death for their roles in a series of murders, thefts and attacks over a four-year period

Some of the defendants are suspected of a direct role in the Casablanca bombings, while others are suspected of preparing attacks in other Moroccan cities including the tourist haunts of Marrakech, Agadir and Essaouira. All are thought to belong to the clandestine Salafia Jihadia group that Moroccan authorities have linked to the al Qaeda network of Osama bin Laden.

The defendants are all charged with "constituting a criminal association, attacking internal state security, sabotage, voluntary homicide and intentional damage causing injury and permanent invalidity." The first called was Mohammed el Osmani, 24, a night-watchman who allegedly was meant to be a 13th bomber but who lost his nerve shortly before his colleagues blew themselves up at hotels, clubs and restaurants. The defendants were mostly in their 20s or early 30s, bearded and wearing long, grey Afghan-style robes. 

The alleged mastermind of the suicide bombings, Abdelhaq Bentassir, died in custody at the end of May of heart and liver failure on the third day of intense questioning.
A Paris-based human rights group it was concerned about reports indicating police in Morocco were using torture and beatings in their investigations into terrorism. Delegates of the International Federation of Human Rights Leagues (FIDH), on a July 12-19 visit to Morocco, heard that of thousands of people questioned since deadly suicide bombings in May, some were kept in jail for weeks and mistreated by police.  "It was brought to the knowledge of the FIDH delegation that harsh treatment and torture (beatings, electrocution, sexual abuse) have been practiced over the course of police investigations," the FIDH said in a statement. The rights group said two people died in suspicious circumstances after interrogation, some trials were conducted without witness hearings and the death sentence was pronounced on the basis of insufficient investigations or charges. Detention conditions in some jails had also become harsher since the May 16 bombings, with cramped cells, no newspapers and restricted family visits, it said

Human rights activists in Morocco and abroad have already voiced concerns about the implementation of new anti-terrorism legislation and a perceived regression in civil liberties. Morocco changed its penal code at the start of the year to extend the time police can hold suspects to beyond 48 hours when national security is involved, in a bid to combat terrorism.

External connections
The bombers responsible for attacks in Casablanca in May that killed 44 people had direct ties to Al Qaeda and were part of a network of Islamic extremists planning other operations in the country, a Moroccan official said. The official, speaking on condition of anonymity, said an investigation has shown that the suicide bombers took orders from Abu Musab al-Zarqawi, a Jordanian fugitive believed to be a lieutenant of Al Qaeda chief Usama bin Laden   "This network was in direct operational relation with the leaders of Al Qaeda," said the official, who is close to the investigation. German officials say al-Zarqawi, who is also known as Ahmed al-Kalaylah, was an Al Qaeda commander appointed to orchestrate attacks on Europe.

The investigation also showed that some 300 Moroccans trained in Al Qaeda camps in Afghanistan and Pakistan before returning to the North African nation in late 2001 to plot terrorist attacks on Moroccan soil, the official said. Authorities had intelligence early this spring that attacks were being planned, and placed the country under maximum terrorist alert in March, the official said. "We had intelligence of an imminent terrorist action targeting notably Casablanca," the official said.

Pierre Robert, a Frenchman who converted to Islam and trained at Afghanistan-based Al Qaeda camps and an explosives expert, was taken into custody two weeks after the May 16 attacks. Prosecutors last week dropped their case against him in connection with the Casablanca attacks after the investigation showed he was not directly involved. However, Robert still faces a trial for suspected involvement in plotting attacks in Fez and Tangiers.

Literacy campaign dubbed "Massirat Ennour (March for light)
Illiteracy is a brake to Morocco's development and a national issue, Moroccan minister in charge of public sector modernization, Najib Zerouali, said. The official, who was speaking at the launch of a nationwide campaign to fight illiteracy, urged all citizens to get involved in the nationwide drive to fight this handicap to human resources development. Part of the campaign, "March towards light", thousands of people, mostly adults, will follow courses in a bid to downsize illiteracy that hits 12 million Moroccans.  The minister underlined that the development of communities is not measured according to economic criteria by also based on social indicators such as the level of education among adults. According to Zerouali, 48 percent of Morocco's population are illiterate. The rate is higher among females (62 percent) and rural population (67 percent). Nearly two million children aged 9 to 12 years are out of school, he said. Morocco seeks to bring down the alarming rate of illiteracy to 20 percent in 2010 before eradicating it completely by 2015. The 2003 anti-illiteracy campaign, an endeavor associating all the Moroccan society components, consists of four programs: the general literacy campaign that will target 570,000 recipients, a program by public bodies for 146,000 persons, activities by associations for 269,000 persons and plan carried out by private enterprises for 15,000 recipients. 
The prime minister had stressed that the campaign marks the start of a battle against illiteracy and school dropping, noting that after 47 years of independence, illiteracy has only slightly regressed. He cited "alarming and shocking figures" that 12 million Moroccans are illiterate, particularly women (3 out of 5) and in rural areas (2 out of 3). 

Planned some time ago, the literacy campaign had been due to be launched in the first week of May until ministers' scheduling problems caused yet another postponement, said L'Opinion newspaper.  Then came the Casablanca bombings, and the literacy campaign's launch by Prime Minister Driss Jettou took on extra urgency.  Along with slum-housing and youth unemployment, illiteracy is the topic of the moment as Moroccans attempt to understand what drove young men to go so far as to kill. 

The official ascribed the weak results of past years literacy campaigns to pedagogical reasons, lack of means, infrastructures and supervisors, in addition to programs' incompatibility with people's needs. She also deplored the quasi-total absence of enterprises' support to literacy programs and the "weak contribution" of the civil society and governmental partners, underscoring that a national symposium on the issue is scheduled in October with the collaboration of the World Bank. 
Political Implications

Western diplomats, while praising King Mohammed VI for moving toward a more inclusive political system - and working with Islamic parties - fear Morocco may stand at a crossroads between democracy and theocracy. The government now has the delicate task of fighting religious-inspired terror and moving ahead with plans to allow Islamists to run more candidates in local elections this September. Moroccans fear they may have the worst of both worlds: the strain of jihadist militancy rooted in the affluent nations of the Middle East, and the vast, economically stricken populations from which al-Qaeda networks have so effectively recruited in the West.

None of this reassures Moroccans about the future. The goals of greater democracy and tolerance of all religions are at the heart of King Mohammed VI's social program. But there is now ample reason for the government to crack down on Islamist groups, and a long-stalled antiterrorism law--decried as authoritarian and repressive--got new life in the wake of the attack. Even before the bombings, expected advances by Morocco's two Islamic parties led the government to postpone nationwide local elections slated for June. 

Moroccan democracy might be further undermined if foreign tourists and investors steer clear of the country and deprive it of resources needed to battle poverty. That "would have dire consequences for everyone," warns Andre Azoulay, an adviser to Mohammed VI. "It would demonstrate that Western examples of democracy, plurality and economic modernity couldn't be applied to the world's most progressive Arab state--and indeed aren't compatible with Arab society. The only people who would benefit from that are the Islamist radicals." 
Moroccans are desperate to prevent that: millions of employees respected a five-minute work stoppage Friday to pray for victims of the attacks, and hundreds of thousands marched denouncing religious extremism and terror. Now Morocco and the world must demonstrate to people like those in Sidi Moumen that they have more to live for than kill for--and then begin to make the same point in Arab and European ghettos where radical Islamists cultivate jihad.

The Moroccan government has vowed to push ahead with an ambitious plan to expand tourism, despite the suicide attacks in Casablanca.  As the country counts the costs to its image from the worst bombings in a decade, senior officials said development of tourism would remain a pillar of economic strategy to lift rates of growth. 

The difficult social conditions contribute to the disillusion and radicalization of youth, a problem given added urgency by the attacks, waged by young Moroccans. 

The government has been promoting a US$9bn (#5.6bn) tourism development plan, aiming to mobilize public and private investment to lift the number of visitors to 10m by 2010 from 2.4m.  It has issued tenders for five new coastal resorts, each expected to add 20,000 beds.
But local tourist operators shrugged off the threat to the industry. The Minister of Tourism, Adil Douiri, has initiated a campaign to reassure tourists that extra security measures have been taken to protect public places and tourist entry points. 

He told Agence France Presse that the attacks had had no effect on the number of tourists, since Casablanca was very much a secondary destination compared to Agadir or Marrakech, which alone attract two thirds of the trade. 

Royal Air Maroc backed the minister up, in a statement which said it had not registered a falling off in charter or schedule passengers and it had not had to cancel flights. 
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