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RABAT: “Even a pet animal is better treated,”
sobs 17-year-old Fatima, one of thousands of
young girls exploited and too often abused while
working as housemaids for unscrupulous em-
ployers in Morocco. She has managed to get to
the Annajda help centre for battered women in
the capital, Rabat. “I only wanted to help my
parents, my family was living in destitution,”
murmurs the teenager, who has worked as a
household servant for two years.

For the volunteers who offer support, such
stories are common-
place despite recent
legislation to protect
minors from servitude.
Fatima’s parents
agreed to let her leave
their southern village
at the age of 15 to
work as a domestic,
with the aid of a local
intermediary, or “sem-
sar”. A place was found and she was sent to
work with a family in Rabat. “At first I was well-
treated,” she said. “But gradually, violence be-
came my daily life. “The mistress used to beat
me, insult me, she always had a reason.” Fatima
El Maghnaoui, who runs the Annajda shelter,
talks of slavery and says teenage Fatima should
be at school. “It’s a form of slavery, a violation of
the right to education and of Morocco’s inter-
national commitments,” she said.

Degrading conditions    
There are no official figures on the employ-

ment of maids.  But a study carried out in 2010
by non-governmental bodies reported that Mo-
rocco had between 66,000 and 80,000 domes-
tic workers aged under 15. INSAF, an NGO
which has campaigned for women’s rights for
nearly 20 years, lists “degrading working and
living conditions” suffered by the girls, who are
usually from the country and illiterate.

Latifa’s story caught public attention recently
after the 22-year-old was taken to hospital in
Casablanca with third-degree burns and broken
bones. She had been a maid since adolescence
and long abused by her employer. INSAF has
helped her find shelter. For Fatima, work began
at 7:00 am and ended late into the night, “some-
times 3:00 am,” she says. “I used to sleep on the
terrace in the cold, like a domestic animal.

“I used to eat the scraps and my feet always
ached from standing up.” She was not even paid.

“A salary of 800
dirhams a month
(nearly 70 euros,
around $85, or a third
of the minimum wage)
was agreed, but I
didn’t get a penny,”
she adds. After the
first year she asked for
what she was owed,
only for the mistress of

the house to confiscate her identity papers and
forbid any contact with her family.

Caught in a trap, Fatima decided to run away.
“I didn’t know anyone, I had no money and did
not even know the address where I was work-
ing,” she says. In the end, a young man who lived
nearby helped her get in touch with an aunt and
“bring the ordeal to a close”.

Lost childhood   
Omar Saadoun, who heads INSAF’s program

against child labor, says that the fate of maids,
such as Fatima, starts with “failure at school in
rural settings, poverty and parental ignorance”.
In some areas, “girls are considered inferior to
boys and are the first in line to be married off or
sent to work as a servant when extra money is
needed,” he said. Long awaited amid years of de-
bate, legislation to protect maids was passed in
the summer of 2016. It sets a minimum age of 18
for household work. The law covers labor con-

tracts, a minimum wage, one day off a week, an-
nual holidays and financial penalties for failure to
abide by the rules. Government has hailed the law
as major social progress. However, it allows an-
other five years for the employment of 16-18
year-olds, much to the annoyance of human
rights activists, and there has been little or no as-
sessment of implementation. “We need a global
strategy... the legislation does not bring any
guarantees, there is no system for support, reha-
bilitation, to identify families,” says Saadoun.
“Many maids who are minors do not even know
the address of their employer.” And, noted El
Maghnaoui, “work inspectors are not authorised
to investigate inside households where abuse
can take place far from prying eyes.”

Painful memories 
Despite the new legislation, non-government

agencies such as INSAF report that girls as
young as eight or nine are still being taken on
as servants. After years of servitude, many still
bear the scars.Hayat, now 38, became a maid at
the age of nine. “When I think back today, 30
years after, it’s still just as painful,” she laments.
“I lost my childhood. “My first employer mis-
treated me, gave me leftovers to eat. He con-
stantly humiliated me. “It was exhausting. I did
not have the strength needed for housework.”
Today she’s a mother and does “everything to
take care of my children so they do not live
through the same thing.”—AFP 

Morocco’s child maids 
suffer like ‘slaves’

Underage workers suffer from degrading working, living conditions

RABAT:  Former Moroccan underage maid Fatima, 17, is pictured inside a house in Rabat.—AFP 

Even a pet animal 
is better treated

DUBAI: A Bahrain court sentenced 24 Shiite
citizens to prison and stripped them of their
nationality after finding them guilty of forming
a “terrorist group”, a Bahraini judicial source
said yesterday. Other charges included travel-
ling to Iraq and Iran for “weapons and explo-
sives training” and attempted murder of police
officers. The High Criminal Court on Wednes-
day sentenced 10 of the defendants to life in
prison, 10 to a decade behind bars and the

other four to jail terms ranging from three to
five years.

The Sunni-ruled, Shiite-majority kingdom
has stripped hundreds of its citizens of their
nationality and jailed dozens of high-profile
activists and religious clerics since protests
demanding an elected government erupted in
early 2011. The Bahraini government has ac-
cused Shiite Iran of backing the protests and
attempting to overthrow the government.
Tehran denies involvement. Authorities on
Wednesday also referred to trial seven Bahrai-
nis accused of attacking an oil pipeline to
Saudi Arabia in November.

That trial is set for May 10. The blast cut off
the pipeline linking Bahrain’s Bapco refinery
with oil giant Aramco’s main pumping station
in neighboring Saudi Arabia’s Dhahran
province.—AFP 

Bahrain arrests 24
Shiites, revokes
nationality 

TEHRAN: Iran yesterday arrested a senior official
after a video posted online showed young boys
and girls dancing in public in the northeastern holy
city of Mashhad, the judiciary said. “The head of
the ministry of culture and Islamic guidance in
Mashhad was arrested for undermining public de-
cency and disrespecting the laws,” the judiciary’s
Mizan Online news agency said quoting a deputy
prosecutor. Islamic law in Iran prohibits public
dancing.

The video shared on social networks showed
young boys and girls dancing in a shopping mall,

where a singer was performing for a huge crowd.
The event took place on Tuesday. Mohsen Afshar,
a spokesman for the shopping centre, told the
ISNA news agency that a monthly draw is organ-
ized and a car given away to the lucky winner to
attract customers. According to Afshar the singer
had the necessary “official permits to perform”.

The performance can attract 10,000-12,000
people, he said, including “some individuals whose
behavior is contrary to the norms of the Islamic re-
public”. But Heydari told Tasnim news agency that
the mall was not authorized to organize such
events. Mashhad is a holy and conservative city
where in 2016 concerts were banned by the Friday
prayer leader, Ayatollah Ahmad Allamolhoda, who
also told music-lovers to “Go somewhere else”.

Yesterday’s arrest comes days after Tehran’s re-
formist mayor, Mohammad Ali Najafi, resigned
after claims he was threatened with arrest. Najafi
had attracted criticism from hardliners last month
after attending in March a show at City Hall for
Iranian Women’s Day in which schoolgirls per-
formed a traditional dance.—AFP 
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