
RABAT: Moroccan tourism operators are facing
potential ruin after the country abruptly shut its
borders over the Omicron variant of COVID, the
latest blow to an industry battered by the nearly
two-year pandemic. The results were immediate:
an avalanche of cancellations, hotels shuttered
and warnings that operators face bankruptcy.
The latest crisis “has delivered a fatal blow to the
sector,” said Mohamed Semlali, chairman of the
National Federation of Travel Agencies of Mo-
rocco (FNAVM). On November 25, Moroccan
authorities suspended “until further notice” di-
rect flights to and from France, where COVID
cases were surging.

Three days later, it announced a halt to all in-
coming passenger flights for two weeks amid
concern over the spread of the new, highly in-
fectious variant. For tourism operators, who had
already endured a second disastrous summer in
a row, the news snuffed out any hope of a winter
holiday uptick. “All reservations have been can-
celled and most hotels will have to close,” said
Lahcen Zelmat, head of the National Federation
for Hoteliers (FNIH). “Half of them have been
closed since the beginning of the pandemic,” he
added. Semlali said the decision to close the
borders “will make our situation worse”.

‘One foot in bankruptcy’ 
One industry official quoted by the Medias24

news website said the industry faced losses of
at least 88 million euros between Christmas and

the new year. The tourism ministry did not re-
spond to AFP’s request for comment. In 2019,
the sector clocked up revenues of around 7.5
billion euros, a figure that plummeted by two-
thirds in 2020 to just 2.6 billion euros, according
to official figures.

In June, the kingdom finally started reopening
its long-closed borders, allowing for a modest
rebound in the sector. The country welcomed
some two million tourists over summer 2021 -
compared to just 165,000 the previous summer,
according to the economy ministry. And with
COVID-19 cases relatively low, hoteliers dared
to dream that the end of the tunnel was in sight.
But those hopes were dashed by another spike
in cases in Europe, followed by news of a new
variant the WHO believes could be more trans-
missible and resistant to vaccines.

And as their country joins other states around
the world battening down the hatches against
yet another wave of infections, Moroccan hote-
liers have lost the little hope they had. “We were
very optimistic with the arrival of the new year,
but these decisions took us by surprise,” said
Khalid Moubarak, secretary general of the
FNAVM. “We were on the edge of bankruptcy.
Now, we’ve put one foot in bankruptcy.” Author-
ities say the severe measures were aimed at
“preserving Morocco’s achievements in the
campaign against the pandemic”.

But for Didier Arino, head of the Paris-based
consultancy Protourisme, the move is “very bad

news for the country’s economy because there
had been a pickup in reservations for Morocco”,
as many other countries remained off limits.
“Morocco is an affordable ‘nearby sunshine’
destination and the French make up a third of
visitors,” he said. The timing is particularly un-

fortunate. “For the new year holidays, we ex-
pected around 100,000 French tourists to visit
Morocco. But now they’re cancelling,” he said.
That is another disaster for a sector that has
seen up to 30 percent of jobs disappear since
the start of the pandemic, Zelmat said. — AFP 
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RABAT: A boatman transports passengers across the Bou Regreg river near the Oudaya Kasbah between
the city of Sale and Morocco’s capital Rabat. — AFP 

Border closure spells doom 
for Morocco tourism sector

The latest blow to an industry battered by pandemic

The shifting 
fortunes of
Ethiopia’s 
massive army
NAIROBI: Ethiopia’s federal army is facing a
tough fight against Tigrayan rebels seeking to
advance on the capital Addis Ababa, despite its
advantages in numbers following a huge recruit-
ment drive and access to greater firepower. Last
week Prime Minister Abiy Ahmed deployed to
the conflict zone himself in a bid to boost morale,
and the government has since claimed control of
several towns the rebels once held, including the
UNESCO World Heritage site Lalibela. Here are
a few details about Ethiopia’s national military
and its shifting fortunes in the year-long war that
has left hundreds of thousands on the brink of
famine, according to UN estimates:

How did the war begin? 
In November 2020, Prime Minister Abiy

Ahmed deployed troops in Tigray, accusing its re-
gional rulers, the Tigray People’s Liberation Front

(TPLF), of attacking federal army camps. One of
the biggest standing armed forces in Africa with
an estimated 140,000 personnel, the Ethiopian
military captured Tigray’s capital Mekele in a few
weeks, and Abiy declared victory. But the rebels
mounted a shock comeback, retaking most of
Tigray including Mekele by late June and opening
up new fronts in the war by pushing into the
neighboring regions of Afar and Amhara.

What went wrong? 
Despite access to advanced weaponry, the

Ethiopian National Defence Forces (ENDF)
have struggled to rout the rebels. While the
TPLF boasted decades of experience in fighting
large armies like the one they are now con-
fronting, the Ethiopian military was not adapted
to counter an insurgency, said an analyst who
spoke to AFP on condition of anonymity.

“The Ethiopian military was designed to fight
the Eritrean army, not an insurgency, so they did
terribly,” he said. The TPLF fighters were bat-
tle-hardened after overthrowing Ethiopia’s au-
tocratic Derg regime and then fighting a war
against Eritrea in the late 1990s. They also com-
manded a large paramilitary force and well-
trained local militia possibly numbering 250,000
men in total, according to the International Crisis
Group (ICG). —AFP 

UN fears sectarian
violence that could
‘fracture’ Ethiopia
GENEVA: Ethiopia risks descending into sec-
tarian violence and experiencing a chaotic
Kabul-style exodus if the year-long conflict
spreads to the capital Addis Ababa, the UN aid
chief warned. In an interview with AFP, Martin
Griffiths expressed deep concern for the sta-
bility of a nation of 115 million people com-
posed of more than 80 ethnic groups. Griffiths,
the UN undersecretary for humanitarian af-
fairs, said the conflict in Ethiopia has sparked
perhaps the world’s most worrying humanitar-
ian crisis.

He warned that a battle in the capital Addis
Ababa and increasing communal violence
could worsen the situation “exponentially”.
Humanitarian organizations have been scram-
bling to respond to soaring needs in Ethiopia,
and laying contingency plans in case the crisis
deepens. “The worst I think from a humanitar-
ian perspective (would be) if there is a battle
for Addis or turmoil around there, leading to

increased communal violence across the coun-
try,” Griffiths said.

“If that were to happen, we’re facing some-
thing I don’t think we have faced before for
many, many years: We’re facing a fracture ... of
the fabric of Ethiopia.” The chaos flowing from
such a situation would be far worse than what
has happened in the last 13 months. Thousands
of people have been killed, two million displaced
and hundreds of thousands driven into famine-
like conditions since the conflict erupted in No-
vember 2020, according to UN estimates.

‘Unimaginable’
The conflict began when Prime Minister Abiy

Ahmed sent troops into the northernmost Tigray
region to topple the Tigray People’s Liberation
Front (TPLF) - a move he said came in response
to rebel attacks on army camps. The rebels
mounted a comeback, recapturing most of
Tigray by June before expanding into the neigh-
boring regions of Amhara and Afar. The conflict
took a sharp turn around a month ago, when the
TPLF claimed to have captured strategic towns
on a key highway to the capital. But last week
Abiy himself deployed to the conflict zone, and
the government has since claimed it is back in
control of several towns including the UNESCO
World Heritage site Lalibela.  —AFP 


