
MARRAKESH: Moroccan snake-charmer Youssef
watched as long-absent tourists again thronged
Marrakesh’s famous Jamaa El-Fna square, ending a
long pause forced by the COVID pandemic. “We’re
breathing again,” he said. The ancient southern city,
famous for its views of graceful red buildings set
against palm trees and snow-capped mountains, has
long drawn visitors including celebrities from
Madonna to Yves Saint Laurent.

But it was particularly hard hit by a two-year col-
lapse in tourism that saw arrivals to the North
African kingdom plummet to just a third last year
from 2019. For Youssef, taking a break from playing
his oboe-like “ghaita” pipe before the seemingly
mesmerised serpent, “it’s such a pleasure to be back
here after these slow, painful months”. Tourism-
which accounts for some seven percent of

Morocco’s economy and creates hundreds of thou-
sands of formal and informal jobs-was battered by
Morocco’s tight restrictions during the pandemic.

Today, Marrakesh residents see signs of hope
again as tourists have returned to the UNESCO-list-
ed old city’s narrow alleys. Cafe terraces are full and
foreigners browse shops and market stalls for tradi-
tional clothing, furniture and souvenirs. “We’re not
back to pre-pandemic levels but the situation has
been improving over the past month,” said salesman
Abdellah Bouazri, after serving an Argentinean cus-
tomer in a Boca Juniors football top.

Bouazri, 35, said the coronavirus had forced him to
temporarily abandon his shop and find alternative
work as a security guard. The father of two was one
of many in the beleaguered industry forced to find an
alternative income-including many informal workers

without contracts or social security. But he said he
was optimistic about the future: “It has been hard, but
today I’m delighted to be going back to my real job.”

‘Recovery incomplete’ 
Morocco this week reopened land borders with

the Spanish enclaves of Ceuta and Melilla, two years
after they were shut due to COVID and a major
diplomatic row. That was the latest step in a slow
recovery for the tourism sector, backed by the gov-
ernment which has launched a two billion dirham
(190 million euro) support fund, on top of 95 million
euros it released to prop up hotels.

“The recovery might be underway, but it’s incom-
plete,” said the FNIH national hotels federation’s
chief Lahcen Zelmat. According to the tourism min-
istry, Morocco last year earned some 3.2 billion

euros in tourism revenue-less than half the figure for
the year before the pandemic. But revenue in the
first quarter was up by 80 percent on last year,
according to official figures, and the finance ministry
predicts a “more favorable outlook for 2022”.

That was reflected in the steady flow of tourists
outside the Medersa Ben Youssef, a 16th-century
Quranic school in Marrakesh. “This place is magical-
I’m impressed by all the detail,” said Nick, a 29-
year-old Londoner visiting for the first time. “Since
COVID I’ve been missing exploring new cultures.”
Nearby, other visitors queued up to the Yves Saint
Laurent museum, one of the city’s top tourist spots.
“The museum was a must,” said Coco, a Chinese
student living in Germany. “We consider ourselves
very lucky to be able to travel again, and we’re really
charmed.” — AFP
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MARRAKESH: Tourists ride in a horse-drawn carriage in Jemaa el-Fnaa square in Morocco’s Marrakesh. —AFP 

MADRID: (From left) Amir of Qatar Sheikh Tamim bin Hamad Al Thani, Qatar’s Foreign Minister Sheikh Mohammed bin
Abdulrahman Al Thani, Spain’s Foreign Minister Jose Manuel Albares and Spain’s Prime Minister Pedro Sanchez pose for
pictures after signing commercial contracts at La Moncloa Palace in Madrid, on May 18, 2022. —AFP

Morocco’s Marrakesh ‘breathing again’ 
Tourists back after COVID-19 shutdown

The ‘bots’ at 
heart of  Twitter
buyout row
SAN FRANCISCO: Elon Musk’s pausing of his
bid to buy Twitter due to questions over “bots” has
put the artificially-operated accounts at the heart
of the proposed deal’s latest controversy. The soft-
ware is so commonplace and can be such a prob-
lem that tech giants such as Meta, Google and
Twitter have teams devoted to banishing bots and
cybersecurity firms sell defenses against them.
Here’s a closer look at bots:

Human or software? 
At a basic level, “bots” are software programs

that interact with online platforms, or their users,
pretending to be real people, said Tamer Hassan, co-
founder and chief of cybersecurity firm HUMAN.
Malicious bots have become sophisticated and are
among this decade’s top cyber threats, said Hassan,
whose firm specializes in distinguishing people from
software online. The term bots at Twitter is often
used to describe fake accounts, powered by some
version of artificial intelligence, that can fire off
posts and even react to what is posted by others,
said independent analyst Rob Enderle.

Tickets and turmoil 
Bots are used in more than three quarters of

security and fraud incidents that happen online,
from spreading socially divisive posts to snapping
up hot concert tickets and hacking, Hassan told
AFP. “The question is, what would you do if you
could look like a million humans?” Hassan asked
rhetorically. “Across all social media platforms, bots
can be used to spread content to influence people’s
opinions, garner reactions and can even result in
cybercrime.”

Bots can be used on social media to widely
spread false news, direct users to misinformation,
steer people to specious websites and make bogus
posts seem popular using shares or “likes.” Bots on
social media can also sucker people into financial
scams, Hassan added. “Social media platforms have
had bots for a long time,” analyst Enderle said. “Bots
have been connected to attempts to influence the
US election and shape opinions about Russia’s war
on Ukraine.”

The deal with Twitter
Twitter makes its money from ads, and marketers

pay for reaching people, not software. “Advertising
to bots isn’t going to have a good close rate because
bots don’t buy products,” Enderle noted. If advertis-
ers are paying Twitter fees based on how many peo-
ple see ads, and those numbers are inflated due to
bots in the online audience, they are being over-
charged, Enderle added. If Twitter has way more
bots than it is letting on, its revenue could plunge
when those accounts are exposed and closed.
Twitter chief executive Parag Agrawal has said that
fewer than five percent of accounts active on any
given day at Twitter are bots, but that analysis can-
not be replicated externally due to the need to keep
user data private.

Musk posted that the real number of bots may be
four times higher and has said he would make get-
ting rid of them a priority if he owned the platform.
Twitter has rules about automated actions by
accounts, including barring software from posting
about hot topics, firing off spam, attempting to influ-
ence online conversations, and operating across
multiple accounts. Bots are a known social media
problem, and having Musk make it a sticking point
this late in the acquisition process appears to likely
be “a vehicle to escape the purchase or get a lower
price,” Enderle said. — AFP

SAN FRANCISCO: Twitter logo is seen at their headquar-
ters in downtown San Francisco, California. Billionaire
Elon Musk said his bid to buy Twitter won’t proceed
unless he gets proof of the number of spam accounts
plaguing the platform, adding more uncertainty to his
roller-coaster pursuit of the social media giant. — AFP 

Qatar to invest 
extra $5 billion
in Spain
MADRID: Qatar on Wednesday said it plans to
invest an additional $5 billion in Spain on the sec-
ond day of a state visit by its Amir, Sheikh Tamim
bin Hamad AlThani. “The volume of investments
agreed upon with the Spanish side amounts to $5
billion in various sectors,” said Qatari Foreign
Minister Mohammed bin Abdulrahman AlThani in a
statement tweeted by his ministry.

Neither side gave a timetable for the invest-
ment, which amounts to some 4.75 billion euros,
nor did they say which sectors would benefit.
“Qatar will invest close to five billion euros in our
country in the coming years,” Prime Minister
Pedro Sanchez said during a business meeting with
the Qatari delegation.

“It is a gesture of confidence in the Spanish
economy and Spanish businesses which will
strengthen bilateral ties,” he said ahead of after-
noon talks with the Amir. Before the pandemic,

Qatari investment in Spain stood at 2.67 billion
euros ($2.8 billion), the Spanish government said,
making it the country’s 24th biggest investor. To
date, Qatari funding has been notably invested in
several sectors: civil aviation, construction, energy
and communications.

According to a Spanish government source, the
two sides will on Wednesday sign around a dozen
commercial contracts, notably concerning energy as
Madrid seeks to diversify its gas supplies following
Russia’s invasion of Ukraine. Qatar, one of the
world’s three biggest exporters of liquified natural
gas (LNG), is currently Spain’s fifth-largest supplier
after the United States, Algeria, Nigeria and Egypt.
The country accounted for 4.4 percent of Spain’s
total gas imports in April and the Spanish govern-
ment hopes to increase this share.

European states are increasingly looking to other
sources of natural gas as they try to wean them-
selves off dependence on Russia, with LNG easily
shipped by boat from countries such as Qatar and
the United States. After Madrid, the Qatari leader
will continue his tour of Europe, visiting Germany,
Britain, Slovenia and Switzerland, where he will
attend the World Economic Forum in the mountain
resort of Davos which runs from May 22-26. Qatar
will host the World Cup later this year. — AFP


