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Introduction 

Zogby:  I’m Jim Zogby and welcome to tonight’s Viewpoint.  Tonight we’re going to have former US 
Ambassador to Morocco, Ed Gabriel.  He’ll be here to discuss the upcoming 10th anniversary of King 
Mohammed VI of Morocco and the progress that’s been made in those years. 

Interview  

Zogby:  Welcome back to Viewpoint.  I’m Jim Zogby.  My next guest is Ed Gabriel.  He’s president and CEO 
of the Moroccan American Center, a Washington, DC-based organization that works to strengthen 
business, political, cultural, and security relationships between Morocco and the US.  From 1997 to 2001 he 
served as US Ambassador to Morocco.  Thank you for joining us. 

Gabriel:  Thanks for having me. 

Zogby:  Today marks the 10th anniversary of King Hassan’s passing. 

Gabriel:  That’s right. 

Zogby:  His son, Mohammed VI has ruled over the country.  He came into office with the promise of an 
agenda of reform and of liberalization.  And there were some early successes.  I want to get a report from 
you—your sense of where this all is now.  I remember we had you on and the Ambassador to talk about the 
Truth and Reconciliation Commission.  We got a call from a Moroccan American who wanted to know if it 
was too late for him to still participate in that effort.  Talk about that a little bit.  Where are they, first of all, 
on this issue of the problems of the past which haunted the country—the torture, the imprisonments, the 
denial of freedoms—which the son attempted to change direction on? 

Gabriel:   Jim, thanks for having me.  The way I would characterize King Mohammed VI’s reign over the past 
10 years is one of irreversible commitment to reform.  And also of total focus on moving his country and his 
people forward.  As you know, I was the US Ambassador when King Hassan died and when King 
Mohammed took over.  I had more than 20 meetings with King Hassan—a very close relationship—and that 
continued with the new King.  We were able to work very closely together and establish a new bilateral 
relationship with the United States.   

The way I view this relationship now is that the King has decided to move his country to become a model of 
reform in the region.  It starts with what you talked about, the Truth and Reconciliation Commission, where 
for the first time in the world a Truth and Reconciliation Commission came in to look at the abuses of a past 
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regime, their own regime.  That was very unusual—the first of its kind.  And they examined each and every 
human rights violation in the country and brought it to resolution. That was the first thing, the reform of 
human rights, and they continue to this day to address these issues.  It’s not easy for a country like Morocco 
to be doing this, but I think they’re doing it in great fashion. 

Zogby:  As I look at some of the reports that have been issued, this government certainly has a better 
record.  But there are problems that remain.  One of the think tanks in town brought over a young 
Moroccan human rights worker who talked about some continuing problems, especially with some of the 
political parties, the Islamic political parties, complaining of repression, and some issues of freedom of the 
press.  How are those current issues being addressed? 

Gabriel:   Jim, in all cases I think you’ll see an increased rule of law.  You’ll see access to lawyers, access to 
family, access to doctors, and access to a fair justice system.  But you should realize also that there are 13 
cases that Human Rights Watch and other organizations have isolated on—13 in the whole country.  So yes, 
they do have problems, and they are addressing them.  But when you consider the extent of them 
compared to, for instance, our own country, I think it’s something that can be managed.  Having said that, 
there’s more work to be done. 

Zogby:  Talk about the liberalization program, women’s right, education issues, etc.  What is happening there? 

Gabriel:   On education for instance, the illiteracy rate has gone from 60-70%, to only 40%, in ten years.  
Women’s rights have been changed.  The moudawana law—the law of the family—has been changed to 
protect women’s rights.  There are more women in the Parliament and government today than any other 
country in the Middle East.  So women’s rights are very strong.  Education is coming along.  Electricity and 
development in rural areas is coming along.  Among the most interesting things are the economic reforms, 
which the King has been instituting over time.  There’s been about 5% GDP growth every year, including this 
year, a year of recession.  So they seem to be making great progress.  The vision he had on the economic side 
was quite remarkable.  He has entered into Free Trade Agreements with Europe and the United States.  He 
has two multiple agreements with the Middle East, and he’s now negotiating with Africa.  Which means that 
Morocco is going to become a hub for industrial development—going North, South, East and West. 

Zogby:  Let’s get you in the conversation.  If you want to give us a call, the numbers are on the screen.  Give 
us a call if you can.  The overseas number is 202-842-5056.  Here in the US it’s 1-800-528-2090. 

The Western Sahara issue has been there for a long time and doesn’t seem to be going away.  We’re kind 
of stuck on this one.  Thought we were coming to some resolution in the last decade but it didn’t happen.  
What are the sticking points, what needs to happen yet for this one to be resolved?  And would Morocco 
be interested in a resolution that did not incorporate Western Sahara into Morocco? 

Gabriel:   Let me look at that with you.  If the last 10 years represented King Mohammed looking at the 
growth and prosperity of his people, I think the next 10 years you’ll see him exert more leadership 
regionally in North Africa and in the Middle East.  There was an exchange of letters recently with President 
Obama in which they committed to one another to do more together on the Middle East peace process 
and other areas.  The Western Sahara becomes a sticking point to such progress.  In North Africa, there’s a 
400% increase in terrorism incidents since 9/11.  There’s a 1.5% inter-regional trade among the countries—
1.5%, the lowest in the world.  With 50% of the population being 25 or under, you can see the disaster 
that’s ready to happen.   

Without cooperation, integration, they’re not going to be able to pull together the resources to make the 
region viable.  And that’s impacting Europe and the United States.  This is because of the Western Sahara.  
President Clinton understood that.  And in 1998 President Clinton proposed not a “winner-take-all” 
solution, but a “win-win” solution.  Total integration into Morocco was not going to be viable.  Total 
independence from Morocco was a non-starter.  So what he said is “let’s find a compromise.”  And that 
compromise, proposed by the United States in 1998, was autonomy under Moroccan sovereignty.  
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President Bush carried that forth and went further, and said “independence is not realistic.”  That remains 
the policy today, Jim, of the Obama Administration.  What’s needed, however, is sustained US leadership to 
forge that compromise. 

Zogby:  You talk about Morocco being a hub.  You talk about the problems in the region at the same time, 
and the Sahara being an issue.  But there’s a competition with Algeria that does not seem to be going away.  
Can you solve that one?  Don’t you need to solve that one before you get into Western Sahara?  Isn’t that 
part of the testiness of the relationship between the two countries? 

Gabriel:  I think the Western Sahara is the reason why lack of cooperation between the countries of North 
Africa, especially Algeria and Morocco, is a cause for concern.  The real problem though, is I really think that in 
the end the Sahara is going to have to be fixed to bring these countries together.  President Bouteflika once 
said in a meeting with us that if there was going to be a solution to the Sahara, he wanted to be parte pro 
non; he wanted to be a principle party to the solution.  He has an opportunity—this doesn’t have to be a 
“win-lose” for him.  It can be a “win-win.”  There are ways to work this out cooperatively.  But it’s going to 
take the European allies, the United States, with sustained leadership.  And that is hard, when you’re dealing 
with so many other issues in the Middle East.  But Secretary Clinton now has special envoy George Mitchell, 
and other talent, Jeff Feltman, in the NEA.  And we have a new special envoy at the UN, Chris Ross, who is 
one of our best diplomats. So there now the opportunity with this talent to provide that sustained leadership. 

Zogby:  You mention the problem of terrorism.  Al-Qaeda has moved, sort of metastasized if you will, 
across North Africa.   The New York Times had a big piece on the development of al-Qaeda in the Sahel 
region that is between the desert and the countries on the borders.   It’s a big problem and it’s not going 
away.  And it’s there everywhere—it’s in Mauritania, it’s in the Sahara, it’s in Morocco, it’s in Algeria—and 
they have been quite deadly in the attacks. 

Gabriel:  Jim, we have neglected North Africa in US policy for decades.  There are literally tens of thousands 
of people living in refugee camps under squalid conditions in Algeria, who need to be freed and let go to 
live their lives again.  This is not right, and America needs to put an emphasis on North Africa.  We need to 
develop incentives for economic integration.  We need better cooperation among the countries and the 
United States on countering terrorism. 

Zogby:  One last question before I let you, and that is with regard to the letter that President Obama wrote to 
King Mohammed VI.  It focused on a range of issues but obviously talked about the peace process and 
encouraged him as chairman of the Al-Quds committee—which is the committee that focuses on Jerusalem 
issues among Muslims—to be one of the leaders in taking some initiative, in doing what the President has 
asked of the Arab side, which is to step up the process of some signs of normalization with Israel.  That’s 
obviously quite contentious.  With this Shepherd Hotel development in Jerusalem, with the E1 settlement that 
Israel is insisting on building that will cut Jerusalem off completely from the rest of the West Bank, that’s got to 
be a tough call.  Where do you believe the King would be on this issue?  What would his requirement be for 
him to take some gesture, if he’s inclined to do that at all?  Or are we in a wait-and-see game. 

Gabriel:  Jim, what you didn’t see—you saw the President’s letter to King Mohammed—you didn’t see the 
letter that initiated the response from President Obama.  Actually, King Mohammed has offered in an 
exchange of letters to take a leadership position in Al-Quds and in the peace process, and they’re talking 
about what they can do reasonably, given the constraints of the Netanyahu government and what it offers.  
But there already is this dialogue going on.  And actually the letter from President Obama was acknowledging 
the letter from His Majesty King Mohammed offering to engage in the process. 

Zogby:  Thank you very much. 
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