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Drug Policy Reform Failure in Morocco 
by Hannah Ridge 
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Cannabis, one of the main crops in Morocco’s impoverished Rif region, has great 

economic potential for Morocco. That potential, however, is limited by it being illegal 

domestically and internationally. The Moroccan parliament is considering reforms to the 

cannabis restrictions. Under the proposed system, farmers could legally produce cannabis 

for sale to a government entity at a fixed and taxed price. The government would sell the 

cannabis to medicinal and industrial manufacturers. However, the proposed reforms will not 

reduce the economic disparity promoted by the cannabis market structure or end the illegal 

cannabis trade because they do not allow for international drug trade or match the economic 

return of the illegal market. Alternative reforms that better address the Moroccan situation 

are possible, but they are politically more challenging. This paper will consider the 

European-Moroccan drug market, address the problems with the proposed reform, and 

suggest alternative reforms that would decrease the illegal trade and combat the poverty of 

the Rif. 

 

The international drug economy is expansive. According to the United Nations 

Office on Drugs and Crime, the illicit drug market was valued at $322 billion at the retail 

level (USD 2003).1 The largest market segment is cannabis, which has a retail market of 

$113 billion (USD 2003).2 Despite that fact, drugs are almost universally illegal.3 The fact 

that cannabis is a controlled substance inescapably influences the cannabis market. Law 

enforcement influences the localities and opportunities of the market. Thus, illegality drives 

up the prices through the pressure it places on supply: “the important economic value of 

drugs can be largely attributed to the simple fact [that] they are illegal.”4 Were drugs legal, 

the producers, suppliers and buyers could negotiate prices and supply without the punitive 

shadow of law enforcement, thereby bringing down prices.  

 

Morocco’s domestic relationship with cannabis and its position in the international 

market make it a good way to evaluate the economic relationship between cannabis 

consumers, traffickers and producers. Morocco is the world’s largest producer and exporter 

                                                      
 

1
 Costa, Antonio Maria. World Drug Report2005. United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime. 2005. 

17. 
2
 Costa, 17; Pietschmann, Thomas and John Walker. “Estimating Illicit Financial Flows Resulting 

from Drug Trafficking and Other Transitional Organized Crimes.” United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime. 

2011. 31. 
3
 Johnson, Bruce D. and Luther Elliott. “The ‘Flexible’ Response of Cannabis Markets to 

Enforcement/Interdiction Policy: An International Review of market Transformations and Elasticities.” Paper 

presented at the Second Annual Conference of the International Society for the Study of Drug Policy, Lisbon, 

Portugal, April 3-4 2008. 2. 
4
 Boekhout van Solinge, Tim. “Drug use and drug trafficking in Europe.” Tijdschrift voor 

economische en sociale geografie. 89(1) (1998): 100. 
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of cannabis resin.5 Over half of the hashish produced in the world and 80% of the hashish 

consumed in Europe derives from Morocco, which is where Morocco exports 80% of its 

cannabis.6 Cannabis is “not considered a drug” in northern Morocco, where it is used for 

heritage and medical reasons.7 The government of Morocco does not measure the rate of 

use, but some estimates suggest that up to 10% of Moroccan adults use cannabis regularly.8  

 

Morocco is party to the 1988 UN Drug Convention and the 1961 UN Single 

Convention as amended by the 1972 Protocol, and it has signed cooperative agreements with 

Spain, France, Portugal, and Italy to combat drug trade.9 In accordance with these 

agreements, Morocco has criminalized growing cannabis. It is punished by one to four 

months in prison and fines starting at 800 dirhams (approximately $85).10 Penalties for 

possession and trafficking are even steeper. According to a British government travel 

advisory, “[t]he penalties for possession of even small amounts of drugs are severe – up to 

10 years in prison, a heavy fine and confiscation of your vehicle.”11 The maximum 

punishment is 30 years in prison, plus fines from $20,000-80,000. Ten to fifteen years is the 

typical punishment for major drug traffickers in Morocco.12 These are not idle threats. In the 

north, 59% of users have been incarcerated for simple usage, and 83% have been victims of 

police violence.13 In this way, international pressure drives harsh punishments against the 

cultivators, who are poor farmers, as well as the traffickers, who commercialize recreational 

drugs. 

 

Throughout the Moroccan government’s complicated history with cannabis 

criminalization, the production communities have not recognized anti-cannabis regulations. 

The Rif contains extremely poor communities. GDP per capita is 50% of the national 

average with the country’s highest poverty rates. The people of the Rif live in harsh 

conditions on rugged terrain with poor soil.14 As such, the farmers seek to produce what they 

can, despite international or local law. The Rifians assert that cannabis is the only plant that 

has regularly grown in that region since the 15
th

 century. At the end of the 19
th

 century, 

Sultan Moulay Hassan reportedly authorized the cultivation of cannabis in five villages of 

the Rif region, the “historic” zones of cultivation.15 The French and Spanish protectorates 
                                                      

5
 Gamella, Juan Francisco and Maria Luisa Jimenez. “Multinational export–import ventures: 

Moroccan hashish into Europe through Spain.” European Monitoring Center for Drugs and Drug Addiction 

Monographs. 2008. 261 

Leggett, Ted, and Thomas Pietschmann. “Global cannabis cultivation and trafficking.” European Monitoring 

Center for Drugs and Drug Addiction Monographs. 2008. 189. 
6
 Leggett, 191; Gamella, 261; Abijou, Ali. “Cannabis: Rencontre inédite des cultivateurs.” 

L’économiste. 04 April 2014Most cannabis consumed in Europe is consumed as hashish (Boekhout van 

Solinge, 101). 
7
 Kozlowski, Nina. “Drogues Maroc, Le Paradis Artificiel.” Telquel. 619. 9-15 May 2014. 

8
 Embassy of the United States. “2008 International Narcotics Control Strategy Report for Morocco.” 

Key Reports. 27 February 2009. 
9
 Embassy.  

10
 Lemaizi, Salaheddine. “Eradication ou légalisation?” L’Observateur du Maroc. 24 April 2014. 

11
 “Morocco travel advice.” Morocco. Gov.Uk. 2014. https://www.gov.uk/foreign-travel-

advice/morocco/local-laws-and-customs 
12

 Embassy. 
13

 Kozlowski, 36 
14

 Karam, Souhail. “Morocco’s Marijuana Farms May Become Legal.” Bloomberg Buisnessweek. 01 

August 2013. “Morocco seeks legalization of marijuana cultivation and exports.” RTNews. 05 December 2013. 
15

 These regions produce almost all cannabis in Morocco. In 2005, Chefchaouen produced 56%, 

Taounate 17%, Al-Hoceima 16%, and Tetouan 11%. (Gamella, 265; Legget, 201). Larache had no significant 
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and King Mohammed V reportedly did not criminalize cannabis in those five historic 

villages for fear of angering the Rifians, whose area of Morocco was notoriously difficult to 

hold.16 The government contends that cannabis cultivation and consumption were 

criminalized after Morocco gained independence in 1954 with the dahir of 24 April 1954.17 

Rifians assert that the king verbally exempted the historical zones of cultivation from his 

decree, which the government denies.18 Initially, to combat drug use, the government 

purchased and burned entire crops. This plan, however, was financially untenable and 

ultimately discontinued.19 Moroccan agricultural devastation in the 1960s spurred large-scale 

urbanization and emigration to Europe.20 Farmers, including farmers in the impoverished 

Rif, relied increasingly on the few profitable crops. Cannabis production exploded in the 

1970s and 1980s because of increased demand and liberalized drug laws in Europe.21 

Domestic interdiction also started in the 1970s.22 In 1992, King Hassan II declared a War on 

Drugs, including anti-drug production programs, prosecution, and economic development 

efforts, which ultimately did not produce significant effects.23 The War on Drugs also did 

not terminate the connections between Moroccan government officials and the drugs trade, 

despite the indictment or firing of civilian police officers, military police officers, judiciary 

members, and national security police.24 The area devoted to drug cultivation increased 

twenty-fold between the 1980s and the 2000s.25 According to parliamentary statistics, nearly 

50,000 hectares of cannabis are in cultivation and more than one million Moroccans live on 

the proceeds, representing 60% of the villages in the area.26  

 

According to the United Nations Office against Drugs and Crime (UNODC), 

Moroccan growers send 38,000 tonnes of cannabis herb to mafias per year who resell it on 

European markets.27 In 2003, Morocco produced 3,080 tonnes of hashish with a retail value 

of 12 billion Euros on 135,000 ha. The UNODC report, based solely on Moroccan 

government information, asserted that 760 tonnes were produced in 2011 on 47,500 ha.28 

                                                                                                                                                                   
cannabis cultivation due to the eradication campaign in summer 2005 (Gamella, 267). Chefchaouen used ¼ of 

its arable land for cannabis cultivation. The others used 3-10% of their arable land (Gamella, 267). In sum, 

they reached 27% of agricultural lands in the five provinces (Legget, 201). 
16

 Ravix, Anna. “Le Rif reste accro au kif.” Libération. 29 April 2014; Chouvy, Pierre-Arnaud and 

Kenza Afsahi. “Hashish revival in Morocco.” International Journal of Drug Policy. 25 (2014): 418. 
17

 Tchounand, Ristel. “Légalisation du cannabis au Maroc: L’Istiqlal dépose un projet de loi au 

parlement.” Ya Biladi. 24 December 2013. “Morocco Considers Legalizing Cannabis.” TelQuel. 27 October 

2013. 
18

 Chouvy, 418. 
19

 Amar, Ali. “Comment le Maroc est devenu le royaume du cannabis.” Slate Afrique. 17 October 

2012. 
20

 Amar. 
21

 Noakes, Greg. “Morocco Declares ‘War on Drugs.’” Maghreb Mirror. Washington Report on 

Middle East Affairs. 56. June 1993. Chouvy, 418. 
22

 “‘Le kif ne tue pas, la faim si’: dans le Rif, la culture du cannabis reste vitale.” Aufaitmarac.com. 05 

June 2013. 
23

 “Malgré l’illégalité, malgré la répression des cultivateurs, malgré toutes les tentatives de 

développement alternatif” (Ravix). 
24

 Gamella, 270. 
25

 Gamella, 265. 
26

 Embassy; Ravix. 90-100,000 families participate in the cultivation (Gamell, 266-267; “Le kif”) 

earning an average annual income of 20-40,000 dirhams per family (Mdidech; Lemaizi). 

Mdidech, Jaouad. “Maroc: La légalisation du cannabis de plus en plus probable.” La Vie Eco. 02 June 2014. 
27

 Ravix. 
28

 Chouvy, 416 
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Based on seizure rates, however, European counter-narcotics police services estimated that 

2,000-3,000 tonnes of hashish were produced in 2011,29 suggesting that the Moroccan 

government’s efforts have not crippled cannabis production. 

 

The structure of drug markets disadvantages the supplier countries. The retail value 

of illegal drugs disguises the producers’ income: “Of the total ‘value-added’ of the illicit 

drug industry, 76% is generated in the industrialized countries, 19% in developing countries 

and the rest in transition countries. Total producer income is, on average, 4% of the final 

retail value.”30 Of the billions worth of cannabis product drawn from Morocco each year, the 

peasant farmers glean only a fraction. For Morocco, the wholesalers account for $10 billion, 

the big traffickers earn $3 billion, and the growers receive about $230 million.31 The farmers 

sell cannabis to intermediaries at 50-60 dh/kilo. The large dealers then transform the herb 

into hashish and sell it at 3,000-4,000 dh/kilo.32 The distribution price in Europe varies with 

location, especially by proximity to entrance points for cannabis. It ranges from, on average, 

2.3 Euro/gram in Portugal to 12.5 Euro/gram in Norway.33 Considering that kif, the cannabis 

variety of the Rif region, produces a 2-4.25% resin yield, the mark up is not inconsiderable. 

The cannabis hybrids that have been introduced from the Levant and Afghanistan, though, 

produce resin yields at an average of 5% but can be as high as 7%.34 With those plants, the 

dealers who convert herb to resin earn a large profit. Estimates suggest farmers could 

increase their profits by about 66% if they converted the raw plant to resin themselves, 

instead of selling the raw plant and leaving that profit for the next rung up the ladder.35 

However, doing so increases the grower’s risk of being reported to the police. As such, two-

thirds of farmers sell the plants to middlemen unprocessed.36 Thus, the majority of the illicit 

money is made by European distributors and intermediaries. Reforming policy to allow 

Moroccans to grow and sell their own product on an open market would allow them to profit 

more and keep the money out of the hands of drug trafficking organizations. However, as 

will be discussed, the currently contemplated reform does not allow such a market nor does 

it provide the legal funds necessary to combat poverty in the Rif.  

 

The drug market between Morocco and Europe is inherently exploitative, allowing 

developing world populations to absorb legal risk while concentrating products and profits 

in Europe. Yes, the drug industry is the “backbone” of the local economy, creating income 

                                                      
29

 Chouvy, 419. 
30

 Costa, 130. 
31

 El Ghissassi, Hakim. “Les nouveaux risqus strategiques: Le Maroc, un ‘Etat sous influence’ de la 

drogue.” L’economiste. 05 October 2005. The global market follows the same pattern: “The global market for 

cannabis resin was estimated at the production level to amount to some EUR 0.6 billion, at the wholesale level 

to some EUR 10 billion and at the retail level to some EUR 27 billion in 2003.” (Leggett, 206). 
32

 Kabbaj, Marouane. “La nouvelle révolte du kif dans le Rif.” Maroc Hebdo Press. 01 February 

2013. 
33

 Gamella, 273 Prices can also be greatly influenced by quality. According to Johnson, low-grade 

legal cannabis in Netherlands costs 2-3 Euro/gram, whereas high-end costs 10 Euro/gram (13). 
34

 Chouvy, 421. 
35

 Gamella, 267. The estimate is by Pascual Moreno, who assumes 3.5% yield with 52 dh/kilo for herb 

and 2,500 dh/kilo for resin. His number are more in line with other price points, which is why this paper uses 

his figure. The United Nations Office of Drug and Crime in 2005 estimated that profits would increase by only 

13%. However, that report assumes resin yields of 2.82% and 35 dh/kilo for herb and 1,400 dh/kilo for resin, 

which are lower than other estimates, suggesting the profit estimate is low as well.  
36

 Gamella, 267. 
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and employment for thousands who would otherwise not have it.37 However, that fact does 

not obviate the negative aspects. The growers are working for transnational drug networks 

headquartered in Europe, mostly in France and Spain.38 Distribution in Europe is usually 

conducted by European locals or by local networks of expatriates from the supply country.39 

In Spain, the primary import point for Moroccan cannabis, most distributors are Spaniards. 

Moroccan immigrants work in small smuggling and wholesale operations in which the 

amount of resin is less than 100 kilos. As the smuggled quantity increases, so does the 

proportion of non-Moroccans. French, Dutch and British nationals were “commonly 

involved” in smuggling operations moving one to five tonnes of resin. South Americans 

were “progressively associated” with Spaniards and Moroccans in operations smuggling 

more than five tonnes of resin.40 Money produced by the drug trade is then largely reinvested 

in Europe, not in the development of the Rif communities.41 In fact, the exporters have a 

vested interest in not improving the economic situation of the cultivating communities. The 

superior economies in Europe give the traffickers an advantage over the cultivators.42 The 

economic situation keeps the sellers needing the foreign buyers on the buyers’ terms. Unlike 

the Moroccan agricultural market for alternative crops, traffickers can guarantee a price to 

those willing to supply illegal cannabis.43 Declines in the local economy and local 

agricultural capacity further feed the drug-production cycle by encouraging growers to look 

to illegal markets with set prices.44 Additionally, the contraband cannabis is 12 to 46 times 

more profitable than cereal crops, as Europeans will pay more for drugs than Moroccans can 

pay for foodstuffs. As such, the farmers have an economic incentive to replace food crops 

and forestland with cannabis,45 an incentive that weighs particularly on the impoverished 

Rifians. 

 

The system is still more exploitative considering the skewed punishment across the 

market. As mentioned above, cannabis is nominally illegal globally. However, the law is not 

enforced against the European consumers who created the market: “Regardless, [sic] of the 

laws on the books, most European (and ANZAC) countries have developed enforcement 

policies that often release cannabis smokers (possessors) at the street level without arrest, or 

do so soon after arrest.”46 Instead, it is the Moroccan suppliers who are at risk. Moroccan 

police are believed to have warrants for 48,000 Moroccans connected with the drugs trade.47 

                                                      
37

 Van der Veen, Hans T, “The International Drug Complex - The Intertwined Dynamics of 

International Crime, Law Enforcement and the Flourishing Drug Economy” Internationaler Drogenhandel und 

gesellschaftliche Transformation Deutscher Universitatsverlag: 2000, 153. 
38

 Embassy. 
39

 Allen, 6. 
40

 Gamella, 276, 278. Findings based on smuggling and drug arrests in Spain. 
41

 Gamella, 268. 
42

 “The 14km of the Strait of Gibralter, and the frontier around the Spanish enclaves of Ceuta and 

Melilla, make up one of the deepest socio-economic and cultural divides on the planet.” (Gamella, 264) In 

2013, the GDP per capita in Spain was 9.4 times that of Morocco. France’s was 13.3 times that of Morocco 

(World Bank). The Netherland’s was 15.3 times that of Morocco. Considering the internally relative poverty in 

the Rif region - 50% of the average GDP per capita - this contrast is even starker. World Bank, “GDP Per 

Capita,” Data, 2014, http://data.worldbank.org/indicator/NY.GDP.PCAP.CD. 
43

 Allen, 8. 
44

 Allen, 8. 
45

 Gamella, 267. 
46

 Johnson, 14. 
47

 Ravix. 
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In 2008 alone, 28,896 people were arrested for drug related offenses.48 The harm to Morocco 

is compounded by the costs of law enforcement and legal systems that indirectly tax on the 

law-abiding populations and the law-enforcing state, costs which are not present in the 

European states that decline to enforce their own laws and international agreements.49 Thus, 

the risk disproportionately applies to the Moroccan suppliers, despite the supposedly global 

illegality of possession, production, and consumption. 

 

The illicit funds injected into the economic and political systems then wreak further 

havoc when they are laundered.50 Some of the money is concealed by legitimate businesses 

owned by exporters: “Hashish exporters are involved in large Moroccan firms in 

agribusiness, fishing, transportation, and import-expert operations.”51 Those businesses then 

become corrupted by their involvement in the criminal enterprise. The money laundering 

operations are not confined to Morocco: “For the intermediaries, who make the highest 

profits per person, there is hardly a doubt that it is through the banking system of rich 

countries, the United States and Western Europe, that the money is laundered.”52 Morocco 

also has a vast informal sector and a large remittance economy, which facilitates money 

laundering and moving illegally-acquired funds internationally.53 The informal sector is 

equivalent to 44% of Morocco’s GDP.54 Remittances were valued at more than $7 billion in 

2007, roughly 9% of GDP.55 These remittances include illegally-acquired funds. Though 

European banks remain the most common storage facilitates for criminal funds, Moroccan 

banks also receive funds from Moroccans engaged in crime abroad, including the diaspora 

members in the drug trade.56 Such large unregulated sectors facilitate illicit cash flows and 

create opportunities to launder drug money. Upon entering the legal economy, the illegal 

money skews the trading and investment patterns in the community, manipulating the supply 

and demand and concentrating capital-intensive ventures and resources with those engaged 

in the drug trade.57 Money laundering promotes the continuation of poor ventures, as the 

investors are more concerned with avoiding legal detection and sanction than the strength of 

the business or commodity in which it invests.58 The drug money places economic strain on 

those not in the drug trade by increasing the income expectation of the local market and 

giving advantage to those willing or able to engage in illegal activity. Moreover, it allows 

the government to ignore the poverty that is being alleviated by the drug market, permitting 

                                                      
48

 Embassy. 1,200 people, including 600 foreigners, were arrested for international drug trafficking. 

One was an American, who was sentenced with two Moroccans accomplices. The others include growers, 

mules, users, and other network members. NB: These numbers are not restricted to cannabis. 
49

 Khaled, Alasmari, “The Effect of Illicit Trade in Narcotics on Global Economy,” Annals of Faculty 

of Economics, 1(1): 2013, 26.  
50

 This consideration notes and exempts the fact that the drug economy includes “significant ‘re-

investment’” in the trafficking system (Pietschmann, 10). 
51

 Gamella, 269. 
52
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53

 Embassy. 
54

 “IMF: Lebanon’s informal economy 30 percent of GDP,” The Daily Star, 02 November 2011, 4. 
55

 Embassy. 
56

 Van Duyne, Petrus C. “Crime-money and financial conduct.” Research Handbook on Money 

Laudnering. Edited by Brigittte Unger and Daan van der Linde. Cheltenham: Edward Elgar Publishing, 2013. 

247; Pietschmann, 44. 
57
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the illicit funds to ameliorate the poverty. In the Moroccan case, the illegal drug economy is 

tied to a lack of government funds. Lacking state financial support, the Rifians turned 

governmental neglect to economic opportunity by participating in the illegal narcotics trade 

that would provide some jobs and financing to the impoverished community. These harms 

could be reduced with effective policy reform; however, the necessary reforms are unlikely 

to occur. The injection of illicit funds negatively impacts the Moroccan economy, creating 

ripples of negative by-product from satisfying the European drug demand. 

 

This system is still more insidious because, even if the drugs or drug money were not 

problematic, the drug market facilitates greater evils. As there is no legal recourse or 

oversight in illegal enterprises, illegal markets are inherently more violent,59 though the need 

to avoid detection discourages open violence.60 Government pressure further increases the 

risk of violence as networks compete with each other and resist police.61 Nonetheless, 

cannabis is a “comparatively low violence” drug.62 Participants may attempt financial 

accommodation, temporary alliances, and other means to avoid violence in the system.63 

Assuming that those options control the system’s violence, a greater issue for the cannabis 

trade remains − the illicit networks in which it participates and what they facilitate. The drug 

market is easily connected with other crimes: “The creation of networks and mechanisms for 

supplying weapons, or trading in diamonds, tropical hardwoods or endangered species, can 

readily be combined with or adapted to trading in drugs. Illicit means of payment, associated 

with these forms of trade, or with embargo-breaking, fit readily with money-laundering.”64 

Moroccan cannabis resin trafficking networks are expanding into cocaine and heroin 

trafficking using the routes developed to move hashish.65 Cannabis growers can even trade 

their product for cocaine or heroin for use or arbitrage.66 Cocaine’s higher profitability raises 

the stakes of trafficking and increases the risk of violence in networks running through 

Morocco.67 The drug barons, in addition to their possible direct violence, can become locally 

powerful in legitimate governance systems. West African case studies show that populations 

will support those who create economic development in the region, despite their 

criminality.68 Traffickers could become preferred to or part of the recognized government 

system of Morocco. These threats expand still further the harms perpetrated by the illegality 

of cannabis trade. Creating legitimate networks for the sale of cannabis could lessen these 

harms in averting their adoption by other criminal elements, but the reform currently 

contemplated by the Moroccan Parliament is unlikely to affect these dangers.  

 

                                                      
59
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Crime, Law and Social Change. 52 (2009): 228. 
60

 Williams, Phil, “Illicit markets, weak states and violence: Iraq and Mexico,” Crime, Law and Social 

Change, 52 (2009):324-5. 
61

 Friman, 286. 
62
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63

 Friman, 286, 288. 
64
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65

 Kozlowski, 31. Gamella, 262, 284; Boekhout van Solinge, 104. 
66

 Kozlowski, 32. 
67

 Snyder, Richard and Angelica Duran-Martinez. “Does illegality breed violence? Drug trafficking 

and state-sponsored protection rackets.” Crime, Law and Social Change. 52 (2009): 265. 
68

 Reno, William. “Illicit markets, violence, warlords, and governance: West African cases.” Crime, 

Law and Social Change. 52 (2009): 316. 
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The international community allows this situation to continue, free riding on the 

work done by supplier countries to stop the drug trade. The international system weighs on 

supplier countries, like Morocco, to oppose the drug trade: “Their [International agencies’] 

perspective is thus one that tends to subsume all drug production and use under one narrow 

‘trafficking’ model; that has low standards of evidence; that is far more concerned with the 

interests of final consumer countries that [sic] those of Africans or African governments; 

and whose conception of enforcement is akin to that of the American ‘War on Drugs’.”69 To 

impress the foreign drug control agencies, African states must adopt or appear to adopt 

punitive drug control systems, even though these systems do not disrupt trafficking; they 

just place harsh punishments on small-time users and growers.70 Europe, however, is not 

held to the same standard of anti-drug enforcement. European states create anti-drug laws 

that they then decline to enforce, particularly with regards to cannabis: “The ‘bark’ of 

country’s cannabis laws may not match the ‘bite’ of the actual enforcement of these laws in 

the streets.”71 Most Western European laws cite punishments ranging from fines to 

incarceration, yet most arrests lead only to a fine.72 France, for instance, has official 

punishments ranging from a fine to one year in prison. In practice, in addition to treatment 

orders, arrestees may be released without charge, prosecuted, or cautioned, which is the 

most common. The United Kingdom penalties range from a fine to five-year incarceration; 

however, if the arrestee only possesses enough for individual use, he will typically be 

fined.73 The Netherlands does not arrest for cases involving less than five grams of cannabis, 

despite regulations proscribing fines or up to a month in prison.74 In May 2002, the United 

Nations Commission on Narcotic Drugs accused European countries of leniency towards 

cannabis use and possession.75 In contrast, as was noted previously, in northern Morocco, 

59% of cannabis users report having been incarcerated for use.76 The central notion 

evidenced in the uneven response to drugs and law enforcement is that the drug trade is 

perpetuated not by a demand in consumer countries or European drug networks, but by lax 

or corrupt regimes in supplier countries and their failure to control an entirely domestic 

problem. Based on this reasoning, European states allow the producer states to absorb the 

social and economic costs of averting European drug use. Producer states must develop 

interdiction systems and expend law enforcement and legal resources on suppressing drug 

production and prosecuting suppliers for an export product to prevent drugs from arriving in 

communities where drug laws are not enforced. The supplier countries also risk increasing 

local violence due to interdiction, all in the name of reducing drug use in other countries. 

These situations combine to create a tax on Moroccans for the benefit of wealthier European 

countries. 

 

States that fail to absorb those costs can face a reduction in foreign aid.77 For 

instance, the 1983 Rangel-Gilman-Hawkins Amendment allows American presidents to cut 

off foreign aid to countries whose efforts to eliminate the production and export of illegal 
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drugs do not satisfy the State Department.78 European countries, as primary trading partners 

for Morocco, could also exact economy harm through sanctions. European countries account 

for Moroccan imports and exports.79 Morocco is thus compelled by economic necessity to 

support international drug policies though they are not otherwise necessarily in Morocco’s 

own interest. The consequence of these practices is that the so-called international War on 

Drugs reinforces pre-existing inequalities in the global system.  

 

Morocco responded to these pressures by instigating a domestic War on Drugs and 

creating an expensive but ineffective interdiction system. King Hassan’s War on Drugs 

started as a five-year plan estimated to cost one billion dollars, a large investment 

considering Morocco’s GDP in 1992 was 28.3 billion dollars.80 Morocco’s plan also 

suggested that Spain and the Netherlands punish their consumers so that the market would 

dry up;81 however, as has been seen, that part did not happen. Under the plan, security forces 

engaged in slash and burn policies and the Ministry of the Interior attempted to transition the 

cultivators to alternative crops, such as olives and almonds.82 If these policies are evaluated 

on their capacity to reduce cannabis output and develop an alternative economy in the Rif 

region, then they have failed.83 Despite that fact, the policies have continued to the detriment 

of the Rif farming families. 

 

Ultimately, the plan failed because it did not address the economic problems 

promoting cultivation and because of the unsuccessful interdiction efforts. The Rif region is 

historically difficult for the central government to control. Its history includes several 

uprisings and, at one point, an independent state. It also suffers high poverty and 

unemployment rates, which have previously encouraged emigration. For the Rifians, the 

cannabis trade alleviates these social pressures. As such, the government has historically 

allowed the trade to continue when it could not solve those problems. In the words of one 

Issaguen villager, “Banning it completely, that would be to provoke a revolt. … So, they 

close one eye and open the other.”84 Under the War on Drugs, the crop is targeted through 

slash and burn campaigns, crop seizures, and crop dusting.85 The government has also issued 

awareness campaigns about the dangers of soil exhaustion, mineral concentrations from 

excessive use of chemical fertilizers, deforestation.86 From 2003 to 2011, the area used to 

grow cannabis was reduced from 130,000 hectares to 47,000 hectares and 48,000 growers 

were subject to arrest warrants.87 While the government has cut down on the amount of 
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cannabis grown, it has not decreased the amount of hashish produced and exported. New 

plant varieties give 3-5 fold increases in resin yield. With those new plants, output has been 

stable, despite a 65% decline in cultivation area.88 Even more effective interdiction is 

unlikely to dismantle the Morocco-European cannabis markets:  

 

This ‘elasticity’ across cannabis markets creates an environment in which 

interdiction policies acting on one national or regional industry are very 

likely to be accommodated by other industry sectors. […] As with licit forms 

of capitalist accumulation, today’s international cannabis industry appears 

increasingly adaptive in its responses to interdiction efforts and extremely 

successful at negating the supply- and demand-side effects that have 

historically been claimed for drug interdiction efforts.89 

 

This theory proved true in European markets.90 For instance, between the 1970s and the 

2000s, despite the War on Drugs and interdiction efforts, the price of one gram of cannabis 

in Norway has remained roughly 100 NOK.91 Also, in 2005, during the drought that 

decreased the cannabis crop, though the price in Morocco increased, the prices in Europe did 

not rise.92 This suggests either that either the middlemen took a decreased profit instead of 

risking the market while the supply was temporarily diminished or the middlemen found 

temporary alternative suppliers. Escalating supply-side enforcement cannot raise the 

distribution price beyond a certain threshold, and increased prices, at least to that point, have 

limited impact on demand.93 Thus, the current and proposed Moroccan policies are not going 

to cut global sales or local purchase.94 Short of severe and effective interdiction that 

decreases supply sufficiently to affect the price and demand in European markets, the 

cannabis networks will find ways to procure cannabis and protect their cash supply. The 

present interdiction system and the proposed reform are not systems that will create that 

situation. 

 

While interdiction was failing to destroy the crops, the government was also unable 

to move the farmers to alternative crops. Since 1961, the UN, the Food and Agriculture 

Organization, the EU, and the Moroccan government have been supporting alternative 

cultivation projects. They have attempted to redirect growers to livestock, grains, or 

arboriculture. However, in the words of Professor Najib Akesbi of Hassan II Agriculture and 

Veterinary Institute: “[O]ne has not found the miraculous solution that permits them to earn 
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as much as the cannabis.”95 Some Moroccan politicians understand the failure of this 

program, such as Nourreddine Mediane, who admitted, “[Substitution programs] are not real 

solutions but simply make-work jobs.”96 The soil is poor and will support few crops, which 

means alternative agricultures is not, in and of itself, a sufficient policy to turn farmers away 

from cannabis cultivation. Until the legal pay compensates for the illicit funds that would be 

forgone, the policy will not move the Rif's farmers away from the drug trade. Moreover, no 

reform effort, including the one presently being proposed, will entirely dismantle the drug 

trade until it can compete with the earnings offered. 

 

The issue is compounded by another ramification of poor economy and illicit cash 

flows: drug networks use illicit cash to finance corruption schemes. Past indictments and 

investigations have implicated civilian police officers, military police officers, judiciary 

members, and national security police.97 There are even rumors that police officers help 

growers hide from other police services98 and that state officials and members of the royal 

family facilitate the drug trade.99 Investing some illicit cash in bribery is necessary to 

maintain the drug networks in their present profitable state: “In the case of the Moroccan 

cannabis resin trade, it is difficult to avoid the conclusion that involvement or interested 

acquiescence of law enforcement officials must be widespread, considering the level of 

cultivation, storage and export in place.”100 Opposing this situation creates a catch-22 for the 

state. Currently, Morocco’s cannabis trade, despite spurring widespread corruption, is non-

violent, and state-sponsored protection rackets can make illegal markets more peaceful. 

Dismantling the racket could lead to increased violence in the market between competing 

drug networks and between police forces and the criminal enterprises.101 Corruption and 

increasing violence are further societal harms created by the present cannabis illegality, and 

those consequences could be averted by policy reform. 

 

The interdiction policies have created additional harms by driving cannabis 

producers to harmful means to overcome the suppression and to earn more money. Farmers 

started using mineral salt fertilizers instead of manure to maintain crop yields in the face of 

eradication efforts, leading to soil salinization, reducing its fitness for other crops.102 The 

region is also being deforested to make room for more cannabis cultivation.103 Scarce water 

resources are used for inefficient irrigation of cannabis.104 Monoculture is driving out other 

produce, such as foodstuffs, that would otherwise be grown. This last is particularly 

dangerous in the face of interdiction programs and natural disasters that would destroy 

whole crops, plunging an already impoverished region into greater economic turmoil. As 

such, the anti-drug policies promote unintended and deleterious consequences that 
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jeopardize the region’s ability to turn to other crops should the Rif eventually cease to 

supply Europe’s cannabis. 

 

In the face of these failures and based on advocacy pressure, multiple political 

parties have pushed a new policy reform. The Authenticity and Modernity Party (PAM) and 

the Justice and Development Party (PJD) started working with the Rif Association for 

Human Rights (ARDH) after it sent a model law to the parliamentarians in 2012. Istiqlal 

joined the process later.105 PAM politician Mehdi Bensaid stated, “Security policies aren’t 

solving the problem because it’s an economic and social issue so the PAM is trying to find a 

credible alternative.”106 Theoretically, the new reform would address those social and 

economic issues. Under the proposed law, cannabis cultivation would be permitted only in 

Chefchaouen, Taounate, Al-Hoceima, Tetouan, and Ouezzane.107 The industry would be 

nationalized for both production and commercialization. A government agency would buy 

cannabis from the growers at a mandated price.108 The agency would supervise growers and 

regulate harvests and growth periods. Sanctions would be applied for production used for 

other than therapeutic and industrial purposes.109 This decision is consistent with the United 

Nations’ 1961 Single Convention on Narcotics requiring cannabis, in states where 

production is legal, be purchased entirely by a state entity.110 In the words of Milouda Hazib, 

head of PAM’s parliamentary delegation, “We are not seeking to legalize the production of 

drugs, but to search for possible medical and industrial uses of this plant and create an 

alternative economy in the region.”111 Supporters suggest that Morocco could boost exports 

through marijuana-based medicines and textiles.112 The proposed law would tax cultivators 

at 2% and labs at 5%, supposedly to combat drug addiction, despite the restriction to 

therapeutic and industrial use.113 This law does not have a provision for import or export of 

cannabis products.114 Despite the details of the plan, this reform effort is likely to fail for 

many reasons.
 

 

One reason is the threat of international ramifications for the proposed reform. 

Cannabis is a controlled substance under several international agreements to which Morocco 

is a party. There are unconfirmed rumors that the United Nations has warned the Moroccan 

government against adopting a pro-cannabis law.115 The European Union is not officially for 

or against the proposed reform. Rupert Joy, E.U. ambassador to Morocco, stated, “It is for 

each government to decide its policy on the matter. There are arguments for [legalization] 

and others against. [… Legalization] could have repercussions. They should reflect well 

before, and Morocco should decide in a responsible manner.”116 Several European states that 
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receive Moroccan cannabis, though, are primary trade partners that might oppose reforms 

that legitimize cannabis production. The international risks alone might scuttle reform. 

 

The most likely reason, however, that the reform will fail is the motives of its 

promoters. According to critics, this reform proposal is not grounded in the desire to protect 

the Rifians or to resolve the trade deficit but rather winning elections. The Rif represents an 

important electoral block, especially in the communal elections that will occur in Spring 

2015.117 PAM and Istiqlal are accused of proposing the issue only to win the support of 

cannabis growers. Pro-cannabis and Rifian groups are aware of the political ramifications 

and oppose the electoral exploitation of the issue. Amazighs Senhaja du Rif, for instance, 

has petitioned the Royal Cabinet, Head of Government, and Minister of the Interior to bar 

political parties from using the legalization of cannabis for electoral ends and to supervise 

campaign funding to make sure drug lords are not funding campaigns.118 That concern is 

legitimate. Where people are dependent on the jobs and foreign currency from the drug 

trade, drug interests can infiltrate politics either through the workers voting or the drug 

entrepreneurs attempting to protect trade by marginalizing and corrupting local 

government.119 However, that pattern will not likely lead to actual reform, even this one. 

Once the reform’s parliamentary supporters gain or fail to gain the legislative advantage, the 

bill is unlikely to advance further. The impending failure of this effort is visible in the 

slowdown that has already occurred. The reform was supposed to be debated in parliament 

at the end of Ramadan 2014, a date that has come and gone without the reform advancing. 

This failure is a signal of the future of this iteration of cannabis reform, which is more 

focused on scoring electoral points than on creating new drug policy or resolving poverty. 

 

Were the reform to advance politically, though, it has a large flaw that would need to 

be overcome. Cannabis, under this reform, cannot be as profitable for the state of Morocco 

as it has been for illegal drug networks. Pro-reform discussions describe cannabis cultivation 

as equivalent to “10 percent” of Morocco’s economy based on the estimated ten to twelve 

billion euros in sales.120 This number, however, relates to European sales, not domestic 

production. Even if production were legalized, the cannabis produced would not bring in 

that much money. The amount described is tied to the illegality and the ability to export the 

product: “[T]he hashish trade, like most illegal markets, is a service industry and ‘the bulk of 

total cost of getting the final good to the consumer is not production but compensation to 

those involved in the distribution of the drug from production point to the final 

consumer.’”121 There is a large flaw, then, with the proposed reform on the production side. 

In light of this situation, production could then follow two paths. In one path, the 

government buys the product, legally. By rendering production legal, the value-added 

created by risk will be depleted. The number of producers could increase, as those who 

feared sanction for engaging in illegal activity could enter the market, and fewer middlemen 

would be needed, as the government would be the only legal buyer. The amount paid for 

cannabis would decrease, meaning that the licit funds reaching the farmers would be less 
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than the illicit funds they earn at present. In the other path, people continue to engage in 

illegal cannabis trade for the increased revenue. In this case, the farmers continue to absorb 

risk, and they would only see an increase in revenue if enough farmers began selling to the 

government for therapeutic and industrial uses that the recreational drug supply is 

threatened. It does not seem likely, however, that the market would suddenly pay 

sufficiently more than it does now to lift the region out of poverty. Also, the farmers could 

simply transition from one drug producing plant to another, such as opium poppies, if the 

government drives down the price of cannabis or enforces a cannabis monopoly. As such, 

the introduction of government as buyer does not respond to the economic situation 

promoting the illegal market, which limits the reform’s potential impact. The next large flaw 

in the economics of this reform policy is the distribution effect. Under the proposed reform, 

the government would be the only buyer and the only legal distributor. Even if the 

government bought the same amounts or more, it could not sell the cannabis in Europe, 

where the large market is, because the government cannot openly engage in an illegal 

market and maintain its international legitimacy. Thus, the government would not be 

drawing the ten to twelve billion euros cited by reform proponents. Theoretically, the 

government would legally turn the product towards therapeutic and industrial uses, but 

without the recreational drug market, it is unlikely to draw the same demand or the same 

economic return. Thus, the product does not possess the same value to the government that it 

does to the illegal network. Less money, licit or illicit, reduces the value of the proposed 

reform. As such, this reform is not the best method of reducing poverty in the Rif region, 

even if it does legitimize some funds related to the present illegal market. 

 

Better reform would involve legalizing growth and distribution to non-governmental 

entities. It does not require legalizing use, as most cannabis produced is not used 

domestically. Doing so would allow producers to transform their own herb into hashish and 

sell directly to exporters, legalizing and potentially increasing their profit. Once the drugs 

are possessed by the smugglers, they can be moved to countries that have decriminalized 

cannabis or neglect to punish use and possession for resale. Whether those countries would 

be rankled in the face of legalized cannabis being exported to their shores is difficult to 

gauge, particularly considering their reported neutrality to the current reform proposal. This 

reform model would be better for Moroccans, both economically, as it facilitates more direct 

access to the large market around which the reform is framed, and socially, because it 

reduces the harms of illegality on the community. The illegality of cannabis is not necessary 

to keep down drug use in the Moroccan supplier communities. The drugs are widely grown 

there, albeit illegally, indicating that those who wish to use cannabis have the opportunity. 

This reasoning is consistent with findings in European communities that have ceased to 

punish use: “Most studies find that relaxing cannabis possession laws does not increase 

cannabis use and that jurisdictions with more liberal possession laws do not necessarily have 

higher prevalence rates.”122 Legalization, on the other hand, would allow taxation, interest 

mediation, and state market, labor, and product regulations that could benefit the 

community.123 Considering the greater likelihood of this reform for decreasing poverty in 

Morocco while legitimizing the cash flow between the Moroccan growers and the 

transnational drug networks, this reform option is superior to that currently being proposed 

in the Moroccan parliament. It risks, however, being politically unpalatable, as it could 
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enflame tensions with European countries that, though soft on drugs domestically, could 

frown on their being legitimized in any way by a trade partner. As such, though this 

possibility would benefit Morocco, it is unlikely to be enacted due to political reasons. 

 

There is another option. The European countries could pay the Moroccan farmers to 

produce other products, using the free market to suppress drug use. With this policy, there 

would be less cannabis available for export and there would be less poverty in Morocco. 

This option accords with the Europe’s role in promoting Morocco’s cannabis production 

through demand creation. Consider international response to the Netherlands’ cannabis: 

“France, Belgium, and Germany have all reacted critically to the ease with which their 

citizens can obtain ‘soft drugs’ in the Netherlands [….] liberal market competition that 

might ultimately destroy the long-standing Western European importation of Moroccan, 

Lebanese, and Afghani hashish and (to a lesser extent) African and Southeast Asian herbal 

cannabis.”124 Though other crops cannot compete with cannabis in the current market, 

European countries could turn their anti-drug funds or foreign aid money towards putting a 

finger on the scale in favor of non-cannabis crops. For instance, grains that are now worth a 

fraction of what farmers earn from cannabis could replace illegal plants if European 

countries subsidized production of legal plants to a similar price. The decreased risk of legal 

plants might even sway farmers who would like to avoid the risk inherent in growing illegal 

products such that European countries would not need to match the full cannabis price. This 

plan also resolves the concern about substituting other drug-producing plants, such as 

poppies, by specifically offering money for non-drug plants. Foodstuffs are produced, 

poverty is combatted, and drugs are suppressed all at once. This possibility was alluded to 

during discussion of Morocco’s War on Drugs in the 1990s. Moroccan Interior Minister 

Basri said, “The Europeans incited our people to grow so much of this cannabis, so they 

should help pay for the crop conversion. […] If they are serious about stopping their drug 

problem, a billion-dollar investment is peanuts.”125 The possibility, though, was never 

adopted. This option is continually available to European states that are willing to pay to 

decrease their domestic drug issues without incarcerating their own citizens,126 and it has the 

added advantage of decreasing poverty in some of the most impoverished communities in 

Morocco. 

 

This paper has sought to demonstrate the potential wealth Morocco loses to 

Europeans owing to the illegality cannabis. In turn, it demonstrated the means by which this 

relationship could be transformed to alleviate the poverty in those regions. It has discussed 

the drug economy between Morocco and Europe and the great harm imposed on Morocco’s 

poorest through the War on Drugs and Morocco’s interdiction efforts. It has noted the 

problematic reform currently considered in the Moroccan parliament that would not 

eradicate the international drug trade nor resolve poverty in the Rif region. It has also 

proposed two alternative systems by which the amount of illicit funds flowing through 

Morocco could be reduced and the impoverishment of the Rifians alleviated. For political 

reasons, it is unlikely that Morocco will broach cannabis cultivation legalization or 

international crop subsidies in the near future. What remains, then, is to see if the proposed 

reform survives the present election cycle, or if Morocco and the international community 
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can create and accept reforms that not only decrease the illegal activity, but also reduce 

poverty in the currently impoverished and exploited Rif region. 
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