18 May 2003

TRIPS TO MOROCCO

Updated after the recent explosions in Casablanca

Dear Group Leader and Parents 
I have tried to lay out in the pages that follow information that will, I hope, assist you in coming to your decision as an organisation to run the trip to Morocco and individual parents whether they should allow their children to participate.
This document, in its attempt to be full and complete, is long and includes extracts from the FCO website both prior to the events in Casablanca and after.   It tries to indicate our assessment of the situation, put the risks of travel into perspective and details what the financial implications of cancelling the trip is.  I  hope you will find it useful.
I am in regular contact with numerous foreigners living in Morocco, we have employees out at our operation on a permanent basis and I travel to Morocco regularly and my next visit is in June.  We are of course in contact with the authorities both locally where our operation is and with the British Embassy in Rabat.  I will keep you informed should my/our assessment of the situation change.

I can be contacted directly on the following numbers if you would like to discuss any matters: I base myself out of our French centre The Eagles Nest:  Please feel free to contact me.
Tel: 00 33 4 66 45 83 95
Fax 00 33 4 66 45 84 73
Email   mike@discover.ltd.uk
Regards

Mike McHugo 

Managing Director Discover Ltd 
Discover’s position and assessment of the situation as at 18th May 2003
The FCO advise details on every country in the world and the recent events since September 11th have highlighted no country in the world is safe from the threat of terrorism. 
GLOBAL TERRORISM WARNING from FCO website
You should be aware of the risk of indiscriminate terrorist attacks in public places anywhere in the world. Be vigilant, and take sensible precautions. 
The recent events in Casablanca have brought this home to the Moroccan people and authorities who are outraged by the attacks.    The British Ambassador was interviewed yesterday 17th May and indicated that they had been reassured by the measures being taken to safe guard visitors to Morocco.   I assume this in large part was influential in the FCO coming to their current advise on travel to Morocco which is little changed from that given prior to the event:   The summary advise from the FCO website prior and post the events are detailed below:
From FCO website before the events in Casablanca
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SUMMARY

The situation in Iraq has increased the possibility of public disturbances in Morocco, as in other countries in the region; some of these could become unruly. Morocco is also one of a number of countries where there is an increased threat from international terrorism. You should keep a low profile, avoid crowds and be vigilant in public places frequented by foreigners. You should also take sensible precautions to avoid street crime. British nationals travelling to Western Sahara should be guided by separate travel advice about this disputed territory
From FCO website after the events in Casablanca
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SUMMARY

Morocco is one of a number of countries where there is a clear threat from international terrorism. A series of terrorist attacks took place on 16 May in Casablanca. In the light of this you should be extra vigilant and avoid crowds and public places frequented by foreigners. You should take sensible precautions to avoid street crime. British nationals travelling to Western Sahara should be guided by separate travel advice about this disputed territory.

Discover’s assessment of the situation is: 
The current advice by the Foreign and Commonwealth Office is that we can continue to travel to Morocco.  It is Discover’s policy to listen and act on the advice of the FCO.    This means that it is our intention to run all our current trips as planned.

Should the FCO advise that travel to Morocco is not recommended then we would cancel those trips that it applied to. This would mean that monies paid for these trips would be refunded.   This in fact would be a requirement under ABTA’s rules and regulations and is a safeguard for ensuring monies advanced to us for trips to Morocco are as secure as they can be. 

There are few certainties in life and I think the events of September 11th  and other terrorist activities has highlighted this.   Life was not risk free before this, no matter how much one strived to make it so, the events of the last year or so has only highlighted this fact.   The explosions in Casablanca have shown that Morocco is not immune from suicide bombers.  The chances of any of Discover’s groups ever being caught up in them is reduced further by the nature of the places we stay at and visit. (more of this later).    
I am pleased to say that all bar one of our school trips took place in Morocco during the recent war with Iraq and the run up to it.   This was a period of hightened tension and concern.
Detailed on the separate sheet is some of  the feed back.  As you will see without, exception, they had a rewarding experience and glad that they proceeded with their tour.   If  teachers would like to talk to party leaders that travelled during this “uncertain period” please contact us and we will willingly put you in touch, as you will see many are more than enthusiastic about their experience and our keen to encourage other groups to follow them.

By way of information I have attached extracts from the FCO site of Morocco and by way of a comparison and to put into perspective Spain (taken 18th  May 2003).   Individuals can make their own judgements from these extracts.  For myself from this and my experiences of driving through Spain I feel safer when I arrive in Morocco.

It is of course for the Headmaster/Principal to decide if a school/college trip takes place or if it gets cancelled and it is of course for individual parents to decide if their children take part or withdraw from such a trip.  

I and Discover Ltd intend to carry on with our business and our lives, until we have evidence/recommendations to do otherwise as was well put in the Financial Times soon after September 11th 2001.

“Meanwhile, the best that the ordinary citizen can do, especially if we are in for the long haul, is doggedly to pursue our normal activities.”
It is Discovers intention to run your trip as planned, as we are running other trips, unless the foreign office advise otherwise.  If individuals or the school wishes to cancel the trip there are financial implications to this and these are detailed in our cancellation charges:

Life is not risk free some thoughts to ponder on:
· Where will the next terrorist act be?

· Is it more or less likely to be in Morocco after the events in Casa ?
· Is Britain immune? The FCO says it is not.

· The British suicide bombers earlier this month and the shoe bomber highlighted that such people live in the UK. 
· Which is more likely a terrorist incident in rural Morocco or on the London underground, channel tunnel, car ferry ?
· An extract from the FCO website on terrorism.  “Nonetheless, it is important to remember that the risk of being involved in a terrorist attack is still very small, like most other risks of travel (such as natural disasters).” website.
· People might have thought terrorism was going to be a short lived event, it is now nearly 2 years since September 11th all available evidence seems to indicate that the risk of terrorism worldwide will be with us for many years to come.  How long do you allow it to interrupt the educational experiences of your children?
I have little doubt that the most dangerous thing we do is something we all do most days, drive on the public highway, we all seem to accept this risk so why not others.  
The FCO will advise against travel to locations when it thinks the risk of doing so are excessive, their recent advise to Kenya indicates their willingness to do this. Our advise is that we should follow the FCO advise, it is the appropriate position for people to take, be they group leaders, headmasters or parents.  
Yours sincerely

Mike McHugo

Attachements:

Extracts from the FCO website 18th May 2003 for Morocco and Spain

Extracts from Schools that visited Morocco during and lead up to Iraq war

Arguments from British school of Paris why the Morocco trip should proceed.  
Extracts from the FCO website 18th May 2003 for Morocco and Spain

	Still Current at: 18 May 2003 

	Updated: 17 May 2003 


	[image: image3.png]





	
	Morocco 

  


SUMMARY

Morocco is one of a number of countries where there is a clear threat from international terrorism. A series of terrorist attacks took place on 16 May in Casablanca. In the light of this you should be extra vigilant and avoid crowds and public places frequented by foreigners. You should take sensible precautions to avoid street crime. British nationals travelling to Western Sahara should be guided by separate travel advice about this disputed territory.

SAFETY AND SECURITY

Terrorism

A series of terrorist attacks took place in which over 40 people were killed on 16 May in Casablanca. These attacks were against relatively soft targets including hotels and restaurants frequented by foreigners. In June 2002 the Moroccan authorities arrested a group planning terrorist attacks in Morocco and the Straits of Gibraltar.

You should maintain a high level of vigilance in public places such as hotels, restaurants and shopping malls and exercise good security practice (See our Security Tips for Travellers).

Regional Political Developments

Travellers to Morocco should be aware of the impact that the situation in Iraq, as well as the violence between Israelis and Palestinians, has had across the Arab world and the risk of public disturbance in response. You should follow news reports and be alert to developments in the Middle East that might trigger public disturbances. Demonstrations have taken place across the country, some attracting tens of thousands of protestors. . These have been heavily and effectively policed but violence cannot be ruled out. You should take sensible precautions for your personal safety and avoid public gatherings and demonstrations. Any increase in regional tension might affect travel advice.

Crime

Violent crime is not a major problem in Morocco, but it is growing. There are occasional incidents involving theft at knifepoint in the major cities and along beaches. There have been recent reports of knife attacks on women in Rabat, though these may be isolated incidents. You should avoid streets in badly lit or run-down areas late at night if unaccompanied. There has been an increase in the number of incidents recently reported in Casablanca port area and Medina.


If offered the services of a guide, you should ensure that the guide is authorised by or operating with the agreement of the local tourist authorities, and displays an official badge.
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Spain 

  

SUMMARY

The vast majority of visits to Spain are trouble-free. But, you should be alert to the existence of street crime and to the activities of the Basque terrorist group ETA.

Spain also shares with the rest of the world, including the UK, an increased threat from terrorist incidents of international origin. You should therefore remain vigilant.

SAFETY AND SECURITY

Terrorism

On 17 December 2002, the Spanish police foiled an apparent attempt to bring explosives for later use into Madrid when the suspect vehicle and its occupants were apprehended on a motorway north of the city. Police sources were subsequently quoted as saying that the explosives were destined for five large bombs to be placed and detonated in various Madrid shopping centres on New Year's Eve. This attempt followed the car bomb explosion in Santander earlier in the month and a series of bombings during the summer of 2002 in resorts on the Costa Blanca and the Costa del Sol and other cities in Spain. These attacks in tourist areas followed the threat made by ETA in March 2001, that, to further its aim of damaging the Spanish economy, it would attack Spain's tourist industry and cause disruption in tourist areas. It warned tourists to stay away from Spanish resorts. A number of Embassies in Madrid, including the British Embassy, and U.K. travel agencies have recently received a letter, purporting to come from ETA, which states that ETA remains strongly determined that tourist facilities will continue to be targets during 2003, and again warns tourists to stay away from Spanish resorts or risk involvement in their actions.

Since the ending of its 14-month cease-fire in November 1999, ETA has carried out a number of political assassinations mainly against Spanish politicians, members of the security forces, judges and journalists. But a car bomb in Madrid in May 2002, (near a major football stadium before a big match) was apparently aimed more at maximising public impact. In those car bomb attacks, which have not been aimed at a specific target, warnings have generally been given and there have been few casualties.

There are also regular incidents of street violence in the Basque country, involving organisations sympathetic to ETA, and directed against the security forces, political parties and banks. These incidents normally happen at night, and often take the form of Molotov cocktail attacks against the homes of local politicians, security force buildings and cash dispensers.

Although the security forces have had considerable success in arresting ETA terrorist groups, attacks are likely to continue. Warnings about car bombs may not always be given or a bomb could explode prematurely. Despite the continuing threat, statistically your chances of being caught in a terrorist outrage remain very low. But, given the many millions of foreign tourists who visit Spain each year, there will always be the chance of visitors becoming caught up in any further attacks in tourist areas by literally being in the wrong place at the wrong time.

If further incidents take place, tourists can expect disruptions from real or hoax terrorist attempts. You should follow the instructions of the local police and other authorities.

You should be aware of the risk of indiscriminate terrorist attacks, in all countries of the world, against civilian targets in public places, including tourist sites. Although we are not aware of any specific threat to western or British interests from global terrorism in Spain, we believe that here, as in many countries throughout the world including the U.K., recent events suggest there may be an increased general threat from global terrorism. (For example on 24 January, a large group of men suspected of being Al Qaeda terrorists were arrested in Barcelona and Girona) The Spanish authorities are fully aware of the impact of terrorism and have an effective counter terrorism policy in place. You should however be vigilant.

Crime

Your passport is a valuable document. Look after it! Replacing a lost or stolen passport can be time consuming and expensive.

Street crime is common in many Spanish cities, towns and holiday resorts. You should not carry passports, credit cards, travel documents and money together in handbags or pockets. Be wary of approaches by strangers either asking for directions or asking for, or offering, help of any kind. These approaches, at times made by bogus policemen, are sometimes ploys to distract attention while they or accomplices make off with valuables or possessions and/or, for example, take note of credit card numbers for future illegal use.

To combat the increase in street crime, which, in some cases, has been accompanied by violence, the authorities have stepped up the police presence in tourist areas. Nevertheless, you should remain alert in all areas (including hotel lobbies, airports, train and bus stations, on public transport, at car rental outlets and even supermarkets and their car parks). In Madrid, you should take particular care in the Puerto de Sol and surrounding streets including the Plaza Mayor, the Retiro Park and Lavapies. In Barcelona, you should be especially vigilant in the Ramblas and surrounding streets and, following a recent spate of violent muggings, the Monjuic area of the city. The cities and areas listed above are not exclusive and you should take appropriate care and precautions to guard against street crime in all places.

The incidence of rape and sexual assault is statistically very low. Nevertheless attacks occur. You are advised not to lower your personal security awareness because you are on holiday. The Spanish authorities have warned that you should also be alert to the availability and possible use of "date rape" and other drugs, including "G.B.H." and liquid ecstasy.

Motorists should be on the look out for "highway pirates" who target foreign registered and hire cars, especially those towing caravans. Motorists are sometimes targeted in service areas and subsequently tricked into stopping on the hard shoulder. The usual ploy is for a passing vehicle to suggest by gesture that there is something seriously wrong with a rear wheel. If you decide to stop to check the condition of your vehicle you should be extremely wary of anyone offering help. You should lock all vehicle doors and keep bags containing valuables out of sight. Car keys should not be left in the ignition.




Arguments used by British School of Paris why their tour should take place in the lead up to war in Iraq.  I do not believe the arguments are inappropriate despite the bombings in Casablanca many are still relevant.   The bombings in Casablanca one could argue have made the risk of any future terrorist activity less likely as the authorities are even more vigilant.  The British Ambassador to Morocco Hayden Warren Gash has been reassured in discussions with the authorities.
1.   That Morocco was making every effort to establish an expanding tourist 

industry and has tightened security for tourists, by introducing a special 

brigade of tourist police which were prevalent in all the main tourist areas 

e.g. Marrakech

2 That we were a small discrete group staying at a hotel in Marrakech run 

entirely by local people - as such we were considered valued customers, 

contributing to the local economy rather than helping to finance a global 

institution such as a major western hotel chain.
3 In the High Atlas we were once again staying at a centre run by local 

people and I emphasised the fact that the Kasbah had won awards for 

environmental tourism and its participation in local life.
Extracts from Schools that visited Morocco during and lead up to Iraq war

Marlborough College travelling to Morocco 23rd March to 1st April 2003

Marrakech Tuesday 25th March 2003

Having been slightly concerned before our arrival in Marrakech, we were delighted to find that everything appears normal.   People are as friendly and welcoming as ever and the only evidence of the war in Iraq is on the television screens.   It would appear that the Foreign Office advice is accurate and we recommend anybody planning a trip to Morocco to follow it.

Julian and Julia Hodgson    Marlborough College   

Bryanston School travelled to Morocco with Discover Ltd 21st to 28th February 2003
We were treated to the best hospitality and with nothing less than good grace throughout our visit to Marrakech and Imlil.  It was particularly instructive to see that we were spoken to and dealt with as important guests at all times and were even able to engage in discussion with our tour guide (the official licensed one - not Daryoush) about the evolving Iraqi "situation."  We found a surprising amount of common ground, and were probably both the richer for it.

We always felt safe, and never encountered threats - verbal or otherwise.  The only time we became concerned was when we arrived back at Heathrow.

We did truly have a memorable time - better than the first visit.  I think that was because the first visit in February 2001 removed the scales from my eyes, and awakened me to the Muslim world.  As a consequence, I had read around the subject so much that I was able to answer students' questions armed with more knowledge and understanding of the issues.

I would encourage schools to go under the current circumstances.  Now is not the time to retreat from contact with the Muslim world.  It is essential that we see behind the media myths and make up our own minds.  Clearly group leaders and head teachers have to make difficult decisions, but I would go again, now, at the drop of a hat.  If any schools pull out and there are places going begging, then  put me down for a couple!

Steve Richardson

Head of Geography

Bryanston School

British School of Paris Travelled with Discover Ltd Feb 2003

At no time during the field trip did we feel threatened or uncomfortable as foreigners. Both in Marrakech and in the mountains all the local people were friendly and made us feel very welcome.

The fact that you provided the group both with an English  in house  

'Discovery' guide who knows the local customs and traditions and a locally qualified  Moroccan guide who was also fluent in English made us feel secure at all times - there was always someone to turn to and ask advice.  Finally, and most important of all - we all had a fantastic experience - even I did not realise that we would be able to participate so much in the local way of life and feel part of the local community.  My year twelves have raved about the trip so much since coming back to school that the numbers for A level geography have doubled for next year.

Helen Smith British School of Paris 

Prior Park School Bath  Travelled 28th March to 6th April 2003
I just wanted to write and express my thanks for our suberb trip.  Yet again, third time round, we had a trouble free and outstanding adventure.  Despite the initial concerns expressed by our SMT and a few parents we had no regrets about traveling to Morocco.

Loiuse Brierley
