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EARLY CAREER ARTICLE

Beyond the border: exploring cross-scalar socio-spatial dynamics of
conflict, resistance and encounter at the Ceuta–Morocco
borderscapes

Alice Buoli*

Politecnico di Milano, DAStU, Milan, Italy

Along and across the border between the Spanish enclave of Ceuta and Morocco,
cooperative and conflictual interactions, and a local amendment to the European
Union external borders regime, have produced a multiplicity of everyday ‘atypical’
trade dynamics. These, in turn, have shaped the socio-spatial configurations of the
enclave and, far beyond, of the neighbouring Tanger-Tetouan Region. Adopting the
notion of ‘borderscapes’ as its main conceptual perspective, combined with research
undertaken in Morocco, this article suggests that existing relational spaces and (infor-
mal) interactions can be catalysts for new perspectives of socio-spatial integration
along and across the border, within the ‘cracks’ of current border regimes.

Keywords: Morocco; Spain; Ceuta; borderscapes perspective; informal trade
practices; relational networks

Introduction

This article examines the transcalar socio-spatial dynamics occurring at the Spanish–
Moroccan borderlands. This case is of particular interest from a regional and an urban
studies perspective, due to the peculiar conditions of Ceuta, a Spanish enclave in North
Morocco, as one crucial section of the European Union external border in the Mediterra-
nean. The disputed character of Ceuta, its special territorial status, the concurrent
absence of formal institutional cooperation and the presence of de facto informal
cooperative interactions at a local scale (Ferrer-Gallardo, 2010) are catalysts for a series
of cross-border, atypical, trade activities (Castan-Pinos, 2008). The article investigates
how far these trade dynamics have influenced the socio-spatial configurations of the
enclave and neighbouring territories in the Tanger-Tetouan Region.

The mutual processes of ‘shaping’ between political boundaries, power relations,
local/transnational human mobilities and everyday border experiences are explored
through the conceptual lens of the borderscapes notion (Brambilla, 2014; Rajaram &
Grundy-Warr, 2007). Often referred to Appadurai’s (1996) ‘-scapes’ theory, this innova-
tive perspective has been employed with manifold connotations in different academic
fields. In spatial and normative terms, borderscapes are seen as ‘solidifications’ of politi-
cal ideas resulting from both natural or human delimitations, and differences in neigh-
bouring planning systems (Harbers, 2003). On the other side, this approach allows one
to look at borders as multidimensional and mobile ‘social constructs and processes’
(Paasi, 2005, p. 19), stressing the coexistence of multiple landscapes of power and
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alternative relational landscapes of encounters, ‘negotiations, claims, and counterclaims’
(Rajaram & Grundy-Warr, 2007, p. xxx).

Due to its polysemic character (Brambilla, 2014), the borderscapes notion suggests
reading the Ceuta–Morocco borderlands beyond the borderline itself (Brambilla, 2014),
into broader territorial fields, and outside existing polarized representations and ambiva-
lent Euro-Mediterranean border policies (Bialasiewicz, Giaccaria, Jones, & Minca, 2012;
Celata & Coletti, 2013). The gated community metaphor (Castan-Pinos, 2008; van
Houtum & Pijpers, 2005) analyses the enclave as one crucial ‘gate’ of the European
Union’s external border regime, where a selective and permeable border system allows
and hinders different human and commercial flows (Castan-Pinos, 2008).

The case study uses direct observations, archive work and interviews with local
actors to explore the socio-spatial dynamics of Ceuta within this conceptual scenario.

The Spanish–Moroccan borderscapes

The Spanish–Moroccan borders represent a multiform territorial complex
(Ferrer-Gallardo, 2008): a sea border at the Strait of Gibraltar and the Canary Islands;
and a land border along the perimeters of the ‘Spanish autonomous cities’ of Ceuta and
Melilla and the plazas de soberania.1 These are the last leftovers of Spanish rule in
North Africa following Moroccan independence (1956) and the end of the Spanish
Protectorate (1912–56). Considered by Spain as part of its national territory for histori-
cal, political and legal reasons, Ceuta, Melilla and the plazas have never been officially
recognized by the Moroccan government, with consequent territorial disputes (Andalucía
Libre, 2002).

Since the mid-1990s, following Spain’s admission to the European Union (1986)
and the Schengen Agreement (1991), Ceuta and Melilla’s border perimeters started to
be sealed off (Ferrer-Gallardo, 2008) in compliance with European Union migration
concerns and policies. Furthermore, in 1999 a high-tech integrated system of external
border control (Sistema Integrado de Vigilancia Exterior – SIVE) was set up on the
Andalusian coast and, later, in the Canary Islands. Due to the SIVE and the resulting
blockage of migratory routes through the Mediterranean, the enclaves became prominent
migration focuses. The situation culminated in the events of September 2005, when 11
migrants died and many others were injured attempting to cross the fences (Ferrer-
Gallardo & Albet-Mas, 2013). More recently, in February 2014, 15 Sub-Saharan
migrants drowned in Spanish–Moroccan waters while trying to circumnavigate Ceuta’s
barrier, under conditions and responsibilities yet to be explained.

Here the coexistence between dominant landscapes of power (Rajaram & Grundy-
Warr, 2007) and resulting strategies of border resistance (Brambilla, 2014) becomes evi-
dent. The latter, in particular, draw on a multiplicity of relational networks of civil soci-
ety organizations across the Strait of Gibraltar, concerned with migrants’ rights and
supporting ‘border communities’. Figure 1 shows, among others, Chabaka Network
(http://www.chabaka2000.wordpress.com), APDHA (http://www.apdha.org) and Anda-
lucía Acoge (http://www.acoge.org). These ‘relational landscapes’ consist of different
social and cultural ties at the local/regional scale, as well as at the European level, defin-
ing other geographies of inclusion and encounter.

On the institutional side, the maintenance of good partnerships on migratory issues
and economic cooperation has been a strategic priority for both countries through the
signature of bilateral agreements within the framework of European Union programmes.
Among many others, these include the Euro-Med Partnership, INTERREG (e.g., IIA
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Spain–Morocco 1994–1999; IIIA Spain–Morocco 2000–2006) and the European Fund
for Regional Development (Programa Operativo España Fronteras Exteriores 2008–2013
– POCTEFEX).

While Spanish–Moroccan institutional relations have increasingly improved on
national and regional issues, the peculiar political conditions of the enclaves have
hindered formal cross-border dialogue between local institutions (Ferrer-Gallardo, 2010),
due to the persistence of sovereignty disputes.

Figure 1. ‘Border resistance’ networks across the Strait of Gibraltar.
Sources: Chabaka, Andalucía Acoge and author’s research.
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In turn, this lack of ‘official’ collaboration has allowed a multiplicity of de facto
trans-boundary trade practices. Indeed, according to a 2002 report of the American
Chamber of Commerce of Casablanca (quoted in APDHA et al., 2012), around 45,000
people in Ceuta and Melilla depend directly on informal trade and 400,000 are indi-
rectly involved in this kind of activity. In 2005, a journalistic investigation estimated
that up to 80% of the goods received by Ceuta and Melilla from Spain directly flowed
towards Morocco through the cities’ perimeters, in large part irregularly (Barbulo,
2005).

The following section is dedicated to outlining and examining the socio-spatial
effects of these practices of (commercial) interaction at the Ceuta–Morocco border-
scapes.

Informal trade practices between Ceuta and Morocco: cross-scalar socio-spatial
effects

Ceuta is located on the south-eastern peninsula of the Strait of Gibraltar, 65 km east of
Tanger (known in English as Tangiers). It occupies 19.6 km2 (Ciudad de Ceuta, 2008),
with a population of 84,180 inhabitants (Instituto National de Estadistica (INE), 2013)
and a density of 4,294 inhabitants/km2.

The 1987 Census estimated that around 21% of the residents were Muslim (Planet,
1996). However, the demographic composition of the enclave appears to be far more
complex, due to the presence of a mobile population of around 25,000 Moroccan citi-
zens (El Abdellaoui & Chikhi, 2013) entering Ceuta on a daily basis for work purposes.
In fact, the Protocol of Accession of Spain attached to the Schengen Agreement ‘stated
that the citizens from the Moroccan provinces adjacent to Ceuta (Tetouan) and Melilla
(Nador) are exempted from visa requirements’ (Castan-Pinos, 2008, p. 15). These every-
day practices of border crossing are made possible as a result of the ‘selective perme-
ability’ of the border and the historical and ongoing interdependencies between the
enclave and its Moroccan hinterland (Castan-Pinos, 2008).

In 1993, the border between Ceuta and Morocco started to be enclosed by an 8 km-
long militarized barrier, further enhanced in 1999 with a technologically equipped 2.1
m-high double fence (valla) in order to prevent irregular crossings and cross-border
‘smuggling’ activities.

The main official border checkpoints used to be located at the two extremes of the
fence: the Tarajal/Bab Sebta gate and the Benzú/Belyounech passage, which was closed
in 2004. In 2005 another border passage, the Biutz bridge, was opened in the fence in
order to decrease the pressure on the existing crossing. The bridge is placed directly
inside the Tarajal trade area (Figure 2), a large commercial site, contiguous to the
Tarajal/Bab Sebta border checkpoint. This area opened in 1995, in the broader frame-
work of the political and economical international challenges taken up by Spain in light
of the increasing role of Morocco in the World Trade Organisation (WTO) and the
acquired autonomous status of Ceuta and Melilla (1995). In this context, the Biutz
bridge (Figure 2) represents the main ‘crack’ inside this semi-permeable ‘sealed off’
(Ferrer-Gallardo, 2008) border system, as a point of high concentration of a series of
cross-scalar border dynamics, the origins and outcomes of which are related to broader
territorial and political fields, beyond the enclave and the border itself.

As a consequence of the exemption from visa requirements, from Monday to Thurs-
day, from 8.00 am to 1.00 pm,2 the porteadores (literally ‘carriers’, and mainly women
of all ages) can enter the Tarajal trade area through the Tarajal/Bab Sebta frontier post.
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Inside they buy a variable amount of daily use, food and technological goods and trans-
port them to Morocco on their shoulders, exiting directly through the Biutz, and restart
their circular trail from Bab Sebta. The products are eventually sold outside the city’s
perimeter and introduced into Moroccan trade circuits (Figures 2 and 3).

Moreover, due to the absence of an official customs checkpoint, goods are not sub-
ject to any taxation: the carriers can pass the products through the Biutz bridge as per-
sonal belongings and sell them in Morocco at a cheaper price. Due to local and regional
economic interdependences (Castan-Pinos, 2008) and to the lack of a formal framework,
a kind of unwritten trade-off between local traders and border patrols, at a local scale,
allows an estimated flow of goods worth around €6 million each day (El Abdellaoui &
Chikhi, 2013).

The circular daily migrations of the porteadores produce direct and indirect cross-
scalar effects on the economy and the urban development of the enclave, the bordering
municipalities (Fnideq and Taghramt) and the villages (Belyounech) of the Prefectures
of Fnideq-M’diq and Fahs-Anjra.

Figure 2. Informal trade dynamics at the Spanish–Moroccan borderscapes.
Sources: Barbulo (2005), and author’s research and drawing.
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The small town of Fnideq (Castillejos), located 4 km south of Ceuta is the main
example of the outcomes of border dynamics. Its economic, demographic and urban
landscapes have been shaped by the trade activities described (Figures 3 and 4). Avail-
able data show that the 36% of Fnideq’s active population is employed in commercial
activities, while the main markets of the town are devoted to products coming from
Ceuta (El Abdellaoui & Chikhi, 2013). According to both interviews undertaken locally
and data collected in the area, most activities and settlements (e.g. farming, small real
estate investments and informal housing) along the Ceuta–Fnideq–Tetouan littoral and
its immediate inlands are related to the border economy.

The N13 route (Figure 4) represents the main axis of movement for the porteadores
and the products. Beyond local daily mobilities, a series of broader internal migration
processes from the rural areas and other urban centres towards Ceuta’s surroundings and
the littoral have also occurred (El Abdellaoui & Chikhi, 2013).

Alongside these dynamics, some other and opposite signs of change are emerging in
the region. Some recent studies have shifted attention to the progressive decay of the
relevance of illegal trade due to ‘the gradual commercial de-bordering between the EU
and Morocco [… and] substantial investment and infrastructural transformations taking
place in the north of Morocco’ (Ferrer-Gallardo, 2010, p. 29), such as the implementa-
tion of the Tanger-Med international harbour (second stage) and of free industrial and
trade zones (e.g. Renault Tanger-Mellousa plant).

Moreover the recent ongoing construction of an alternative to the Biutz bridge on
the Spanish side, the Tarajal II, and the announced forthcoming renovation of the Tarajal

Figure 3. Porteadores’ trails and products sorting sites outside the Biutz Bridge.
Source: author, 2009.
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border and its surroundings (Europa Press, 2014) have been accompanied, on the
Moroccan side, by a process of redesign of the Bab Sebta border checkpoint. These
public works are signals of de facto relations between local administrative governments
about small-scale urban interventions. Other emerging signals include the rise of local
non-governmental organizations concerned with cross-border economic and social
development (El Faro Digital, 2012).

Conclusions: which levers of changes work towards a cross-scalar urban agenda?

This study of the Ceuta–Morocco borderscapes has shown how unofficial cross-border
collaborative interactions among different (non)institutional subjects are made possible
due to the peculiar conditions of Ceuta as one ‘fracture’ inside the Schengen border
regime.

By stressing the plurality of relational cross-scalar resources already stratified at the
Ceuta–Morocco borderlands, the borderscapes notion allows for rethinking and opening
new perspectives of socio-spatial integration for these borderlands into a multiplicity of
other territorial fields.

Thus, it is worth asking which ‘levers’ are needed in order to catalyse converging
interests across different administrative regimes, to enhance forms of equal and mutual
development for border communities, and to ensure them access to primary services,
safer housing and work conditions.

One possible lever to consider is the role of third-sector and civil society
organizations and their cross-scalar networks. In order to depolarize existing territorial

Figure 4. Fnideq’s urban landscape, 2007.
Source: courtesy El Abdellaoui & Chikhi (2013), p. 36.
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discontinuities (Ferrer-Gallardo, 2010), these organizations could contribute, through
their practices, to the enhancement of cultural, social and visual continuities
(Ferrer-Gallardo, 2010) across and along the border. This could be achieved by reorient-
ing actual trans-border practices as resources for local development initiatives and by
negotiating exceptional amendments to local regulations.

A second lever addresses the cross-scalar urban agenda through the integration of
multilevel territorial governance in the Tanger-Tetouan Region and ‘surgical’ urban
planning interventions: reorganizing mobility micro-infrastructures and facilities for
cross-border communities at different scales; rethinking the localization of trade corri-
dors and markets in relation to local/transnational populations’ needs and regional trade/
industrial dynamics; supporting self-managed social ventures; identifying mechanisms of
renovation or adaptation of existing informal settlements in light of macro-regional
demographic dynamics (e.g. input/output and internal migration flows), bypassing ex
novo-based national housing programs and initiatives.

Adopting such a cross-scalar and multidimensional approach in other areas, drawing
on the borderscapes approach, could thus suggest new perspectives on Euro-Mediterranean
‘polarized’ border policies, and on current and consolidated cross-border regional pro-
grammes, leading towards a reconsideration of border regions outside given territorial
‘containers’, and beyond borders themselves.
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Notes
1. A series of small archipelagos (Chafarinas Islands, Alhucemas Islands) and peninsulas (Peñón

de Vélez de la Gomera, Peñón de Alhucemas), located on the Northern Moroccan coast.
2. Ceuta’s local Government defines the opening hours of Biutz bridge.
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