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Harragas means “to burn”. 
Before they leave, potential illegal 
immigrants burn their ID papers 
so the coastguards won’t know 
where they are from. 

I decided to write this story after 
doing research through eye witness 
accounts, articles in the press and 
encounters with various people on 
the subject of this completely new 
human tragedy affecting Algeria. 
The Harragas phenomenon has 
grown to reach catastrophic 
proportions in the last few years. 
Harragas are mostly young people 
who, for various reasons, risk their 
lives to make it secretly across the 
Mediterranean. Young people make 
up 80% of the Algerian population. 
Their thirst for life is hampered by 
daily hardships and unemployment, 
and they will do anything, however 
reckless, in order to live elsewhere.

When I began writing the script, 
I had no idea that the problem 
would develop on such a scale to 
become a national issue. And even 
if some people claim that talking 
about the Harragas and immigration 
in general is merely a trend, 
I think dozens of movies, plays 
and TV shows would be needed to 
discuss the problem and explain 
the reasons and dangers, and to 
warn young people of the risks they 
run. As in my previous films, I set 
out to recount a human adventure, 
because the dramatic odyssey 
these young people undertake 
touches me deeply.

Harragas is shot in a documentary 
style and set in a region where the 
story it tells takes place. Working 
with Hi-Def cameras gave me 
greater freedom in my direction 
and greater flexibility in shooting.        

“Leaving is called burning, 
burning your ID, burning across borders, 
burning your life if needs be, 
as long as you leave.”



As much of the movie takes place 
on a boat out at sea, we needed an 
extremely mobile crew. 
I chose to shoot another major 
part of my film on the beaches 
of Mostaganem, from where 
“burners” regularly set off in their 
attempt to reach Spain. I also did 
my first audition with the young 
actors of the local theatre. Most of 
the cast comes from the region. 

This film is another step in my 
reflections on the strange love-hate 
relationship between Algeria and 
France. And on the phenomenon of 
immigration, which continues to 
grow in Algeria even though it is  
an oil-rich country. 

Harragas follows on from my other 
films about Algerian youth, their 
difficulties, doubts and hopes for a 
better life.

I just shot a film during the Pan-
African Festival in Algiers, whose 
subject once more is Algeria’s 
youth. It’s the story of a group of 
young stage actors, desperate for 
happiness and new experiences 
and creations, but who run into the 
daily problem of the slow-moving, 
omnipresent bureaucracy and 
a limited arts policy.

After that will come La Marche, 
to be shot in France. 

The film deals with the relatively 
unknown “Arab March” of 1983, 
through which second-generation 
immigrants tried to peacefully 
protest a wave of hate crimes, 
while making a plea for 
cultural equality. 

The march was organized by 
a group of young men in the 
Minguettes housing project in Lyon, 
involved walking around the whole 
of France and concluded with a 
massive demonstration in Paris.



Born in Algiers, Merzak Allouache graduated from IDHEC film school in Paris in 1967. In 1976, he shot his first feature, Omar 
Gatlato, which screened in the Directors’ Fortnight sidebar of the Cannes Festival. His second movie, Les Aventures d’un 
héros (1977) was awarded the Golden Thanit at the Carthage Film Festival. Un amour à Paris won the «Perspectives du cinema 
français» Prize at the Cannes Festival. After Bab-El-Oued City (1986), which won the International Critics’ Prize at Cannes and 
the Grand Prix Institut du Monde Arabe at the 2nd Festival of Arab Cinema in Paris, it became temporarily impossible for Merzak 
Allouache to return to Algeria. He then shot Salut Cousin, “as a breathing space, bringing the comedy out of the underlying 
drama” as he says, for he is deeply aware of “the incredible distance that separates brothers living on opposite sides of the 
Mediterranean.” Salut Cousin was shown at many international festivals and won, among other awards, the Arab Critics’ 
Prize at Directors’ Fortnight in Cannes in 1996. Chouchou, was released in 2003 and became a major commercial success.

Mostaganem, 200km from Algiers on the coast. Hassan, a smuggler, carefully prepares with the utmost secrecy, a group 
of illegal immigrants to cross to Spain. Ten “burners” will participate in the trip. HARRAGAS is the odyssey of a group 
that illegally crossed the Mediterranean to southern Spain, the gateway to the coveted European Eldorado.
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