
H E A LT H  &  S C I E NC E
THURSDAY, MAY 4, 2017

CHEFCHAOUEN: “If nothing is done, this
species will disappear within 10 years,” warns a
poster on Ahmed Harrad’s ageing 4x4 show-
ing Morocco’s famed Barbary macaque mon-
key. Harrad spends his time crisscrossing
northern Morocco to try to convince locals to
protect the endangered monkey. The only
species of macaque outside Asia, which lives
on leaves and fruits and can weigh up to 20
kilograms, was once found throughout North
Africa and parts of Europe. But having disap-
peared from Libya and Tunisia, it is now
restricted to mountainous regions of Algeria
and Morocco’s northern Rif region. Another
semi-wild population of about 200 individuals
in Gibraltar are the only free-ranging monkeys
in Europe.

Today, the only native primate north of the
Sahara, apart from humans, is in danger of
extinction, according to the International
Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN).
Conservationists blame illegal poaching,
tourists who feed the monkeys and overex-
ploitation of the cedar and oak forests that
form the species’ natural habitat. In response,
Morocco has launched a campaign to save the
species.  “We are working on two areas-moni-
toring and making a census of the species in
the Rif and raising awareness among locals so
that they actively help rescue it,” Harrad said.

As head of a local association, Barbary
Macaque Awareness & Conservation (BMAC),

Harrad has become a tireless advocate for the
animal.  He says it is often sold to buyers in
Europe for between $110 and $330 (100 and
300 euros) despite laws forbidding the trade.
“A lot of foreigners buy monkeys as pets,” he
said. Seen as quiet and cute when it is young,
the adult monkey can become a burden,
Harrad said. “It breaks things, bites, fights with
children and climbs the curtains,” prompting
many owners to abandon their pets, he said.

‘In ashes of Pompeii’ 
But that hasn’t stopped the tailless mon-

keys, with their thick grey-and-ginger fur,
being highly sought-after by passing travelers
throughout the ages. According to National
Geographic, skeletal remains of macaques
have been discovered “in the ashes of Pompeii,
deep within an ancient Egyptian catacomb,
and buried beneath an Irish hilltop where the
Bronze Age kings of Ulster once held court”.

Zouhair Ahmaouch, an official at Morocco’s
High Commission for Water, Forests and
Combating Desertification, said the new con-
servation plan focused on tackling poaching.
But Morocco “can’t repatriate monkeys
released in Europe, because we don’t know
whether they came from Gibraltar, Algeria or
Morocco”, he said.  The North African kingdom
has never conducted a nationwide census of
the macaque, but scientists believe its num-
bers fall every year.

Based on various studies, they estimate
that Morocco is home to between 3,000 and
10,000 macaques today, compared with
17,000 three decades ago. They believe
Algeria had around 5,500 Barbary macaques in
the late 1980s. The number has since almost
halved, according to the IUCN. Algiers has also
responded with plans to protect the species.
While the macaques are hard to spot in the
wilds of Morocco’s Rif, some individuals in the
forests of the Middle Atlas are tame, attracting
tourists who come to feed them.

But Ifrane National Park head Lahcen
Oukennou said feeding can cause “health
problems such as obesity, which affects their
health and especially their reproductive
capacity”. Anouar Jaoui, director of
Talassemtane National Park in northern

Morocco, home to several dozen macaques,
said the conservation strategy includes meas-
ures to “rehabilitate and rebuild the species’
habitat”.  That requires “reducing the pressure
from overexploitation of natural resources”, he
added.  In the forests of the Middle Atlas,
authorities are organizing awareness-raising
sessions for tourists to discourage them from
feeding or approaching the monkeys.

Pupils at local schools are also being edu-
cated about the species.  Last October, the

Barbary macaque was listed as a species
threatened with extinction on the Convention
on International Trade in Endangered Species
(CITES).  That makes buying and selling the
monkeys illegal except under exceptional cir-
cumstances. Ahmaouch welcomed the move.
“It will allow Morocco and other countries to
unify their efforts to fight against the illegal
trade in Barbary macaques,” he said. Morocco
has a “global responsibility to conserve this
heritage”. —AFP 

Morocco fights to save its iconic monkey

AZROU, Morocco: A Barbary macaque looks on from a tree branch in a forest near the Moroccan town of Azrou, in the Atlas
mountain chain. —AFP Photos

PARIS: Hatchetfish, tiny “alien-looking” crea-
tures known for an uncanny ability to hide
out in open water, use mirror-like scales to
deflect and diffuse light to make themselves
invisible to predators, scientists reported
yesterday. Like other silvery fish, hatchetfish
are known for using their reflective, alu-
minum-like skin as a mirror to confuse fellow
sea creatures in ambient light. But scientists
have long wondered how they manage to
hide in deeper water, where a mirror would
reflect incoming searchlight beams and
reveal their position to predator fish. These
include eel-like dragonfish, which zap rays of
light around in the deep ocean to spot prey.

Now, a research team believes it has shed
light on the hatchetfish’s bag of tricks. “If you
look at silvery fish in blue water you are
going to see blue water reflecting in front of
the fish and you are also going to see blue
water behind it, so the fish is going to disap-
pear,” said Alison Sweeney, a researcher at
the University of Pennsylvania and lead
author of a study published by the Journal
of the Royal Society Interface.

“The fish found a way to both simultane-
ously have this mirror-like property in ambi-
ent light, and a stealth technology when it
comes to predators looking directly with
directed beams,” she said. For their study,
Sweeney and a team flashed a laser beam

alternatively onto a mirror, dull aluminum,
spectralon (a highly reflective material) and
hatchetfish skin in the lab.  The fish’s skin did
not reflect the beam straight back, but dif-
fused it in different directions, softening the
light, they found.

This effectively reduced the fish’s luminos-
ity, which in real life would help keep it hid-
den from their hungry enemies. “A predator
has to be twice as close to a hatchetfish to
see it” compared with a mirror, Sweeney said.
And that is not the hatchetfish’s only optical
trick. Some of the incoming predator light is
redirected downward, towards the ocean
floor, through bioluminescent organs in its
stomach, the team found.  “You are in big
trouble if you get zapped by a search beam
so the best option for getting rid of that light
is always to dump it downward,” where the
predator is less likely to look, she said.

Scientists say they believe it is a unique
combination of rectangular and elliptical
scales-each reflecting light in a different way-
that allows hatchetfish to adapt its light
response to different conditions.  The study is
the first to investigate how reflecting rather
than absorbing light from search beams
allows deep-water creatures to camouflage.
Other species in similar conditions hide from
the light with transparent bodies, or by
changing color to go undetected. — AFP 

Trick of the light: How 

the hatchetfish hides

AZROU, Morocco: A Barbary macaque reaches for a banana in a forest near the Moroccan town of Azrou. 

Barbary macaques sit in tree branches in a forest near the Moroccan town of
Azrou, in the Atlas mountain chain. 


