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MARRAKECH: Taps are running dry in southern
Morocco, and the government is searching for solutions
after people took to parched streets in anger. Experts
blame poor crop choices, growing populations and cli-
mate change for the water shortages in towns like
Zagora, which saw repeated protests for access to
clean water last month.

The shortage of drinking water pushed the impover-
ished inhabitants of the Zagora region to demonstrate in
an unusual outbreak of anger. Twenty-three people were
arrested following con-
frontations with police,
and eight were handed
sentences last week of
two to four months in
prison. Moroccan Prime
Minister Saadeddine El
Othmani made an excep-
tional public apology
during a Parliament ses-
sion Monday. “I apolo-
gize publicly to the peo-
ple of Zagora, because
it’s the state’s responsi-
bility,” he said, promising
to solve the problem. Around Morocco, persistent
drought in recent years has reduced gross domestic
product in this farm-dependent economy. The govern-
ment is concerned that the issue of water is becoming a
threat to national stability in the kingdom, seen as a
steady force in a restive region and key ally with the
West in the fight against terrorism. “The issue of water
has always been a priority for Morocco, but today, after
two years of drought, we have to move on to higher
gear,” said the government’s secretary of state in
charge of water, Charafat Afailal.

Undrinkable 
She told The Associated Press that several projects

are underway to strengthen existing infrastructure,
including the Agdez dam and a drinking water treat-
ment plant and building wells. Although water supplies
have been restored in Zagora in recent days, residents

complain about its poor quality. “For the last 15 years,
the inhabitants of Zagora have been buying drinking
water because tap water is undrinkable. We only use it
for cleaning,” said Atmane Rizkou, president of the
Moroccan Association of Human Rights in Zagora.

But since the summer, “the problem has worsened,”
he said. Dry taps hit women particularly hard, forcing
them to go farther and farther afield to draw water to
quench children’s thirst and wash family dishes and
laundry. One culprit: watermelon farming. With a con-

sumption of 7 million
cubic meters of water
per year, according to a
study by the regional
hydraulic basin agency,
“the watermelon greatly
contributed to the water
stress in the region,” said
Jamal Akchbab, president
of the Association of
Friends of the
Environment in Zagora.

David Goeury, a
geographer at Paris IV-
La Sorbonne University,

said the problem has been brewing for years and some
have sought a ban on watermelon farming. “The prob-
lem is that watermelon demands a lot of water, and
requires drilling. If the water table is overexploited, its
water level will drop or the quality of the water will be
altered because it will come into contact with saltwa-
ter,” Goeury said.

Zagora “must completely change its drinking water
supply model, and get supplies upstream, from a dam,”
he added. The drought in Morocco has pushed rural
people toward the city each year. While 90 percent of
Moroccan households in urban areas are connected to
the drinking water system, the connection rates in rural
areas barely reach 40 percent. Zagora is not the only
locality affected by this problem, and residents of the
remote villages of Beni Mellal, Khenifra, Taounate and
Ouazzane have also demonstrated for access to drink-
ing water.

Declining rainfalls 
Rainfall across Morocco has been declining, and the

country has experienced an “acceleration of extreme
events, including droughts and floods, an increasing
trend of heat waves and cold waves, and rising sea lev-
el,” according to a report from the Ministry of Energy,
Mining and the Environment. A 2011 report on the
effects of climate change on groundwater resources by
the International Association of Hydrogeologists said
“water deficiency and water quality degradation have
important implications for future economic growth and
political stability in Morocco, as water authorities are

already struggling to distribute and provide potable
water to the domestic and agricultural sectors.”

Faced with the proliferation of water demonstrations,
King Mohammed VI last month ordered the creation of
a commission, tasked with making an emergency plan
that lists water shortages and proposing ways to invest
in solving the problem. Prime Minister El Othmani told
the AP that the commission will also contribute to a
longer-term solution: a national water plan for 2020-
2050. The Moroccan government is already working to
build dams, wastewater treatment plants and desalina-
tion plants. —AP

Numerous water shortages parching  
Moroccan towns, prompt protests

Experts blame growing populations and climate change

ZAGORA: Moroccan women fill up containers with water from a hose. —AP

Doctors: Global
warming is taking 
a toll on
people’s health

WASHINGTON: Global warming is hurting people’s
health a bit more than previously thought, but there’s hope
that the Earth - and populations - can heal if the planet
kicks its coal habit, a group of doctors and other experts
said. The poor and elderly are most threatened by worsen-
ing climate change, but there remains “glimmers of
progress” especially after the 2015 Paris agreement to lim-
it heat-trapping carbon dioxide emissions, according to a
new big study published Monday in the British medical
journal Lancet.

Comparing the report to a health checkup, four
researchers and several outside experts described Earth’s
prognosis as “guarded.” “There are some very severe
warning signs, but there are some hopeful indicators too,”
said co-author Dr Howard Frumkin, a professor of envi-

ronmental health at the University of Washington. “Given
the right treatment and aggressive efforts to prevent
things from getting worse, I think there’s hope.” The report
highlighted health problems stemming from more frequent
heat waves, disease spread by insects, air pollution and
other woes. While the disasters have been costly, deaths
haven’t been increasing because society is doing a better
but more expensive job adjusting to the changing condi-
tions, the researchers noted.

Potentially irreversible
A team of 63 doctors, public health officials and scien-

tists from around the world wrote what they considered
the first of a regular monitoring of the health of the planet,
similar to having a “finger on the pulse of the patient,” said
Dr Hugh Montgomery, an intensive care specialist and
director of the University College of London’s Institute for
Health and Performance. Based on 40 indicators, the study
said “the human symptoms of climate change are unequiv-
ocal and potentially irreversible.” 

While other disease rates are dropping, cases of
dengue fever - a mosquito-borne disease - has doubled
every decade since 1990 with 58.4 million cases and
10,000 deaths in 2013. Frumkin, a former environmental
health director at the U.S. Centers for Disease Control and
Prevention, said climate change, which allows mosquitoes
to live in more places and stay active longer with shorter
freeze seasons, is part but not all of the reason. —AP

Becoming a
threat to
national 
stability 

PESHAWAR, Pakistan: In this Thursday, Oct 19, 2017 file photo, a patient suffering from dengue fever lies
in a hospital bed. —AP


