
MEKNES, Morocco: Recycling in Morocco may
be in its infancy, but the North African kingdom is
making steady progress, helped by a Swiss firm that
specializes in processing organic waste.

“Nothing’s thrown away here: everything is
transformed,” says Mohamed El Kabous proudly,
crumbling a fistful of compost produced by
Elephant Vert (EV-Green Elephant) in the central
city of Meknes. Established in 2012 as EV’s largest
such plant on the African continent, the factory has
an annual turnover of 40,000 tons of compost and
organic fertilizer.

Mountains of sawdust, palettes and fruit tree
branches cover a storage platform as trucks rumble
past loaded with manure, and excavators aerate
piles of compost. EV production manager Kabous
said no household organic waste is processed at the
factory because “it’s too costly”.

The pre-sorting of residential waste is “almost
non-existent”, he told AFP. Instead, the waste
comes from nearby farms and factories that work
with wood, or cooperatives producing essential oils.
“After the carbon-rich organic matter and nitrogen-
rich manure from non-industrial livestock breeding
is mixed, nature then takes over,” Kabous said.

Wood is absorbent, so no stench emanates from
the open-air fermentation area, where it takes about
four months to produce the compost. The odor is
actually of fresh earth. Kabous joked that it even
smelt like “zammita”, a traditional Moroccan cake
made with flour, almonds and sesame seeds. The EV
plant also produces fertilizer by adding potash or
phosphorus to the compost.

‘Time-bomb’ 
EV’s output is sold mainly on the local market

to organic farms and large enterprises whose soil
has lost nutrients through the over-use of chemi-
cal fertilizers.

Agriculture remains a pillar of the Moroccan
economy. “There’s increasing demand from farmers
keen to make sure their land is sustainable, and who
know they need to opt for healthy and sustainable
agriculture,” Kabous said. Meknes is also home to
other organic recycling initiatives, including a waste
treatment and recovery plant operated by French
giant Suez. But nationwide, it’s a different story.

In 2015, official figures supplied to AFP showed
that just six percent of household waste was recy-
cled — 420,000 tons out of seven million-while the
rest was buried. Instead, up to 12 percent of indus-
trial waste was recycled-mainly plastic, paper, metal
and electrical and electronic equipment. Morocco’s
official recycling target is 20 percent of waste by
2022, a date now pushed back to 2030.

Mustapha Brakez, an expert in urban recycling,
was scathing of government efforts to boost the
practice. “These strategies the bureaucrats in (the
capital) Rabat have come up with lead nowhere as
they are based on models from Europe, which are
opposite to Moroccan habits,” he said.

Nearly 80 percent of household waste in
Morocco is organic, he noted, while in Europe the
figure is less than 30 percent.

The kingdom has just 26 landfill and sorting cen-
ters, while official data shows that 66 illegal rubbish
dumps have been regularized or closed.

“Every effort is focused on treatment, without
coming up with solutions for collection” of the
waste, Brakez said. He called waste management in
Morocco “a time bomb”.

“We will just create even more landfills, without
taking care of the problem at source,” he said. “It is
essential to come up with a system that starts with
sorting at the household level.” —AFP
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MEKNES, Morocco: A front loader transports organic waste in the Elephant Vert factory in the “Agropolis”
industrial zone in Morocco’s northern city of Meknes. — AFP

Meknes firm transforms waste as 
Morocco faces trash ‘time-bomb’

Production of organic fertilizer boosts sustainable agriculture

Tunisia recyclers 
struggle to tackle 
mountains of waste
TUNIS: “When I see plastic, I see money,”
says Tarek Masmoudi, owner of one of the few
recycling companies in Tunisia, where a waste
crisis is threatening widespread social unrest.

Recycling is almost non-existent in the
North African country, which produces 2.6
million tons of waste each year. Some 85
percent of that ends up in landfills, while
much of the rest winds up in informal dumps,
says Tunisian waste management expert
Walim Merdaci.

But with many facilities close to overflow-
ing and neighboring communities up in arms,
the crisis is already stoking tensions. In
November, a man died as security forces fired
tear gas to disperse protesters demanding the
closure of a stinking landfill they say has
spread deadly diseases and health problems
to their town of Agareb, near second city Sfax.

That could be a worrying sign of things
to come as, according to expert Wassim
Chaabane, most of the country’s 11 official
dumping grounds are due to close by the
end of 2022. That has authorities scram-
bling to find new sites. In the capital Tunis,
home to about 2.7 million people, the situa-
tion is particularly urgent. The Bordj Chakir
dump, Tunisia’s biggest, receives more than
3,000 tons of rubbish a day and is close to
overflowing.

From waste to wealth 
But where others see a crisis, Masmoudi

sees an opportunity. Every day, a steady
stream of minivans and small trucks bring to
his facility in Mghira, near Tunis, bales of plas-
tic waste to be weighed, sorted and cut into
fine chips for industrial use. Much is collected
by hand from the streets and bins of the capi-
tal by “barbechas”, informal waste pickers.
Masmoudi’s firm African Recycling deals with
6,000 tons of waste a year.

The 42-year-old directly employs around
60 people, many of them women, and indi-
rectly provides work to roughly 200 — no
small achievement in a country suffering 18
percent unemployment. Between four and sev-
en percent of Tunisia’s waste is recycled,
according to official figures. But Masmoudi,
standing by his sleek white four-wheel-drive,
said the waste market was growing fast.

“Recycling is a sector where a lot remains
to be done, but which could create jobs and
wealth in Tunisia.” The situation is similar in
neighboring Algeria, where experts say as
much as 60 percent of household waste from
the country’s 43 million population goes to
unregulated dumps. Samira Hamidi, a member
of Algeria’s semi-independent advisory body
CNESE, says “less than seven percent of
waste is recycled”. Just 5,000 people are
employed in Algeria’s recycling sector,
according to official figures. —AFP

Turks hunt for 
vanishing drugs 
in currency crisis
ISTANBUL: Fatih Yuksel is one of thousands of
Turks rushing from one pharmacy to another in
search of imported drugs that are disappearing as
quickly as the lira is losing value. “Sometimes I have
periods where I don’t have the drugs I need and my
illness gets worse. I suffer pains,” said the 35-year-
old, who has been taking pills to relieve a rare
autoimmune disorder known as Behcet’s syndrome,
for the past nine years.

“It can be hard but I have to work,” said the shop
attendant. Turks have been rattled by a currency col-
lapse that accelerated when President Recep Tayyip
Erdogan last month launched a self-declared “eco-
nomic war of independence” that defies conventional
market theory. The veteran Turkish leader is trying to
fight spiraling inflation by bringing down borrowing
costs-the exact opposite of what countries usually do
in similar situations. 

The results have been frightening for people such
as Yuksel. The Turkish currency has lost more than 40
percent of its value since the start of November alone.
A lira could buy 13 US cents in January. It was worth
less than half that this month.

The crisis has wiped out the value of people’s
savings and made basic goods prohibitively expen-
sive, plunging swathes of the population below the
official poverty line. It has also made a whole gamut

of imported drugs for a range of illnesses-from dia-
betes to cancer, heart disease to flu-nearly impossi-
ble to find across Turkey’s 27,000 pharmacies.

‘Pitiless’
Turkish Health Minister Fahrettin Koca has

deflected the blame, accusing drugs manufacturers of
“trying to sell expensive drugs to Turkey”. “News that
‘medicines cannot be found in Turkey’ is not based on
reality,” said Koca. Vedat Bulut, the Turkish Medical
Association’s secretary general, said it was “pitiless”
to accuse companies of trying to sell expensive drugs
when the lira had lost so much value.

Medical professionals said a long-term solution
involved developing Turkey’s health industry to wean
it off its dependence on imports. But today, pharma-

cists describe receiving heart-rending notes from
patients on messaging apps with photographs, plead-
ing to know where they can find their medication.

The Turkish Pharmacists’ Association said in
November that 645 drugs were affected but as the
situation grew worse, pharmacist Berna Yucel Mintas
told AFP around 1,000 medicines were difficult to
find. “The situation deteriorated because of the lira,”
said Taner Ercanli, head of Ankara Chamber of
Pharmacists. “Imagine it like a fire, and gasoline was
poured over it.”

Set exchange rate 
Part of the problem stems from the way Turkey

procures medications. The health ministry sets the
standard price for drugs every February based on an
exchange rate agreed by the government.

It set an exchange rate of 4.57 lira to the euro for
this year. But it now takes nearly 20 liras to buy a
euro on the market. That meant drug manufacturers
had “unfortunately” decided against selling medi-
cines to Turkey, Ercanli said, because they made
more money in other markets. Pharmacists want the
government to reassess drug prices against the euro
at least three times a year.

But there are wider problems. Global supply chain
bottlenecks caused by the coronavirus pandemic
have resulted in jumps in the price of most raw mate-
rials, which make domestically produced medicine
more expensive. Turkish drug suppliers are also
angry with the government over delayed payments,
which are doubly painful as these are settled in liras
according to the exchange rate agreed at the time.
Employers’ associations warn some companies will
be forced to close.  —AFP

ANKARA: Turkish pharmacist Berna Yucel Mintas
shows boxes of medicines at her pharmacy in
Ankara yesterday. — AFP

NEW YORK: Major US companies
are having to reassess their return-to-
office plans and getting tough on vac-
cine or mask requirements as the
Omicron COVID variant looks set to
extend pandemic-induced work-from-
home culture.

A resumption of pre-virus work-
place norms was only partially moving
forward in the United States when the
fast-spreading new variant arrived and
provoked fresh concern. Legal chal-
lenges have made the future of
President Joe Biden’s vaccine mandate
for companies with over 100 workers
uncertain, and firms have been pursu-
ing their own requirements.

Tech giant Google has been
notably uncompromising in warning
employees of lost pay or even dis-
missal if they do not report their vac-
cination status by a particular dead-
line, according to an internal docu-
ment viewed by CNBC. “We firmly
believe that our vaccination require-
ments are one of the most important
ways we can keep our workforce safe
and keep our services running,”
Google told AFP.

The search engine giant has also

postponed indefinitely the return to the
office of its engineers and developers,
originally scheduled for January.

For its part, Facebook parent Meta
was offering its employees the oppor-
tunity to choose between home and
office work. Amazon, which had sug-
gested a return of its face-to-face
office workers at least three days a
week in early 2022, was expected to
make further announcements in
January, the company said. Warehouse
employees and drivers are not affected
by these arrangements.

Apple has reinstated the mandatory
wearing of masks in all its US stores
after making it optional in November
at some 100 points of sale. The
iPhone maker also temporarily closed
stores this week in Florida and
Maryland as well as in the Canadian
province of Ontario.

Slow return to office 
Wall Street has also been forced to

adjust to the rising number of COVID
cases in New York City and other
financial centers. As of Tuesday,
JPMorgan was restricting access to
nine of its buildings in Manhattan to

vaccinated people, who are not
required to wear masks once inside.

“We are taking this step because
we have very high rates of vaccination
amongst our employees,” the bank
said in an internal memo seen by AFP.
“With rates well above 90 percent, it
seems unfair to require our vaccinated
employees to wear masks all day at
their desks.”

Unvaccinated employees must
work from home. Despite the desire
for a return to normalcy, JPMorgan
had to back out of a health conference
in California the bank plans to host in
January that was originally scheduled

to be held face-to-face. Under pres-
sure from several attendees concerned
about the risk of infection and “out of
an abundance of caution,” the bank
moved the event to a virtual format.

Other big names in American
finance, such as Citigroup and Morgan
Stanley, were encouraging their
employees to work from home as much
as possible over the next few weeks. In
the retail sector, companies were also
getting tough on COVID shots. For
example, the Kroger supermarket
chain will suspend COVID sick leave
for unvaccinated employees, according
to several US media reports. —AFP 

Omicron scrambles anew US
firms’ in-person aspirations

PHOENIX, US: A sign advertises COVID testing in downtown Phoenix where new
COVID-19 cases are down but health experts warn cases may rise with the
introduction of the Omicron strain on Saturday. —AFP


