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Harvesting fog in Morocco
Sidi Ifni 

G
reen technology to turn 
fog into fresh water has 
put an end to exhaust-
ing daily treks to distant 
wells by village women 

in south-western Morocco.
Families in five highland Berber 

communities have begun to ben-
efit from “fog harvesting”, a tech-
nique devised in Chile two decades 
ago and since taken up in countries 
from Peru to Namibia and South 
Africa.

On the summit of a mountain 
named Boutmezguida, which 
looms over the villages at 1,225 
metres, thick fog shrouds about 40 
finely meshed panels designed to 
trap water and relay it to a network 
of pipes.

To have water running from a 
faucet at home is a “revolution” for 
inhabitants of the semi-arid moun-
tains known as the Anti-Atlas, says 
Aissa Derhem, the chairman of an 
active regional association called 
Dar Si Hmad for Development, Ed-
ucation and Culture (DSH).

DSH prides itself on building 

“the world’s largest fog-collection 
and distribution system” and help-
ing locals in the Sidi Ifni region — 
Derhem’s birthplace — to learn to 
operate it, after repeated droughts 
and scarce rain. “Our rain here is 
the fog,” Derhem adds.

Tiny droplets are caught on the 
mesh while fog wafts through pan-
els. Harvesters mix all they catch 
with water derived from drilling, 
then supply villages on the lower 
slopes.

Derhem heard about fog harvest-
ing 20 years ago. A few years later, 
on returning to Sidi Ifni, he realised 
that the local climate was similar to 
that of the Andes in South America.

DSH joined forces with Fog 
Quest, a Canadian charity whose 
volunteers work in a range of de-
veloping countries. North Africa’s 
first pilot project became opera-
tional after almost a decade’s work 
refining techniques.

The valves were opened at Sidi 
Ifni for the first time to mark World 
Water Day, March 22nd. Ever since, 
“92 households, or nearly 400 peo-
ple” have enjoyed running water at 
home, says Mounir Abbar, the pro-
ject’s technical manager.

“Morocco has a lot of fog because 
of three phenomena: the presence 
of an anticyclone from the Azores, 
a cold air current and a mountain-
ous obstacle,” Derhem says.

The mesh that traps water is 

“merely an imitation of nature”, 
he adds, pointing out how spider 
webs catch minute droplets of wa-
ter.

“This is ecological and enables 
us to look after the regional water 
table, which we have been empty-
ing away,” Derhem says.

The scheme will be extended to 
other villages and, in time, advo-
cates hope, to other parts of the 
country.

In the village of Douar Id Achour, 
residents are proud of their new 
taps, for good reason. Women and 
children used to spend an average 

of four hours a day on a round trip 
to a well, even longer in dry sum-
mer.

“I filled two 20-litre containers 
four times a day,” says Massouda 
Boukhalfa, 47. “But even those 160 
litres weren’t enough for us be-
cause we have cattle as well.”

During droughts, water was 
carried in by tanker trunk. “That 
took a fortnight and cost 150 dir-
hams ($15.60) for 5,000 litres on 
average,” young resident Houcine 
Soussane recalls.

According to Dar Si Hmad, 7,000 
litres of fog water cost three times 

less than before, even with a fee of 
about $2 to each household for the 
right to a counter.

Villagers today have more time 
to collect the nutty fruit of argan 
trees and extract its prized and po-
tentially lucrative oil, used in cook-
ing, skin care and easing arthritis. 
Reputed as an anti-ageing product, 
argan oil has been taken up abroad 
as an ingredient in high-end cos-
metics.

“Our women and daughters no 
longer wear themselves out. They 
go to school and are safe,” 54-year-
old villager Lahcen Hammou Ali 
sums up. “With the time saved, we 
can pay for water all year by pro-
ducing a bottle of argan oil.”

DSH wants to supply fog water to 
as many villages as possible in the 
area. It plans to replace mesh in the 
panels with a new variety that can 
resist wind speeds of 120 kilome-
tres per hour.

The panels were installed on 
Moroccan soil with help from the 
German charity WasserStiftung 
and successfully passed the testing 
phase.

“The nets are now ready for ex-
port to other towns in Morocco, in 
all the mountainous regions and 
along the seafront,” Derham says, 
hopeful they can be deployed in all 
highland areas where fogbanks are 
frequent.
(Agence France-Presse)

Tiny droplets are 
caught on the mesh 
while fog wafts 
through panels

Fog fences in a hamlet on the outskirts of Sidi Ifni

In Oman, pioneer steps for the environment
Khaled Abdel Malek

Muscat

O
man is one of the Arab 
world’s most engaged 
countries in the protec-
tion of the environment 
and has been working on 

the preservation of its rich flora and 
fauna for several decades. It was the 
first Arab state to create — in 1974 
— a special government body dedi-
cated to environmental issues and 
has since established a ministry for 
the environment and undertaken 
several projects to raise  awareness 
about nature conservation.

Issues of the environment have 
long been among the sultanate’s 
government priorities, a fact that 
is largely due to the special interest 
attached to them by the country’s 
ruler, Sultan Qaboos bin Said Al 
Said.

“Environment work has reached 
advanced stages since His Majesty 
Sultan Qaboos came to power, first 
by establishing a consultancy bu-
reau for the preservation of the en-
vironment, part of the Royal Diwan, 
in 1974, and then a special council 
for the prevention of pollution in 
1979,” Minister of Environment and 
Climate Affairs Mohammed al-Tobi 
said.

In addition, Oman introduced 
legal instruments for environment 
protection. The principal frame-

work legislation is the Protection of 
Environment and Combating Pol-
lution law enacted in 2001, which 
prescribes strict penalties for the re-
lease of pollutants and discharge of 
effluents, both in the land and the 
maritime territory of Oman.

“Oman was also among the first 
(Arab) states to issue a national 
strategy to preserve its environ-
ment, which was designed to be 
a regulating and planning mecha-
nism for environmental issues,” 
Tobi said.

The ministry, established in 2007, 
has plans to increase the number 
of natural and wildlife reserves, 
expand existing ones and increase 
the number of rangers in charge of 
monitoring wildlife on land and in 
the sea, he said, adding, “The law 
forbids causing any damage to the 
environment, especially trade in 
endangered species which the min-
istry is working (hard) to preserve.”

Several civil society groups have 
been formed to protect the environ-
ment and educate people on the 
importance of environmental is-
sues and the conservation of flora 
and fauna.

Nasser al-Kindi, founder of Clean 
Up Oman, non-governmental or-

ganisation, launched his initiative 
in 2011 through a Facebook page, 
asking for volunteers to participate 
in a clean-up day. “Only 35 people 
then responded to my call,” he re-
called. “But three months later, 
we called for an annual clean up of 
the whole country and as many as 
15,000 volunteers turned up.”

Kindi, a 46-year-old private sec-
tor employee, underscored the key 
role of educational institutions in 
raising public awareness about the 
importance of environment preser-
vation. “At least one activity related 
to the environment is being organ-
ised on a monthly basis at Sultan 
Qaboos University at the initiative 
of the students, and this is very 
comforting to us because we need 
to make extra efforts to protect a 
range of endangered animals and 
plants such as the juniper tree in Ja-
bal Akhdar,” he said.

While official attention is focused 
on protecting endangered species 
such as sea turtles and the Arabian 
leopard, other rare animals, includ-
ing hyenas and the Arabian wolf, 
are not given enough attention, 
Kindi said.

“In the past, I used to come across 
plenty of hedgehogs on the way to 
my hometown in the countryside, 
but today they have become very 
rare,” Kindi observed, singling out 
rampant development as one cause 
for their disappearance.

Oman has established natural 
reserves as part of its effort to pro-

tect endangered wildlife. The turtle 
breeding beaches at Ras al-Hadd 
and Ras al-Jinz are protected sites, 
as are the Daymaniyat islands, a 
bird sanctuary to which entry is re-
stricted during the breeding season.

Glyn Barrett, an ecologist with in-
ternational environmental organi-
sation Earthwatch Institute, called 
for better implementation of envi-
ronment laws, coupled with efforts 
to sensitise the public about prob-
lems of ecology.

“Many officials do seem to be 
aware of some of the issues that are 
affecting the country, but the prob-
lem is either they can’t do anything 
themselves or they don’t have the 
real passion to push for change,” he 
said.

“For example, in the reserve of 
Daymaniyat islands there are pan-
els everywhere saying not to litter 
and not to take any coral branches. 
The ideas are there, but their im-
plementation needs to be policed 
unfortunately,” said Barrett, who is 
leading a team of scientists study-
ing the biodiversity of Oman’s al-
Hajar mountains and Dhofar region.

Sayyida Tania Shabib Al Said, 
founder of the Environment Socie-
ty Oman, said she set up the organi-
sation in 2004 on the pillars of con-
serving marine life, protecting land 
ecology and educating the public 
about the environment.

“It is a civil society project to in-
crease awareness about environ-
mental issues in Oman and train 

young Omanis in the field of preser-
vation,” Sayyida Tania, a member of 
the royal family, said.

She suggested that more efforts 
should be deployed in raising pub-
lic awareness on ecological issues, 
noting that “the litter is surely not 
getting better but spreading every-
where”, including beaches, wadis 
and the mountains.

“It is an ongoing problem that 
needs to be better addressed by all 
sides, including the government 
and schools,” she said. “In parallel 
with education and raising aware-
ness, the government must impose 
heavy sanctions [on those who lit-
ter].”

While acknowledging the “big ef-
fort” made by the government in 
keeping Oman clean, Kindi said the 
work of Clean Up Oman and other 
non-governmental organisations 
was needed “because of the atti-
tude of some people littering reck-
lessly”.

“It basically complements the 
state’s work,” he said.

Khaled Abdel Malek is a Lebanese 
explorer and nature lover based 
in Muscat. He has published two 
books on Oman’s natural heritage.
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Annual clean up of the natural reserve of Daymaniyat islands in April 2015.
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