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Economic considerations surround Eid
celebration in the Maghreb
Lamine Ghanmi

Tunis

M 

uslims in the Maghreb 
will join fellow fol-
lowers of Islam across 
the world to celebrate 
Eid al-Adha, also 

called the Feast of Sacrifice. The 
celebration  was created to revive 
the spirit of sharing and together-
ness.

It also marks the end of haj, the 
pilgrimage to Mecca, by slaughter-
ing a sheep or a goat, the meat of 
which is often shared among family 
and the poor. The ritual symbolical-
ly re-enacts the willingness of Abra-
ham to sacrifice his son Ishmael to 
show his obedience and devotion 
to God.

Talk about the sheep, their pric-
es and the business built around 
selling them topped discussions 
in Maghreb cafés and workplaces 
ahead of the holiday.

The conversations come as a wel-
come distraction from other, more 
difficult issues such as the chaos in 
Libya, looming austerity in Tunisia, 
upcoming parliamentary elections 
in Morocco or political manoeu-
vrings in Algeria ahead of next 
year’s legislative polls.

The sheep business is big and 
diversified. In Morocco it accounts 
for $1.02 billion in a matter of a few 
weeks — the equivalent of the com-
bined profits of the country’s banks 

for three years, according statistics 
from the government’s High Plan-
ning Commission.

Main places and roads, towns and 
villages across the region become 
open markets for the estimated 14 
million sheep and goats slated for 
slaughter.

Many view Eid as an opportunity 
to earn money by selling hay for the 
animals or other materials needed 
for preparing the meat. Many more 
people become one-day butchers to 
help feed city dwellers during the 
occasion.

The “temporary workers of the 
sacrifice” wait in the upscale Souis-
si district in Rabat, Hydra neighour-
hood in Algiers or Ennasr in Tunis 
for customers to pick them up to 
carry out the ritual slaughter in 
people’s homes.

But for most poor and middle-
class families in the Maghreb, Eid 
al-Adha and the social pressures 
to keep up with the neighbours by 
buying an animal to slaughter add 
to a trio of burdensome summer 
expenses. Paying for the seasonal 
holiday and expenses at the start of 
the school year the other two.

The Moroccan Agriculture Min-
istry, in a statement August 4th, 
said the number of sheep and goats 
on the market totalled 8.6 million, 
higher than the estimated demand 
of 5.35 million. It forecast average 
price of the animals at $226-$237 
and an estimated turnover from the 
sale of sheep and goats at $1.02 bil-
lion.

The Stock Breeders Association 
in Algeria said 26 million sheep 
and goats were on the market with 
sheep going for $229-$458.

Mohamed Moussouni, a special-
ist in breeding at Algeria’s National 
Institute of Agronomics, said the 
relatively affordable prices came as 
breeders feared that the drought in 

the country was making it costlier 
to keep sheep on farms.

“For average families, the sac-
rifice is an additional burden as 
around half of the budget goes for 
food in ordinary periods. Rising 
inflation and expenses for children 
heading back to schools stretch 
further financial possibilities to the 
limits,” he said.

Algerian analyst Mustapha Ham-
ouche said: “The whole country 
is talking about the Eid’s mutton. 
Only the issue of the prices of the 
animal is talked over, not the ques-
tion of whether it is a must to ob-
serve the sacrifice by slaughtering a 

sheep or a goat.
“The average faithful citizens 

constitute an advantage for the 
government. They are predictable 
in their aspirations and needs even 
if that benefits wheeler-dealers.”

In Tunisia, the country’s imams’ 
association clashed with the Ag-
riculture Ministry and farmers’ 
groups when the association urged 
Dar al-Iftaa — the Islamic edicts 
body — to temporarily ban the sac-
rifice because of the spread of a dis-
ease among livestock.

The ministry and the National 
Union of Farmers dismissed the 
claims as “unfounded”, arguing 

that the imams have no veterinary 
expertise to address the issue.

The ministry said about 900,000 
sheep and goats are on the market, 
enough for weak demand with av-
erage price of $136-$227 a sheep.

Moroccan writer Rachid Labied 
was among the few in the region 
who openly expressed his feelings 
about the pain the animals might 
experience while being slaugh-
tered. He urged the faithful to pon-
der modern methods to ease that 
suffering.

Lamine Ghanmi is an Arab Weekly 
contributor in Tunis.
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A vendor arranges bags of coal ahead of Eid al-Adha celebration, in Benghazi, Libya, on September 
7th.

Water crisis threatens 
Iran’s pistachio farms
Eric Randolph

Sirjan, Iran

T 

he pistachio trees at the 
village in southern Iran are 
long dead, bleached white 
by the sun, victims of un-
derground water reserves 

having been sucked dry by decades 
of over-farming and waste.

The last farmers left with their 
families ten years ago and the vil-
lage has the look of an abandoned 
Martian colony. The dome-roofed, 
mud-walled homes are crumbling, 
once-green fields are nothing but 
dirt furrows. The only sign of life is a 
couple of drifters camping out in an 
old storehouse.

Pistachios are Iran’s biggest ex-
port after crude oil, with 250,000 
tonnes of the nut produced in 2016 
— a figure recently topped by the 
United States.

In Kerman province in southern 
Iran, cities have grown rich from 
pistachios but time is running out 
for the industry as unconstrained 
farming and climate change take a 
devastating toll.

Near the city of Sirjan, a long 
line of enormous sinkholes looking 
like bomb craters mark the points 
where an underground aquifer was 
pumped dry and the ground simply 
collapsed.

“Farming is being destroyed,” 

said Hassan Ali Firouzabadi, who 
has lived in the nearby village of 
Izadabad for half a century.

His business is barely clinging on. 
Some of his pistachio trees are old 
enough to remember the golden age 
of Shah Abbas in the 17th century 
but the leaves have turned yellow-
green from the salty water he now 
dredges up.

“The well was 6 to 10 metres 
(deep) when I was a child but now 
it’s 150 and the water is bitter and 
salty,” he said.

“This used to be a village full of 
people. Most have left to become la-
bourers and drivers. Ten more years 
and there will be nothing left.”

Iran faces two key challenges — 
dealing with a years-long nation-
wide drought that shows little sign 
of abating and trying to convince 
farmers to stop the uncontrolled 
pumping of water.

Some 300,000 of Iran’s 750,000 
water pumps are illegal — a big rea-
son the United Nations said Iran is of-
ficially transitioning from a state of 
“water stress” to “water scarcity”.

In 2013, Iran’s chamber of com-
merce carried out a survey showing 
that Kerman province was losing 
about 20,000 hectares of pistachio 
farms every year to desertification.

For centuries, Iran relied on one 
of the world’s most sophisticated ir-
rigation systems — a web of under-
ground canals known as qanats that 
carried water from under mountains 
to the arid plains.

But then came the electric pumps 
and chaotic politics of the last cen-
tury. The need to preserve water 
was little understood and secondary 
to self-sufficiency in food produc-
tion — an attitude that persisted into 

the sanctions era.
“We are slowly moving past a 

long-held illusion that we have end-
less resources,” said Mohsen Nasseri 
at the National Climate Change Of-
fice in Tehran.

He said the government is finally 
looking at financial incentives to 
encourage water conservation. One 
scheme offers funding for farmers to 
buy modern irrigation equipment. 
Changing ingrained attitudes, how-
ever, will take time.

“It’s late, but it’s happening,” Nas-
seri said.

Some farmers have taken matters 
into their own hands.

The lushly green pistachio trees of 

Farhad Sharif’s farm near Sirjan are 
an oasis against the flat brown land-
scape.

The family installed a drip-irri-
gation system eight years ago that 
carefully controls the amount and 
quality of water delivered to each 
plant.

“We get more quality and more 
quantity from our pistachio trees 
and we use 70% less water,” said 
Sharif, who runs the business with 
his father.

They strictly limit the size of the 
farm to ensure the underground wa-
ter levels can be replenished natu-
rally.

“Everyone should do it,” he said 

but he knows the problem is money.
Sharif’s family had cash and con-

nections in Tehran that helped them 
secure a loan for the system but 
even their farm cannot avoid the 
wider problems in the area.

Each year, he said, they have to 
pull up the pipes and shorten them 
as water tables deplete and the land 
gradually sinks.

“The problem is more dangerous 
than people realise. There is just not 
enough oversight,” Sharif said.

“What is happening around here 
is a catastrophe — it has reached a 
crisis point.”

(Agence France-Presse)

Dead pistachio trees at a field that farmers left behind due to the lack of water in an abandoned 
village near the southern Iranian city of Sirjan.                                                                                                   (AFP)

With 250,000 tonnes 
of the nut produced 
last year, Iran was only 
second to the US in 
2015.


