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Environment

Moroccan vault protects seeds from climate change
Samia Errazzouki

Rabat

S 

hould a doomsday agricul-
tural crisis hit the world’s 
driest environments, sci-
entists and farmers will 
turn to an up-and-coming 

research-centred bank in Morocco 
to restock their harvest.

Tucked away in the university 
hub of Irfane in Rabat, the Interna-
tional Centre for Agricultural Re-
search in the Dry Areas (ICARDA) 
hosts the largest collection of seeds 
in North Africa.

“If for any reason, a particular 
community lost all their resources, 
we are capable of providing them 
with the seeds for restoration and 
rehabilitation,” said Ahmed Amri, 
head of ICARDA’s Genetic Resourc-
es Unit.

The crucial role of seed banks in 
protecting biodiversity is receiv-
ing increasing attention because 
of climate change, which threat-
ens to wipe out crops as dry areas 
of the world get hotter and drier. 
The effect on African agriculture is 
among the topics being discussed 
at UN climate talks in Morocco.

The site in Rabat has become 
ICARDA’s primary centre of storage 
and research after its previous hub 
in Aleppo, Syria, was seized by an 
Islamist rebel group in September 
2015.

“We couldn’t continue doing this 
work because of the situation in 
Syria, so we decided to make ar-

rangements to move elsewhere to 
continue our work,” said Amri, who 
used to work in Aleppo but is now 
leading genetic research efforts in 
Rabat.

While many of the research ac-
tivities moved to Rabat, 98% of 
the Aleppo centre’s seeds were 
transferred to ICARDA’s centre in 
Lebanon. Duplicates were sent to a 
doomsday seed vault in Svalbard in 
the Norwegian Arctic, which serves 
as a backup for other seed banks 
worldwide.

Rebels from the ultraconserva-
tive Ahrar al-Sham group have oc-
cupied the Aleppo centre since 
September 2015, cutting off access 
to its 75 employees. Amri has daily 
contact with the five staff members 
who remain in Aleppo, including 
associate scientist Ali Shehadeh.

“With the ceasefire, it’s stable 
and unstable at times,” Shehadeh 
said from Aleppo in a Skype inter-
view facilitated by Amri.

The Rabat centre has tens of 
thousands of seeds — spanning 
from wheat and barley to lentils 
and chickpeas — inside a vault in 
near-freezing temperatures. The 
seed bank preserves these essential 
staples and develops them to be-
come more resistant to disease and 
a warming climate.

Morocco faced an unprecedented 
drought in 2015 that scientists and 
the government linked to climate 
change, with drier and warmer win-
ters in Morocco and neighbouring 
countries.

Domestic grain production 
dropped, forcing the government 
to drop tariffs on imports to avoid 
shortages and stem rising prices. In 
October, the government decided 
to temporarily remove import du-
ties for lentils to lower the price 
ahead of the winter season — a time 
when lentils are widely consumed 

in Morocco.
Scientists at the Rabat centre 

work closely with farmers in Mar-
chouch, a nearby rural town. The 
scientists provide seed samples to 
farmers who allocate about 2% of 
their farmland to test the seeds and 
provide feedback to scientists.

“We are looking for science-
based solutions for farmers’ prob-
lems,” said Shiv Kumar Agrawal, 
a lentil breeder with ICARDA. The 
problems include contending with 
droughts, invasive insects and in-
creasing production.

Farmers report to scientists on 

the results of the harvest yielded 
from the seed samples, after which 
further tests are conducted to im-
prove the seeds’ durability and pro-
duction yield.

Farmer Abdellah Slimani, 48, 
president of a farmers’ coopera-
tive in Marchouch, said the feed-
back loop has helped him and fel-
low farmers to improve their own 
methods as climate change contin-
ues to affect harvests.

“We hope that this year’s harvest 
will be better, God willing,” Slimani 
said.

Bruce Campbell of the Consor-

tium of International Agricultural 
Research Centres said the climate 
conference in Marrakech offers a 
unique opportunity to address the 
effects of climate change on African 
agriculture.

“Considering all African coun-
tries have included agriculture in 
their climate adaptation strate-
gies, (the conference) will be the 
ideal setting to discuss how the 
most promising solutions can be 
deployed and indeed, funded,” he 
said.
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Inaam El Meziani, assistant researcher at ICARDA, inspects seeds to ensure they are free from 
diseases in the Rabat seed bank, Morocco, October 21st, 2016.                                                                         (AP)                                                                                                                           

COP 22 conference

US risks losing moral authority on climate change

I 

t was rotten luck and very 
bad timing, but a key world 
climate change conference in 
Morocco coincided with news 
that 60 million Americans 
had elected a man who calls 

global warming “bullshit” and a 
“hoax” perpetrated by the Chinese 
for canny business reasons.

Donald Trump, who will be the 
United States’ 45th president as of 
midday January 20th, once said the 
manifestations of climate change 
were “just weather”. In 18 months 
of the election campaign he prom-
ised to “bring back” the United 
States’ coal industry, whatever that 
might mean. Share prices in oil 
drilling and coal companies have 
soared since Trump’s victory.

It is fair to ask if a prolonged 
season of heavy weather is upon 
us all, especially individuals and 
institutions that have laboured to 
put the planet’s health on the criti-
cal list. What will a climate change 
denier’s elevation to the American 
presidency mean for the planet and 
especially for the imperilled Middle 
East and North Africa (MENA)?

First, to the specifics.
If anyone thought it seemed 

hotter than ever this year, and 
especially so in a MENA country, 
they were right. While the Mar-
rakech conference was under way, 
the United Nations’ World Meteoro-
logical Organisation predicted that 
2016 would probably be the hottest 
year ever recorded. Mitribah in 
Kuwait sweated through 54 degrees 
Celsius on July 21st, which may be 
the highest temperature on record 
for Asia.

Unfortunately, Mitribah or 
Mitribah-like temperatures may 
become more the norm for MENA 
by the end of this century. Re-
search conducted at Germany’s 
Max Planck Institute for Chem-

istry and the Cyprus Institute in 
Nicosia indicated that near-inferno 
conditions are likely for MENA, no 
matter what steps are taken now. In 
a few decades, summer night-time 
temperatures will stay at or above 
30 degrees Celsius and the daytime 
average could touch 46 degrees 
Celsius.

Clearly, the MENA region is going 
to be nearly as hot as Hades which-
ever way efforts to arrest climate 
change go. Is it all a bit worthless 
then, especially as the world may 
be less able to act once the United 
States is led by a climate change-
denier such as Trump?

It is unclear whether the United 
States will formally withdraw from 
the landmark Paris agreement to 
limit global greenhouse emissions. 
The agreement went into force 
November 4th, just before Morocco 
welcomed delegates to COP 22, 
the 22nd Conference of Parties to 
the UN Framework Convention on 
Climate Change.

If the United States rejects the 
Paris agreement despite ratifica-
tion, its non-participation in a 
global common cause would be 
keenly felt for it is the world’s 
second biggest polluter after China. 
It is also (at least until Trump’s elec-
tion win) something of a role model 
and a persuasive force in global 
opinion-building.

Even though countries that 
have ratified the Paris agreement 
are technically not allowed to 
withdraw at least until 2020, why 
should that matter to Trump’s 
America? It could simply stop 
measuring greenhouse gas emis-
sions with a determined plan to not 
report to the relevant UN secre-
tariat.

The Paris deal requires the ratify-
ing countries (105 at the moment) 
to report every five years on the 
progress they have made towards 
achieving their emissions-control 
targets. The first reporting period 
is 2023.

If Trump’s America simply failed 
to turn in a report to the United 
Nations, however, it would face no 
consequences. The Paris agree-
ment has no mechanism to force a 
country to set a specific target, by a 
specific date and there is no penalty 
for failing to meet targets.

So, the United States can con-
tinue to choke itself by emitting 
more greenhouse gases. A finding 
by independent research firm Lux 
Research, which has headquarters 
in the United States, stated that car-
bon dioxide output would be 16% 
higher under a Trump presidency 
were he to complete two terms in 
the White House.

This is because Trump’s America 
could do the following: Scrap the 
Clean Power Plan, which has been 
helping to cut emissions; end 
billions of dollars in funding for 
clean energy schemes; allow fossil 
fuel projects such as the Keystone 
Pipeline development and Dakota 
Access Pipeline; escalate produc-
tion of coal, oil and natural gas and 
encourage investment in high-car-
bon energy sources.

That said, Trump or not, the 
United States shares the planet with 
everyone else. New York, Miami 
and Boston would be affected by 
rising seas. California, which is in 
the throes of a three-year drought, 
could have dry spells that last two 
or three decades, scientists say. 
Some months ago, Trump said he 
did not believe California’s drought, 
its worst in 1,200 years, really 
existed.

Denial is just as bad as deplorable 
recklessness towards stewardship 
of the planet. If it goes rogue on 
climate change collaboration with 
the world, the United States will 
lose moral authority and a great 
deal else besides.

Rashmee Roshan Lall is a columnist 
for The Arab Weekly. Her blog can 
be found at www.rashmee.com and 
she is on Twitter: @rashmeerl.
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planet with everyone else.

UN climate chief Patricia Espinosa (R), and Morocco’s Foreign Minister 
Salaheddine Mezouar (C) celebrate after the proclamation of Marrakech, at the 
COP 22 climate change conference in Marrakech, on November 17th.                      (AP)

ICARDA in Rabat 
hosts the largest 
collection of seeds in 
North Africa.


