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T 

he number of Moroccans 
aged 60 and over is ex-
pected to triple by 2050, 
making that demographic 
one-quarter of the total 

population, a report released by 
Morocco’s High Commission for 
Planning stated.

The report said Morocco’s total 
population would increase to 43.6 
million in 2050, with 10.1 million 
(23.2%) aged 60 and over. In 2014, 
Moroccans aged 60 or older ac-
counted for 9.4% of the population.

Sociologist Soumaya Naamane 
Guessous said the trend could come 
with severe social consequences.

“We know very well that pensions 
are ridiculous and that not all the 
population has pension rights and 
medical coverage,” Guessous said. 
“What has been bothering me for 
the last 20 years is to see families 
getting more and more nuclearised 
because they have to adapt to the 
changing lifestyle.

“Before, it was the children who 
were taking care of their parents 
but now it’s the other way round 
because of the current economic 
climate that is making it difficult for 
children to quit their parents’ house 
at an early age,” said Guessous, a 
professor at Hassan II University in 
Casablanca.

“We are in a country that is not 
prepared to cater to the needs of 
the elderly as public care homes are 
very few. Even those ones do not 
meet pensioners’ demands and ex-
pectations.

“There is a lack of leisure places 
where the elderly can spend their 
time. It is heartbreaking to see old 
men playing checkers with a piece 
of cardboard and stones in the 

streets. This will adversely affect 
their dignity and make them feel 
marginalised in their own society, 
which will backfire on their fami-
lies,” she added.

Another long-term problem is fi-
nancing pensions. With the active 
workforce on pace to increase only 
slightly relative to the elderly popu-
lation, pensions will put a huge bur-
den on the government’s coffers.

The potentially active population 
(15-59 years old) would be 25.6 mil-
lion in 2050, up from 21.1 million in 
2014.

“We are going to reach a stage in 
which the government will not be 
able to pay pensions because there 
will be a minority (workforce) work-
ing for a majority (pensioners),” said 
Guessous.

The previous government over-
hauled state pension policy by rais-
ing the workers’ contributions and 
retirement age to 63 by 2022, de-
spite strong opposition from trade 
unions.

Guessous said Moroccan cities 
have been ruralised and the exodus 
from rural areas to cities will contin-
ue while rural inhabitants are being 
marginalised and deprived of edu-
cation, health care and other basic 
services.

“When I travelled in the most re-
mote areas in Morocco, I asked the 
youth about their dream and the an-
swer was to leave the countryside,” 
she said.

By 2050, Moroccan cities would 
be home to 73.6% (32.1 million) of 
the country’s inhabitants, up from 
60.3% (20.4 million) in 2014. The 
rural population would see a de-
cline in its workforce, to 11.5 million 
people in 2050, from 13.4 million in 
2014.

“We will end up with an ageing 
population in rural areas because of 
the youth’s exodus,” said Guessous, 
adding that the street vendors fre-

quently seen in cities are largely the 
fruit of the “rural exodus,” which “is 
due to the absence of a solid political 
structure to improve the standard of  
living in rural areas.”

“Consequently, the cities will 
find themselves unable to accom-
modate the increasing number of 
country people who are likely to 
live in substandard housing, which 
will in turn exacerbate poverty and 
crime and place considerable strain 
on their infrastructure, especially 
schools and hospitals,” she warned.

The Moroccan government is 
stepping up its fight against sub-
standard housing by introducing 
social housing. In September, Set-
tat became the 58th city without 
slums.

The eradication of substandard 
housing in Casablanca, however, 
seems to be taking longer than 
planned. Thirteen years after the 
implementation of the city’s pro-
gramme to end slums, unregulated 
neighbourhoods and shantytowns 
continue to swarm.

“The rural flow is so important 
that it has surpassed the creation 
of housing despite the extraordi-
nary policy of social housing,” said 
Guessous.

“Right now, we have not seen any 
long-term strategies and policies 
that can adapt to these situations. 
It is good to project the country’s 
future population but the main 
question is: What are we going to 
do today to solve these problems?”

Saad Guerraoui

No retirement for survival. An old street vendor sells melons in Casablanca.                           (Saad Guerraoui)

Morocco’s population predicted to age significantly

Cairo

A 

s soon as Salah Sayed’s 
eldest daughter, Ahlam, 
turned 15, he started 
thinking about her mar-
riage prospects.

For her father Ahlam’s marriage 
would significantly ease the fam-
ily’s financial burden and poten-
tially provide better opportunities 

for her three younger siblings.
“Her husband would financial-

ly take care of her,” said Sayed, a 
doorman at a plush Giza apartment 
building.

Ahlam was soon married. Her 
groom was closer to her father’s 
age — Sayed is in his 40s — than her 
own. However, Sayed expressed no 
qualms about the age difference. In 
Egypt, where government figures 
indicate 15% of girls are married 
before they turn 16, while a study 
published by the National Coun-
cil for Women in 2013 showed 22% 
were married before the age of 18, 
such things were expected.

“She was physically mature, 
which encouraged me to take 
this decision,” Sayed said about  
his daughter.

Child marriage is a long tradition 
in Sayed’s family. His mother was 
14 years old when she married his 
father. Some of his aunts and sisters 
were of similar age when they mar-
ried.

Such practices are now illegal in 
Egypt, which increased the legal 
age of marriage to 18 in 2008. Still, 
child marriages take place, particu-
larly in the poorest, most rural parts 
of the country where it is the norm.

“The fact is that the whole mar-
riage culture in some parts of Egypt 
should change, especially when it 
comes to the right age for the mar-
riage of girls,” said Maysa Shawki, 
Egypt’s deputy health minister and 
a senior official in the state-run Na-
tional Council for Childhood and 
Motherhood (NCCM). “In some 
rural parts of our country, girls get 
married so early, which is bad be-

cause it has adverse health and so-
cial ramifications.”

Egypt’s National Population 
Council began a national strategy 
in 2014 that addresses the issue. 
The government has implemented 
a zero-tolerance policy for people 
found to have officiated at an un-
der-age marriage.

Critics say that, while such regu-
lation looks good on paper, it is a 
question of implementation and 
enforcement.

“People are easily violating these 
regulations everywhere to marry 
their children off at a young age,” 
said Samia Khedr Saleh, a sociology 
professor at Ain Shams University. 
“Some people do this under finan-
cial need and others just because 
they believe that girls must get 
married young.”

It is not easy to address an issue 
that is so ingrained in society and 
change takes place slowly.

Poverty is a major factor in under-
age marriages. Wealthy Arabs have 
been known to travel to Egypt to 
marry young Egyptians, a practice 
some consider closer to sex tourism 
than legal matrimony.

Poor parents and the wealthy 
suitors get around government 
regulations by not officially docu-
menting the marriage. They sign a 
contract, with the help of a lawyer, 
which gives the wife none of the 
rights guaranteed by official mar-
riage contracts. Such marriages are 
known as “urfi” — “customary” — 
marriages, a practice dating to the 
early days of Islam.

Ahlam was married in an “urfi” 
ceremony last year. Her father 

received a bride price of $2,272 — 
equal to three years’ salary.

Not long after her wedding, Ahl-
am suffered health problems and 
was admitted to the hospital. She 
was pregnant. Six months later, she 
gave birth to a boy. Her husband 
disappeared and she and her son 
have no contact with him.

Shawki said NCCM is working 
to change the way people such as 
Sayed think about marriage, in-
cluding participating in workshops 
and talks in Egypt’s rural provinces 
about the dangers of child mar-
riage.

“Marrying the girls off that early 
is a violation of all the rights they 
are entitled to,” Shawki said. “This 
type of marriage causes losses to all 
parties: The girls, the parents and 
society.”

Ahmed Megahid

Awful realities. An Egyptian girl (C) pauses in an alley in the village of al-Jendyaa in the Bani Mazar 
province in the Minya governorate.                                                                                                                         (AFP)

In Egypt, child 
marriage remains 
a serious problem

Some people do this 
under financial need and 
others just because they 
believe that girls must get 
married young.

Samia Khedr Saleh, 
a sociology professor at Ain 
Shams University

Morocco’s total 
population would 
increase to 43.6 
million in 2050, with 
10.1 million (23.2%) 
aged 60 and over.


