
Development away from the land : what are the pathw ays of change in the 
argan forest social-ecological system of Al Fad (So uss region, Morocco) ? 
 
 
The argan tree (Argania spinosa L. Skeels) grows exclusively in an area of southern Morocco, 
between Essaouira, Taliouine, Tiznit and Agadir. Its ability to drop leaves and enter dormancy in case 
of drought, as well as its deep roots, help it survive in these predominantly arid conditions (Nouaim, 
2005). This thorny tree produces a nut that has been used by locals for centuries to produce the 
valuable argan oil. This oil, the production of which is extremely demanding (about 24 hours of work 
for a women to produce one litre from the nuts), attracted the attention of some researchers in the 
nineties for its anti-aging and moisturizing qualities (Charrouf and Guillaume, 1999). Soon the first 
argan oil cooperatives were created, supported by the idea that commercialising this product might 
provide new income opportunities while creating an incentive to protect the forest (Lybbert, Barrett and 
Narjisse, 2004). In the 2000s, western companies (Yves Rocher, Colgate Palmolive, Galénique, 
Absim) started to take interest in argan oil, leading to a price boom around 2004 (Lybbert, Magnan 
and Aboudrare, 2009) and astonishingly high prices ever since (more than 200 euro on the 
international market). The rapid development of women’s cooperatives is perceived as a great 
opportunity for rural development and conservation by government agencies and NGOs alike, and 
argan oil has increasingly been associated with the idea of sustainable development and women 
empowerment, a wave on which big companies are only too happy to surf.  
 

 

Figure 1 : An old argan tree 

 
The research area is located on the Eastern end of the Souss basin, in the El Faid commune, south of 
the city of Aoulouz (Figure 2). This arid region is home to the Inda Ou Zal tribe, whose livelihoods are 
based on small-scale cultivation, livestock herding, argan products sales and labour export. Their land 
spreads from the Souss plain to the limit of the river catchment southwards, and is covered mostly by 
a sparse argan forest. The Inda Ou Zal were reported to be living in the region as far back as 1100 
AD. 
 



 
Figure 2 : The research area (red ellipse) 

 
Little attention has been devoted in the argan region to pathways of change – trying to understand 
what drives households livelihoods strategies and the evolution of communities in one direction or 
another. I argue that the development and conservation potential of argan sales, at least in my 
research area is overstated, and that it might be sound to look for development and conservation 
opportunities elsewhere than in commercialisation. Starting from the hypothesis (H1) that the land 
alone cannot sustain its population, even in good years, I propose to observe how communities cope 
with scarce resources, and what factors determines their fate as social-ecological systems1 (H2). In 
particular, I am interested in understanding what drives some communities, more than others, towards 
impoverishment and/or resource degradation. I then proceed to examine the extent to which argan 
product sales do play a role in household economy (H3). Finally, I examine the evolution of customary 
institutions in a rapidly changing context, and their past and present role in resource management 
(H4). 
 
My work is organized around four hypotheses  : 
 
H1 : There can be no locally-based sustainable development in the argan SES of Al Fad. 
 
This hypothesis is based on the observation that, although NGO’s, government bodies and local 
associations are promoting sustainable development, the resource base seems thin to feed such 
development. The land is arid, characterized by scarce and erratic rains, and the widespread out-
migration was already reported in the 1920’s during the French occupation (ANONYMOUS, 1926). 
Today the hope for sustainable development in the region revolves mainly around the recent 
development of argan oil cooperatives and the high market price for this oil. The assumption is that 
argan oil marketing, especially through cooperatives, will benefit the local population and create 
incentives for conservation. But the effect of the argan boom has had mitigated effects on 
development and especially conservation in other regions (Lybbert, Magnan and Aboudrare, 2009). In 
our case, although argan sales may have provided a supplementary source of income for some 
households, it is questionable whether the cash inflow from argan sales can compare on the long term 
with the inflow of remittances from workers abroad or in the cities and aid money. Most villagers 

                                                 
1 I define the argan forest social ecological system as a territory  covered at least partly by argan trees and 
where this tree has been of significant importance in the local economy ; the other physical and biological 
elements covering this territory ; and the people living on that land. It is characterized by varying degrees of 
dependence of the local communities on their land, thus the extent to which “social” and “ecological” systems 
are bound to one another. 



questioned in spring 2009 did not think that argan sales had changed their situation much ; but on the 
other hand, most of them saw argan sales as a potentially important source of income if the rains were 
to come back. Locally-based development may also include local job opportunities. I argue that the 
potential for new jobs is very limited as well. Modern agricultural development offers some 
perspectives for households within commuting distance of the plain’s big farms, but this is only a part 
of the population. Tourism is an important source of income in other regions, but its potential is very 
limited in this area due to the lack of water and the relatively unattractive settings compared to other 
nearby areas. As for the environment, although there seem to be pockets of degradation, mostly 
through over-harvesting of heating wood, the picture is not uniform. I argue that local resources may 
be sufficient to maintain a non-increasing population above extreme poverty, but not to support 
development and population growth.  
 
H2 : Consequently, SES are evolving along pathways characterized by at least one of the following : 1. 
increasing reliance on aid and remittances associated with depopulation, 2. stagnation or 
impoverishment and environmental degradation ; 3. social differentiation and entrepreneurial elite 
formation based on local resources. 
 
This follows from H1. I propose to 
categorize household and village-level 
pathways of change on socio-economic 
and environmental indicators, and explain 
the factors affecting these pathways. The 
three pathways proposed in the 
hypothesis reflect what I expect to find 
based on personal observations and the 
results of other case studies. The analysis 
will leave room for other pathways to 
emerge, and will give special attention to 
eventual feed-back mechanisms, virtuous 
or vicious circles and the effect of crises. It 
will be based on a mostly quantitative 
assessment at the household level, 
complemented by narratives. 
 

Figure 3 : Selling argan kernels at the local souq 

 
H3 : Argan sales help decrease vulnerability to drought of household prone to impoverishment, but 
play a negligible role for other households. 
 
This hypothesis follows from the observation made by many villagers that the argan boom has not 
benefited the community so much as it has helped some households out of poverty. I argue that the 
argan oil business does indeed offer some development potential but only for the poorer households 
and up to a certain ceiling. I intend to look in particular at the way households respond to climatic 
stress as a function of their participation in the argan oil market. 
 
H4 : Customary institutions regulating land use increase the resilience of communities to various types 
of stresses under low levels of population density and external connectivity, but they cannot cope with 
a rapidly changing socio-economic context, and thus tend to undergo either collapse or transformation. 
 
Much attention has been given to customary land tenure systems in Morocco. Their complexity and 
flexibility has fascinated many, and the traditional rangeland management, involving temporary closure 
of wide areas, has often been cited as an example of sound common land management (Gilles, 
Hammoudi and Mahdi, 1986 ; Petrzelka and Bell, 2000). In the El Faid commune, the fate of 
customary institutions differs widely from one village to the other : whereas in some villages they have 
been replaced by an open-access regime, in others, they have been maintained until now or 
transformed and merged with new organizational forms. I argue that, as communities get more 
involved in the global economy, customary institutions face new issues they are not made to deal with, 
and have to adapt or wither away. This is supported by some writings on the Souss region (Turner, 
2005) and on the High Atlas customary institutions (Bourbouze, 2000). New pressures on institutions 



include : the increasing value of argan oil (as opposed to other products of argan trees, such as forage 
and wood) ; the arrival of new institutional actors, such as NGOs, argan cooperatives, associations 
and international bodies (UNESCO) ; and demographic change, whether population growth or the 
departure of young men and even whole families to the cities. 
 

 
Figure 4 : customary land management : private plots and common grazing land 
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