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Abstract 
 
Africa stands at a pivotal moment in its development, confronting the dual pressures of 

resource exploitation and the promise of modernization. Beneath the veneer of progress lies a 
reality shaped by systemic inequalities, ecological degradation, and the marginalization of rural 
communities. Land and water, essential for survival and deeply tied to cultural identity, are 
increasingly diverted to serve external markets, creating cycles of dependency and deprivation. 
Rather than alleviating food insecurity, agricultural transformations across the continent have 
often exacerbated it, depriving communities of autonomy, resilience, and their connection to 
heritage. 

This thesis explores these dynamics through a political ecology framework, uncovering 
the power structures that influence environmental changes and resource distribution. Morocco’s 
Drâa-Tafilalet region offers a compelling case study, showcasing the interplay between 
advancements in agricultural innovation and persistent socio-economic challenges. By 
integrating local, regional, and continental perspectives, this study emphasizes the need for 
agricultural approaches that prioritize equity and sustainability. The findings presented here 
underline that Africa’s agricultural future is not only about producing food but also about 
safeguarding identity, reclaiming agency, and ensuring the well-being of its people. 
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Introduction 
 

Water and land are fundamental to human existence, underpinning the fulfillment of 
essential rights and shaping the foundation of equitable societies. Despite their centrality, these 
resources often remain overshadowed in international frameworks, which prioritize food, health, 
and housing while neglecting the critical roles of water and land in sustaining life. Water is not 
merely a resource but an irreplaceable element of survival. It nourishes people, enables 
agriculture, and supports ecosystems, while its absence disrupts health and livelihoods. Land 
provides the basis for shelter, sustenance, and cultural identity, anchoring communities to their 
past and future. 

The United Nations Department of Technical Cooperation for Development captured the 
profound human dimension of these issues in stating that “water problems ultimately end up as 
‘people’ problems.”1 Scarcity of water, exacerbated by mismanagement and population 
pressures, manifests in suffering and displacement. Vulnerable populations, bear the heaviest 
burdens, losing not only access to water but also the opportunity to live with dignity.  

For millions of people, the loss of access to water represents more than an environmental 
crisis; it disrupts the stability and essential foundations of life itself. By 2030, as many as 700 
million people could be displaced globally due to water scarcity,2 driven by climate change, rapid 
population growth, and unsustainable water management. With the global population projected 
to reach 9.7 billion by 2050,3 the demand for water is expected to intensify dramatically, placing 
additional strain on ecosystems already nearing their limits. These challenges are most acute in 
water-stressed regions, with at least 50% of the world’s population facing highly water-stressed 
conditions for at least one month each year.4  As these pressures escalate, the transboundary 
nature of 60% of global freshwater resources introduces further complexities,5 with disputes over 
access increasingly fueling migration and conflict. The growing inability to secure safe and 
sufficient water underscores a deepening crisis, one that denies millions the basic resources 
needed to sustain their lives and futures. 

This deprivation contravenes the international legal framework established by the United 
Nations, which recognizes water as a prerequisite for the realization of all human rights. In its 
landmark Resolution 64/292, the UN General Assembly explicitly affirmed the human right to 
water, underscoring that the access to safe, clean, and affordable water is indispensable to an 

 
1 U.N. Dept. of Technical Cooperation for Development of Water Resources, (undated brochure), as discussed in 
McCaffrey, infra note 2. 
2 United Nations International Children's Emergency Fund, “Water Scarcity: Addressing the Growing Lack of 
Available Water to Meet Children’s Needs,” UNICEF, 2020, https://www.unicef.org/wash/water-scarcity 
3 United Nations, “Growing at a Slower Pace, World Population Is Expected to Reach 9.7 Billion in 2050 and Could 
Peak at Nearly 11 Billion around 2100: UN Report,” United Nations Sustainable Development, June 17, 2019, 
https://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/blog/2019/06/growing-at-a-slower-pace-world-population-is-expected-
to-reach-9-7-billion-in-2050-and-could-peak-at-nearly-11-billion-around-2100-un-report/ 
4 Samantha Kuzma, Liz Saccoccia, and Marlena Chertock, “25 Countries, Housing One-Quarter of the Population, 
Face Extremely High Water Stress,” World Resources Institute , August 16, 2023, 
https://www.wri.org/insights/highest-water-stressed-countries. 
5 United Nations, “Transboundary Waters,” UN, n.d., https://www.unwater.org/water-facts/transboundary-waters. 

https://www.wri.org/insights/highest-water-stressed-countries
https://www.unwater.org/water-facts/transboundary-waters
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adequate standard of living.6 In arid regions, the competition for dwindling supplies intensifies, 
with dire consequences for human well-being and social stability.7 Land rights, are equally tied 
to human rights, providing access to food and security while shaping the economic and social 
fabric of societies. However, historical injustices and modern practices, such as land 
expropriation, have perpetuated inequality, depriving countless communities of their livelihoods 
and autonomy. The absence of secure tenure leaves individuals powerless in the face of 
exploitation, unable to protect their futures or their rights.8 

Water and land, as essential rights, are deeply intertwined with global challenges of food 
insecurity, water scarcity, and unequal access to resources. These crises do not exist in isolation 
but fuel each other in a destructive cycle that undermines the very foundations of human dignity 
and survival. As water becomes increasingly commodified, its value is measured not only in 
billions of dollars but also in the countless lives dependent on its equitable access. This dynamic 
reflects a stark truth: water is not just wasted and polluted, but also exploited as a tool of 
industry, with often devastating consequences for marginalized communities.9 

Food insecurity has intensified these pressures, driving practices like large-scale 
irrigation and high-input agricultural intensification. While intended to enhance food production, 
these practices often overdraw critical water supplies, exacerbating scarcity.10 Irrigation alone 
accounts for a significant proportion of freshwater use, with nearly 500 million people reliant on 
food produced using unsustainable water resources that may disappear in the near future.11 In 
regions such as the Sahel in Africa and South Asia, where water is already scarce, this 
overextraction creates acute vulnerabilities, particularly for populations without secure access to 
land or water. The global rush for arable land, especially pronounced since the early 2000s, 
further compounds these inequities. Framed as necessary investments in food security or climate 
mitigation, land acquisitions by corporations frequently displace smallholder farmers and 
indigenous communities.12 These so-called “land grabs”, which have been common place in 
India, particularly in regions like Punjab13, where smallholder farmers have been displaced due 
to the expansion of industrial farming for export-oriented crops such as wheat and rice, are a 

 
6 United Nations General Assembly. Resolution Adopted by the General Assembly on 28 July 2010: The Human 
Right to Water and Sanitation (A/RES/64/292). 2010. 
7 Stephen C. McCaffre, “A Human Right to Water: Domestic and International Implications,” Georgetown 
International Environmental Law Review 5, no. 1 (1992): 1–25. 
8 Jeremie Gilbert, “Land Rights as Human Rights: The Case for a Specific Right to Land,” International Journal on 
Human Rights 10, no. 18 (June 2013): 115–36. 
9 Edgar Chen and Sarah A. Altschuller, “Corporate Accountability and Human Rights in the Age of Global Water 
Scarcity,” Natural Resources & Environment 24, no. 3 (2010): 9–14. 
10 Noemi Mancosu et al., “Water Scarcity and Future Challenges for Food Production,” Water 7, no. 3 (March 10, 
2015): 975–92. 
11 William A. Jury and Henry J. Vaux Jr., “The Emerging Global Water Crisis: Managing Scarcity and Conflict 
between Water Users,” Advances in Agronomy 95 (2007): 24–25. 
12 Ian Scoones et al., “Narratives of Scarcity: Framing the Global Land Rush,” Geoforum 101 (May 2019): 231–41. 
13 Thomas Reuter et al., “Land Grab Practices and a Threat to Livelihood and Food Security in India? A Case Study 
from Aerocity Expansion Project from S.A.S. Nagar, Punjab,” Journal of Land and Rural Studies 9, no. 1 (2021): 
97–118. 



 7 

significant concern. In Brazil14, soy farming and cattle ranching have similarly taken over 
ancestral lands in the Amazon. These practices strip local populations of their ancestral 
territories, severing their access to vital resources and, in turn, their cultural identities. Land is 
not merely an economic asset; for many, it is the foundation of their way of life, linked to 
spiritual practices and social cohesion.15 The United Nations Human Rights Committee has 
underscored this connection, recognizing that protecting land rights is essential for preserving 
cultural integrity.16 

The global patterns of industrial agriculture, marked by resource exploitation and socio-
economic displacement, are not confined to specific regions but manifest across diverse local 
contexts. Africa exemplifies how these global dynamics materialize on the ground, where the 
push for agricultural intensification reshapes traditional landscapes and livelihoods. While global 
trends such as large-scale land acquisitions and export-driven agribusiness disrupt food 
sovereignty worldwide, their consequences in Africa are particularly stark. Many regions, long 
shaped by practices that harmonized with unique environmental conditions, now find themselves 
struggling with contemporary economic pressures that weigh down on historical traditions. Both 
domestic policies and international actors are reshaping agricultural systems across the continent, 
with implications that threaten ecological sustainability and the social fabric of communities. 
This thesis investigates the implications of this transformation, focusing on the resulting 
environmental pressures and the socio-economic consequences for local populations. 

This dissertation does so through a political ecology framework that examines how power 
dynamics shape environmental transformations and resource distribution, often to the detriment 
of marginalized communities. At its core, political ecology challenges the idea that 
environmental degradation and resource scarcity occur naturally. Instead, it highlights how 
systemic power structures prioritize certain interests while excluding or marginalizing vulnerable 
populations. Agro-industrial marginalization builds on these insights by showing how industrial 
and economic activities reshape ecosystems, gradually severing communities from their 
traditional resource bases.17 The term "agro-industrial marginalization," as employed in this 
thesis, does not appear prominently in itself in the existing literature consulted for this research 
project. It is introduced here as a conceptual framework to examine how industrial agricultural 
systems drive processes of socio-economic, cultural, and environmental marginalization. By 
synthesizing insights from studies on rural marginalization, large-scale land acquisitions, and 
environmental degradation, the term captures how industrial agricultural practices reshape 
ecosystems and sever communities from their traditional resource bases. While the concepts of 
"agro-industrial" and "marginalization" are well-documented individually, their combination in 

 
14 Gabriel Cardoso Carrero et al., “Land Grabbing in the Brazilian Amazon: Stealing Public Land with Government 
Approval,” Land Use Policy 120 (September 2022). 
15 Gilbert, “Land Rights as Human Rights.” 
16 United Nations Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights, Mapping Human Rights Obligations 
Relating to the Enjoyment of a Safe, Clean, Healthy, and Sustainable Environment: Individual Report on the 
International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights, Report No. 2 (December 2013), 8, 28. 
17 V. M. Rao and H. G. Hanumappa, “Marginalisation Process in Agriculture: Indicators, Outlook and Policy 
Implications,” Economic and Political Weekly 34, no. 52 (1999): 25–31. 
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this context offers a cohesive framework for analyzing these intersecting dynamics. This concept 
extends political ecology’s critique by linking these transformations to broader historical 
processes of colonialism, which have reshaped local ecological systems and community 
practices. By centering the human dimensions of environmental change, political ecology reveals 
how ecological shifts often mirror historical and social inequalities, persisting across both spatial 
and temporal scales.18 

In Africa, these dynamics are evident in the transformation of land and water access, as 
large-scale agribusiness investments reconfigure traditional practices, often displacing 
communities and disrupting their established ways of life.19 The rapid expansion of large-scale 
agriculture has prioritized export-oriented monocultures, disrupting traditional farming systems 
that have historically balanced resource use with environmental sustainability. These operations 
often demand significant control over natural resources, particularly water, to sustain their scale 
and productivity. These farms rely on advanced technology to drill wells up to 300 meters deep, 
in stark contrast to the shallower wells of smallholder farmers, typically 20 to 30 meters deep, 
leaving them at a disadvantage as competition for water intensifies. 

For the indigenous communities in Africa, as I will argue, the transformation of 
agricultural systems has far-reaching implications that extend beyond the economic realm. Land 
and water, long regarded as sources of sustenance and identity, are deeply entwined with the 
spiritual and cultural practices of these communities. The expansion of industrial agriculture 
disrupts these bonds, displacing traditional systems of land stewardship and water management 
with practices that prioritize profitability over sustainability. This thesis will show that as 
agribusiness intensifies its control over natural resources, communities in Morocco (as 
elsewhere) face not only economic displacement but also the erosion of intangible cultural 
connections that define their collective identity. The marginalization experienced in this context 
is not just a loss of resources but a profound dislocation from the ways of life that have 
historically provided social cohesion and resilience.20 This disconnection illustrates how large-
scale agrarian transformations, driven by external capital and global market demands, contribute 
to a deeper crisis of cultural and social continuity.21 

Climate change further amplifies these pressures, accelerating desertification and 
intensifying water scarcity. North Africa, in particular, is among the most climate-vulnerable 
regions globally, facing extreme weather patterns, including prolonged droughts, severe 
heatwaves, and reduced rainfall.22 By the century’s end, average temperatures are expected to 

 
18 Diana Liverman, “Reading Climate Change and Climate Governance as Political Ecologies,” in The Routledge 
Handbook of Political Ecology, ed. Tom Perreault, Gavin Bridge, and James McCarthy (Routledge, 2015). 
19 Tor A. Benjaminsen, “Political Ecologies of Environmental Degradation and Marginalization,” in The Routledge 
Handbook of Political Ecology, ed. Tom Perreault Tom Perreault, Gavin Bridge Gavin Bridge, and James McCarthy 
(Routledge, 2015). 
20 Gilbert, “Land Rights as Human Rights.” 
21 Benjaminsen, “Political Ecologies of Environmental Degradation.” 
22 Varela R., L. Rodríguez-Díaz, and M. de Castro, “Persistent Heat Waves Projected for Middle East and North 
Africa by the End of the 21st Century,” PLOS ONE 15, no. 11 (November 17, 2020). 
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rise by 3°C, with some areas experiencing increases of up to 8°C.23 These vulnerabilities are 
often exploited by industrial farms through unsustainable extraction practices to expand their 
control over water resources, further depleting aquifers and intensifying ecological degradation. 
In this context, climate change should be understood as a social phenomenon that exacerbates 
systemic inequities in resource access and control. 

The specific impacts within and challenges facing North Africa in an era of global 
warming and economic competition remain largely underexplored in much academic and policy-
oriented literatures. In global climate discussions, North Africa is often grouped with broader 
Middle Eastern categories, obscuring the region’s distinct environmental challenges and adaptive 
capacities. This regional ambiguity not only prevents a clear understanding of the critical issues 
affecting certain areas but also overlooks the positive changes and innovative measures being 
undertaken in others. For example, the unchecked expansion of deep-well drilling by industrial 
farms has escalated water conflicts, yet this aspect remains insufficiently examined. Similarly, 
while large-scale land acquisitions have been well-documented in sub-Saharan Africa, the 
dynamics of agribusiness in North Africa, influenced by foreign investment, state policies, and 
traditional land practices, are less studied. This dissertation aims to address this gap by exploring 
how the forces of industrial agriculture, coupled with environmental challenges and increasing 
competition for resources, collectively contribute to the systemic marginalization of local 
communities in North Africa, while also shedding light on the region’s efforts to adapt and 
innovate in the face of these pressures. 

Against this backdrop, Morocco emerges as a case study that highlights both the 
challenges of industrial agriculture and the strategies being implemented to address them. In 
Drâa-Tafilalet, a region heavily reliant on groundwater for irrigation, industrial date farming has 
become a critical economic sector. This type of farming, while culturally significant and 
economically vital, demands large amounts of water, particularly in the early stages of 
cultivation. This places immense strain on the region’s already scarce water resources, mirroring 
broader concerns across North Africa. 

The challenges of water scarcity in Morocco, particularly the uneven distribution of 
resources between northern and southern regions, further underscore the importance of the 
country’s innovative approaches to water management. Over 70% of Morocco’s annual water 
supply is concentrated in the northern regions, which constitute just 15% of the national 
territory24, while southern areas like Drâa-Tafilalet rely heavily on groundwater for irrigation. 
This reliance is becoming increasingly unsustainable, with precipitation levels projected to 
decline by up to 15% between 2020 and 2030. Agriculture consumes over 85% of Morocco’s 
water resources, further exacerbating these pressures.25 However, Morocco’s responses, 

 
23 Katharina Waha et al., “Climate Change Impacts in the Middle East and Northern Africa (MENA) Region and 
Their Implications for Vulnerable Population Groups,” Regional Environmental Change 17, no. 6 (April 12, 2017): 
1623–38. 
24 Houria Et-Touile, “Water Scarcity Impacts on Food Production in Morocco,” International Journal of Strategic 
Management and Economic Studies (IJSMES) 2, no. 5 (September 18, 2023): 1640–53. 
25 Ibid. 
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particularly in Drâa-Tafilalet, demonstrate incisive efforts to address resource constraints while 
safeguarding the livelihoods of communities reliant on agriculture. 

This thesis aims to examine the pervasive effects of agro-industrial marginalization in 
Africa, applying a political ecology framework to analyze these dynamics across continental, 
regional, and local scales. Chapter One provides a macro-level analysis of patterns in industrial 
agriculture, examining how key contributions in the literature discuss these trends and their role 
in marginalization. Chapter Two narrows the focus to Morocco, analyzing the shifting 
agricultural landscape in Drâa-Tafilalet and the broader environmental and structural forces 
driving these changes. Chapter Three explores the broader implications of “agro-industrial 
marginalization”, emphasizing how control over natural resources by external economic actors 
further marginalizes local populations, stripping them of both their livelihoods and cultural 
heritage. 

Chapter One: The Socioeconomic and Cultural Costs of Industrial Agriculture 

 
1.1 The Global Shift to Industrial Agriculture  
 
 The global shift towards industrial agriculture marked a fundamental change in how food 
is produced, driven by the need for increased yields and a growing demand for efficiency in 
farming practices. Traditional agricultural systems, built on diverse cropping and adapted to local 
environments, were replaced by a model focused on maximizing output. This transition was 
largely influenced by the Green Revolution, a post-World War II movement from the 1940s 
initiated by U.S. initiatives and private foundations like the Rockefeller Foundation. The Green 
Revolution aimed to combat food shortages by introducing high-yielding varieties (HYVs) of 
staple crops such as wheat and rice, alongside the promotion of synthetic fertilizers, pesticides, 
and advanced irrigation techniques.26 
 The post-World War II era marked a turning point in global initiatives to tackle hunger 
and poverty, particularly in regions categorized as “underdeveloped”. The devastation of the war 
and widespread food shortages emphasized the urgency of increasing agricultural productivity 
and modernizing economies. Development programs framed these regions as needing external 
intervention, with the industrialization and technological innovations being presented as 
universal solutions. This perspective shaped initiatives such as the Green Revolution, which 
deepened existing inequalities by favoring wealthier landowners who could afford the new 
technologies and marginalizing smaller farmers. As a result, land consolidation and the 
displacement of indigenous farming communities became prevalent, exposing the stark 
contradictions of the development agenda. In many cases, “the strategy of development produced 

 
26 Meredith McKittrick, “Industrial Agriculture,” in A Companion to Global Environmental History, ed. J. R. 
McNeill and Erin Stewart Mauldin (Blackwell Publishing, 2012). 
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its opposite: massive underdevelopment and impoverishment, untold exploitation and 
oppression.”27 
 Beneath the surface of these interventions lay a deeper transformation in how 
development was understood and practiced. Entire regions were submerged in a narrative that 
portrayed poverty and hunger as technical challenges solvable through Western expertise, while 
overlooking the structural causes of inequality and marginalization. This approach, as Arturo 
Escobar noted, meant that “reality in sum, had been colonized by the development discourse.”28 
Local communities were reduced to passive recipients of aid and management, their diverse 
agricultural systems replaced by a model that prioritized market integration and productivity at 
the expense of social and ecological sustainability. Far from empowering these regions, the 
development agenda often entrenched dependency and exacerbated vulnerabilities, leaving a 
legacy of inequality and displacement. The tangible effects of these systemic transformations can 
be seen in regions where agricultural modernization programs, such as the Green Revolution, 
were implemented. 

 In countries like India and Mexico, these agricultural innovations led to dramatic 
increases in productivity. Governments invested heavily in agricultural infrastructure, supporting 
the spread of HYVs and chemical inputs. While this model delivered impressive results in terms 
of yield, it also created a clear divide. Wealthier landowners, able to access credit and purchase 
the necessary inputs, saw their production soar. Meanwhile, smaller farmers, lacking the 
financial resources to adopt the new technologies, were left behind.29 This disparity drove a wave 
of land consolidation, forcing many smallholders to sell their plots and exit farming entirely. 
Across Latin America and Southeast Asia, traditional agricultural communities faced 
displacement, and the economic gap between large-scale agribusinesses and subsistence farmers 
widened.30 
 The Green Revolution’s reach was far from universal, however. Africa, in particular, was 
largely bypassed by this agricultural transformation. Africa's marginalization during the Green 
Revolution stemmed from its colonial economic structures, which prioritized the export of raw 
materials over investment in agricultural infrastructure. This lack of support for sustainable 
agricultural systems left many African nations ill-prepared to adopt the high-input practices 
characteristic of the Green Revolution. The focus on standardized agricultural practices further 
sidelined Africa, as its diverse agricultural landscapes and socio-economic conditions required 
tailored solutions that were not prioritized.31 This was due in part to the focus on crops like 
wheat and rice, which were poorly suited to the continent’s varied climates and traditional 

 
27 Arturo Escobar, Encountering Development: The Making and Unmaking of the Third World (Princeton University 
Press, 1995), 4.  
28 Ibid., 5 
29 Vandana Shiva, “The Political and Cultural Costs of the Green Revolution,” in The Violence of the Green 
Revolution: Third World Agriculture, Ecology, and Politics (University Press of Kentucky, 1989). 
30 Debbie Barker, “Part One: Commodification of Survival,” in The Rise and Predictable Fall of Globalized 
Industrial Agriculture (International Forum on Globalization, 2007). 
31 Ian Taylor, “Dependency Redux: Why Africa Is Not Rising,” Review of African Political Economy 43, no. 147 
(March 2016): 8–25. 
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farming systems. Compounding this issue, less than 6% of cultivated land in Africa is irrigated, 
compared to 37% in Asia32, leaving African farmers unable to take advantage of water-intensive 
Green Revolution technologies. The prohibitive costs of fertilizers and pesticides also excluded 
many farmers, ensuring that much of the region remained untouched by the benefits of this 
agricultural shift. As a result, Africa did not experience the same increases in crop yields seen in 
Asia or Latin America, leaving the continent dependent on food imports and vulnerable to 
market fluctuations. These persistent challenges have exacerbated food insecurity, and “many if 
not most Africans are poorer today than they were twenty years ago.”33 
 International trade policies further entrenched the industrial agricultural model, 
reinforcing these disparities. The World Trade Organization’s (WTO) Agreement on Agriculture 
pushed for market liberalization, urging countries to reduce tariffs and embrace export-oriented 
farming. While this was intended to foster global economic integration, it often favored 
multinational agribusinesses at the expense of local food systems.34 Structural Adjustment 
Programs (SAPs), implemented by the International Monetary Fund (IMF) and World Bank, 
exacerbated these challenges by pressuring governments to liberalize trade, prioritize export 
crops, and reduce support for domestic agriculture. In Kenya, for example, a focus on cash crops 
for export led to a decline in domestic food production, increasing reliance on imported staples 
and exposing the country to global price volatility.35 Similarly, in Somalia, SAP-driven 
liberalization transformed the banana sector by attracting foreign investors, but the resulting 
profits largely flowed out of the country, leaving workers in conditions of extreme poverty and 
undermining local economic stability.36 These programs not only undermined food sovereignty 
but also stripped governments of the ability to implement policies tailored to their populations' 
needs. Instead, agricultural policies were shaped by the demands of international markets, 
leaving developing nations vulnerable to external shocks and deepening rural poverty.37 
 

1.2 Land Acquisition, Power Dynamics, and Socio-Economic Displacement 
 

The global expansion of industrial agriculture is not simply a matter of acquiring land for 
production; it represents a broader strategy of domination, both physical and symbolic. This is 
what scholars refer to as "territorial hoarding," where control over land is not limited to its use 

 
32 Waltina Scheumann, Annabelle Houdret, and Michael Brüntrup, Unlocking the Irrigation Potential in Sub-
Saharan Africa: Are Public-Private Partnerships the Way Forward? (German Development Institute, July 2017). 
33 Nicolas van de Walle, African Economies and the Politics of Permanent Crisis, 1979–1999 (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2001), 4. 
34 Debbie Barker, “Part Two: WTO and the Architecture of Control,” in The Rise and Predictable Fall of Globalized 
Industrial Agriculture (International Forum on Globalization, 2007). 
35 Hezron O Nyangito et al., “Impact of Agricultural Trade and Related Policy Reforms on Food Security in Kenya,” 
Kenya Institute for Public Policy Research and Analysis, no. 39 (June 2004). 
36 Abdi Ismail Samatar, “Structural Adjustment as Development Strategy? Bananas, Boom, and Poverty in 
Somalia,” Economic Geography 69, no. 1 (January 1993): 25. 
37 Robert H Bates, Markets and States in Tropical Africa: The Political Basis of Agricultural Policies (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 1981). 
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for farming but extends to reshaping the cultural and economic framework of entire regions.38 It 
is a dual strategy: physical appropriation of space coupled with the imposition of new economic 
values, effectively severing local communities from their historical relationship with the land. 
This dynamic is part of the larger agenda of the "new agriculture," which aims "to deprive people 
of their own culture in order to westernize, standardize, and mold them into homo 
economicus."39 The intent here is to transform local farmers into market-oriented individuals 
whose primary value lies in their economic productivity, rather than their cultural or ecological 
ties to the land. 

This transformation reaches far beyond visible changes to the landscape, fundamentally 
altering the socio-cultural fabric of rural life. It strips away not only physical access to land but 
also the symbolic and cultural connections that have defined these communities for 
generations.40 By imposing a uniform economic model, industrial agriculture undermines 
traditional systems of land stewardship and ecological knowledge41, forcing farmers to adapt to 
profit-driven practices that disregard local complexities. Rather than simply modernizing, this 
shift replaces diverse indigenous methods with a Westernized, standardized approach, 
marginalizing cultural practices and narrowing the scope of agricultural identity. The dominance 
of multinational agribusinesses deepens these power imbalances, extending beyond economic 
control to reshape the very identity of rural spaces. As local customs and communal land rights 
are sidelined, the focus shifts to export-oriented production, eroding food sovereignty and 
consolidating power within the hands of a few corporate entities.42 This re-engineering of 
agricultural landscapes leaves a lasting imprint, weakening the cultural foundations of rural 
communities and altering the dynamics of land use and ownership in profound ways.  

The displacement of communities from their land is frequently presented as a necessary 
trade-off for development, despite the profound human cost. Many forcibly displaced people are 
promised compensation, but in practice, these promises are either unfulfilled or wholly 
inadequate. Customary land rights, which support the livelihoods of millions in rural areas, are 
frequently unrecognized by formal legal frameworks, leaving many without any entitlement to 
restitution. When compensation is granted, it is often computed using pre-development land 
values, ignoring the sharp increase in local land prices induced by new investments. As a result, 
displaced families are often unable to secure equivalent replacement land, exacerbating their 
vulnerability.43 For example, Ethiopia's “villagization” program, supposedly designed to enhance 

 
38 Omar Felipe Giraldo, “Territorial Control and Geographical Expansion of Agribusiness,” in Political Ecology of 
Agriculture (Springer, 2019). 
39 Ibid., 51. 
40 Irene Watson, “Re-Centring First Nations Knowledge and Places in a Terra Nullius Space,” AlterNative: An 
International Journal of Indigenous Peoples 10, no. 5 (November 2014): 508–20. 
41 Philip McMichael, “Rethinking Land Grab Ontology,” Rural Sociology 79, no. 1 (2014): 34–55. 
42 Valentine Granet, “The Human Right to Land: A Peasant Struggle in the Human Rights System,” Human Rights 
Law Review 24, no. 3 (September 2024). 
43 Ward Anseeuw, Lorenzo Cotula, and Mike Taylor, “Expectations and Implications of the Rush for Land: 
Understanding the Opportunities and Risks at Stake in Africa,” in Handbook of Land and Water Grabs in Africa, ed. 
Tony Allan et al. (Routledge, 2013). 



 14 

access to services, has forced thousands of people to relocate from fertile ancestral lands to less 
productive areas. Evidence indicates that these relocations, frequently accompanied by coercion 
and intimidation, have left relocated communities without proper provisions, infrastructure, or 
access to key resources like water and forests.44 

This dispossession often forms part of a devastating socio-economic transition. As one 
analysis aptly notes, “the dispossession of land catalyzed a transition for indigenous populations 
from landowners to laborers, a shift that markedly diminished their quality of life.”45 This is 
especially visible in South Africa, where the colonial and apartheid governments institutionalized 
land dispossession as a means of labor control. Indigenous populations were gradually expelled 
from their ancestral lands, which were reclassified. The 1913 Natives Land Act legalized this 
dispossession46, relegating Black South Africans to marginal lands and creating an exploitable 
labor pool for the expanding industrial sector. 47 This transition from autonomy to dependency 
fundamentally eroded indigenous communities' socioeconomic stability, creating a legacy of 
inequality and poverty that continues to this day. Such processes illustrate how land 
dispossession not only displaces, but also reconfigures entire social and economic structures to 
benefit a select few. 

These dynamics persist globally, as displaced smallholders are integrated into systems of 
labor designed to maximize profit at the expense of human rights. Labor arrangements like 
sharecropping and contract farming prolong cycles of dependence and exploitation, exacerbating 
inequality. This paradox is especially evident in global agriculture, where the people who 
produce the majority of the world's food are among the most food insecure. Smallholder farmers, 
who account for 60 to 80 percent of the global food production, suffer disproportionately severe 
hunger. 48 Approximately half of those suffering from food insecurity worldwide are small-scale 
farmers who rely on agricultural production for their livelihood. Furthermore, 75 percent of the 
global population living in extreme poverty resides in rural areas, emphasizing the systemic 
inequalities in land and labor systems.49 The denial of access to land perpetuates this cycle, 
undermining food security and entrenching poverty on a global scale. 

The practice of "territorial hoarding" is inextricably linked to its colonial origins, when 
European powers used land confiscation as a central mechanism for consolidating control and 
restructuring African economies. Colonial administrations frequently redefined indigenous land 
as "vacant" or “unproductive” in order to justify expropriation for settler use or export-oriented 
agriculture. This was notably evident in Portuguese colonial policies, where communal land 
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systems were dismissed as incompatible with modern economic development.50 These policies, 
framed as necessary for progress, granted colonial authorities the right to alienate African natives 
from their lands under the pretext of implementing individual property rights, which 
disproportionately favored European settlers and reinforced economic disparities. 

Colonial interventions fundamentally reshaped African economies, subjecting them to the 
demands of European industrial and agricultural systems. Indigenous economic customs and 
livelihoods were dismantled in favor of export-oriented production that benefited colonizers.51 
Europeans manipulated food prices to remain high while exploitative labor regulations limited 
Africans' purchasing power. Farms and cattle confiscated during colonial rule were sold back to 
Africans at exorbitant prices, exacerbating economic hardships and eroding livelihoods. Even 
when Africans sold surplus crops, they earned significantly less than the value of their products, 
reinforcing structural inequalities.52 Frantz Fanon argued that colonialism, through such 
mechanisms, rendered Africans “the wretched of the earth”.53 

The systemic injustices of colonialism did not end with its formal dissolution but were 
embedded in legal frameworks that continue to influence land governance today. The concept of 
"enclosure" has been reimagined in the modern context, where the legal framework established 
by colonial powers continues to facilitate the large-scale transfer of land from rural communities 
to private investors. The process often involves reclassifying communal lands as "unowned" or 
"idle," similar to Portuguese policies in colonial times, enabling governments to justify their 
allocation to agribusinesses under the guise of development. In Zambia, this has resulted in over 
2 million hectares of land being leased to agribusinesses, perpetuating a legacy of extraction at 
the expense of smallholder farmers.54 In many cases, the affected communities are not consulted 
or compensated, as the state asserts legal ownership based on outdated colonial-era statutes.55 
This dynamic mirrors historical practices of dispossession, where the state acts as an 
intermediary, facilitating the accumulation of land by powerful elites while marginalizing local 
populations. 

In West Africa, similar trends of land enclosure have emerged since the early 2000s, with 
countries like Ghana and Sierra Leone witnessing the rapid expansion of private agricultural 
projects. Long-term leases, often lasting up to 99 years, allow foreign investors to prioritize 
export crops over local food needs, exacerbating food insecurity and displacing subsistence 
farmers.56 This modern wave of enclosures reflects how control over land is leveraged to 
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facilitate its transfer to private entities, echoing the extractive practices seen during the colonial 
era. 57 The impact is profound, as traditional land use systems are dismantled, undermining the 
ecological balance and socio-economic stability of rural communities. 

The influence of international financial institutions has been pivotal in shaping these trends. 
By advocating for market liberalization, structural adjustment programs have pressured 
governments to open up their agricultural sectors, facilitating the transfer of communal lands to 
private investors.58 In Ghana, such reforms have led to the reallocation of over 1 million 
hectares, exacerbating socio-economic inequalities and consolidating land control under 
multinational corporations. This neoliberal agenda, masked by the rhetoric of development, 
obscures the reality of dispossession faced by local communities, weakening the resilience of 
traditional farming systems across the Global South. 

 

1.3 Water Scarcity and Resource Inequities  
 

One of the often overlooked yet significant consequences of large-scale land acquisitions 
is the impact on water access. In many cases, the acquisition of land implicitly includes control 
over water resources, making water a hidden but crucial element of these deals.59 This issue, 
sometimes referred to as "water grabbing,"60 has far-reaching implications, as access to water is 
frequently stripped away from local communities to meet the demands of large-scale agricultural 
ventures. These projects, driven by the interests of investors, place immense pressure on water 
systems, often prioritizing high water-use crops and creating unsustainable demands on local 
resources. The lack of clear regulations on water use within land acquisition agreements only 
exacerbates these challenges, leaving host states vulnerable to exploitation and further resource 
inequities. 

Water scarcity itself is a growing global concern, but it is particularly critical in regions 
where water systems are fragile and infrastructure underdeveloped. Groundwater is the world’s 
largest distributed freshwater resource and holds the potential to mitigate some of these issues by 
providing a natural buffer against climate variability. However, it remains significantly 
underutilized in many parts of Africa, where irrigation reaches only 5% of cultivated land 
compared to a global average of 19.4%. Quantitative information about groundwater resources 
remains limited, and in many cases, aquifers are categorized as non-renewable fossil water that 
cannot be replenished. 61 Additionally, groundwater over-extraction and contamination from 
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fertilizers and pesticides in agricultural systems lead to long-term damage that is often difficult 
or impossible to reverse. These dual threats highlight the urgency of adopting more sustainable 
farming practices and implementing governance systems that protect water resources while 
ensuring equitable access. 

The socio-political dynamics of water scarcity further reveal stark inequalities. 
International investments in land often come with water rights that heavily favor the interests of 
investors, sidelining the needs of local populations. Governments, bound by legal agreements, 
may prioritize large-scale agricultural projects during water shortages, further marginalizing 
traditional water users and deepening inequities.62 Political ecology offers a lens to analyze these 
dynamics, emphasizing the unequal power structures that determine access to and control over 
vital resources. In many African countries, contracts involving land acquisitions either do not 
include water provisions or address them only superficially. As a result, water usage agreements 
vary greatly, ranging from guarantees for operational water needs to undefined allocations. 
Monitoring water use under these agreements is often challenging, particularly when 
groundwater abstraction occurs. These agreements frequently prioritize investor access over 
traditional needs during shortages, creating enclaves of privilege for foreign interests at the 
expense of locals.63 

The variability of rainfall in Africa and the absence of reliable water storage capacity 
further exacerbate the problem. Africa has the most variable rainfall64 and river discharge 
patterns in the world, but its infrastructure for water storage, such as reservoirs, is among the 
lowest per capita. This leaves communities vulnerable to droughts and seasonal variability, 
forcing greater reliance on groundwater for agricultural and domestic needs. The role of 
groundwater is particularly significant in areas where rainfall alone cannot sustain agricultural 
intensification, yet the uneven distribution of aquifers and high costs of accessing water create 
barriers to its effective use. Many investors remain unaware of these challenges, with research 
indicating a widespread ignorance of the role of water resource management in sub-Saharan 
agricultural projects.65 This lack of foresight risks repeating the over-exploitation seen in Asia, 
where intensive irrigation practices led to groundwater depletion and environmental degradation. 

In many cases, the value of land acquisitions hinges on access to water, with investors 
prioritizing regions where irrigation infrastructure or water sources can support high-yield 
agricultural production. For example, in Ethiopia, investors in horticulture have been able to 
secure extensive water rights without explicit mention in the agreements, largely due to their 
control over the land. This implicit access to water has allowed investors to transform irrigation 
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systems previously managed by smallholder farmers into exclusive networks serving large-scale 
agricultural operations.66  

The commodification of water as a global economic asset further exacerbates these 
challenges. Valued at an estimated $460 billion globally,67 water is increasingly treated as a 
marketable commodity, often to the detriment of local and indigenous populations. In Ghana, 
foreign investors have secured significant water access for their agricultural ventures, leaving 
smallholder farmers and downstream users with diminished resources. Traditional governance 
systems, which rely on customary practices rather than formalized legal frameworks, are 
particularly vulnerable. Many local leaders unaware of national water legislation, have granted 
investors unrestricted water rights, resulting in the exclusion of surrounding communities from 
essential resources. 68 

Water’s critical role in land acquisitions is further underscored by its necessity for 
agricultural production. Without secure water access, land becomes largely unviable for 
investors, especially in drought-prone regions. This reliance on water has led to its centrality in 
investment negotiations, where foreign actors often leverage their economic power to gain 
priority access during times of scarcity. These shifts have not only marginalized traditional users 
but have also intensified regional water conflicts. The intersection of land and water grabs 
reveals a deeper imbalance in power and governance. In many cases, the allocation of water 
rights is either poorly defined or entirely excluded from formal agreements, leaving communities 
dependent on customary practices with little legal recourse. This is especially pronounced in 
developing countries, where regulatory systems are often under-resourced.69 
 
1.4 Agro-Industrial Marginalization in North Africa 
 

North Africa is a region shaped by a complex political history, challenging environmental 
conditions, and uneven development trajectories. Politically, some North African states have 
prioritized maintaining centralized authority, with varying degrees of commitment to democratic 
practices. In these contexts, power tends to be concentrated within state institutions, which can 
limit broader participation in governance and the expansion of civil liberties.70 Environmentally, 
North Africa faces severe resource constraints, with the region holding the least water and one of 
the smallest shares of arable land globally. Desertification, exacerbated by climate change71 and 

 
66 Andrea Bues and Insa Theesfeld, “Water Grabbing and the Role of Power: Shifting Water Governance in the 
Light of Agricultural Foreign Direct Investment,” Water Alternatives 5, no. 2 (2012): 266–83. 
67 Marta Bordignon, Roberta Greco, and Giada Lepore, “Water Grabbing and Water Rights: Indigenous 
‘Sovereignty’ v. State Sovereignty?” in Natural Resources Grabbing: An International Law Perspective, ed. 
Francesca Romanin Jacur et al. (Brill | Nijhoff, 2015), 93–115. 
68 Ellis A. Adams et al., “Land Dispossessions and Water Appropriations: Political Ecology of Land and Water 
Grabs in Ghana,” Land Use Policy 87 (September 2019). 
69 Philip Woodhouse, “Foreign Agricultural Land Acquisition and the Visibility of Water Resource Impacts in Sub-
Saharan Africa,” Water Alternatives 5, no. 2 (2012): 208–22. 
70 Entelis, John P. "The Unchanging Politics of North Africa." Middle East Policy 14, no. 4 (2007): 23–40. 
71 Schilling, Janpeter, et al. "Climate Change Vulnerability, Water Resources and Social Implications in North 
Africa." Regional Environmental Change 20, no. 15 (2020). 



 19 

overexploitation of natural resources, has led to growing water scarcity,72 particularly in rural 
areas. By 2050, 100 percent of the population in North Africa will live with extremely high water 
stress,73 underscoring the severity of the crisis. These vulnerabilities are compounded by extreme 
heatwaves,74 declining rainfall, and increasing pressures on groundwater resources, all of which 
threaten the viability of agriculture and exacerbate socio-economic instability.  

Economically, the region exhibits sharp contrasts in development. While agricultural growth 
has outpaced manufacturing in many countries, the sector remains highly dependent on rainfall 
and limited water resources, making it volatile and insufficiently robust to support rural 
livelihoods. Approximately 40 percent of the population still lives in rural areas, and high 
unemployment, informal labor, and poverty persist as critical challenges.75 Growth, though 
poverty-reducing, has failed to address widespread vulnerability, with many communities 
remaining at risk of falling back into poverty.76 These intersecting political, environmental, and 
economic dynamics create a fragile context in which agro-industrial expansion further 
marginalizes local populations and strains ecological systems. 

Across various North African states, the expansion of industrial agriculture and the 
imposition of colonial ideologies have led to the marginalization of local communities. In many 
places, traditional water management systems and farming practices have sustained small-scale 
agricultural activities for generations. However, the increasing dominance of large-scale farming 
projects, often driven by foreign investments and technologies, has disrupted these systems, 
alienating local populations from both their land and their cultural practices. As discussed in the 
introduction, this agro-industrial marginalization reflects a global pattern, where indigenous and 
local knowledge is replaced by industrial agriculture’s push for efficiency, often at the expense of 
ecological sustainability and social cohesion. 

In colonial Algeria, the imposition of centralizing ideologies had profound impacts beyond 
just water management; they aimed to reshape the very fabric of Saharan society. Large-scale 
irrigation projects were promoted by French settlers not only as technological solutions but also 
as tools for social control and modernization. The colonial government framed traditional water 
management practices, such as the episodic use of wells, as backward and insufficient for 
"settled" agricultural life. As George Trumbull explains, “The colonial government argued that 
irrigation, and settled use of land, and not wells, with the potential for more episodic use, 
provided the only possible solution for reforming Saharan communities and resolving their 
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'grave social problems.”77 The colonial language reveals the deeper intent to reform and 'civilize' 
local populations, portraying indigenous ways of life as inherently flawed and in need of foreign 
intervention. This mindset not only displaced traditional knowledge but also imposed an entirely 
new socio-ecological order that aligned with colonial interests, marginalizing the communities 
that had thrived in the desert for centuries. 

In Egypt, large-scale state-driven land reclamation projects, such as the New Valley Project 
launched in the 1990s, reflect a continuation of colonial-era approaches to environmental and 
agricultural management. Just as colonial Algeria used irrigation and land reforms to impose 
control and reshape local communities, post-colonial Egyptian regimes adopted similar 
strategies, prioritizing technocratic solutions to transform desert land into productive agricultural 
fields. Framed as a national development initiative, the New Valley Project has leaned heavily on 
foreign capital and imported technologies, perpetuating inequalities that marginalized small-scale 
farmers.78 Much like their colonial predecessors, post-colonial state planners disregarded 
traditional farming systems and water management practices, favoring large-scale agribusinesses 
that aligned with the state's vision of modernization. This reliance on foreign-driven agricultural 
models not only exacerbated socio-economic disparities but also displaced local knowledge and 
cultural practices. By reproducing these colonial patterns of marginalization and control, the 
post-colonial state maintained a socio-ecological order that prioritizes efficiency and external 
investment over ecological sustainability and social equity, further entrenching cultural and 
ecological displacement across the region. 

The construction of dams in North Africa highlights the multi-dimensional nature of agro-
industrial marginalization, as exemplified by the Aswan High Dam’s legacies of displacement 
and pauperization in both Sudan79 and Egypt.80 While intended to bolster agricultural 
productivity and address water scarcity, the dam’s construction displaced tens of thousands of 
people, severing their ties to ancestral lands and livelihoods. This marginalization is further 
compounded by the widespread destruction of cultural heritage, as significant archaeological 
sites were submerged without adequate efforts to document or preserve them. In this context, the 
dam represents how agricultural expansion not only disrupts the socio-economic relationship 
between communities and their land but also erases cultural identities tied to these landscapes. 
 The dynamics of agro-industrial marginalization in North Africa reveal how agricultural 
development initiatives, while framed as progress, often deepen existing inequalities and disrupt 
the balance between communities and their environment. These transformations are not isolated 
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incidents but are reflective of a broader trend in resource-vulnerable regions where the drive for 
modernization prioritizes productivity over sustainability, social equity, and cultural preservation. 
By examining these cases, it becomes evident that the marginalization caused by industrial 
agricultural systems is not merely an unintended consequence but an embedded feature of their 
design. Understanding these patterns is crucial for interrogating the underlying assumptions of 
development strategies not only in North Africa but across the continent as a whole, and for 
recognizing the socio-cultural and ecological costs often masked by the rhetoric of economic 
growth and modernization. 
 In many African states, in North Africa as elsewhere, the ability to effectively challenge 
government decisions is constrained by historical and structural factors.81 Legal systems 
inherited from colonial rule often prioritized centralization and control, sidelining indigenous 
governance practices and creating frameworks that concentrated decision-making at the national 
level. This has limited the capacity of local governance structures to play a more active role in 
shaping policies or advocating for change. Additionally, the judiciary in many contexts lacks the 
independence needed to provide fair and impartial rulings, often reflecting the interests of a 
select few. These dynamics contribute to an environment where individuals and communities 
face significant challenges in addressing systemic issues or advocating for meaningful reforms. 
The unequal distribution of resources and accountability further perpetuates these difficulties, 
leaving affected populations without effective avenues to create change.82 

Chapter Two: The Changing Landscape of Agriculture in Drâa-Tafilalet 

2.1 Regional Context of Drâa-Tafilalet 
 
 The Drâa-Tafilalet region accounts for 12.5 percent of Morocco’s total territory, making it 
one of the country’s most expansive regions. Administratively, it is divided into five provinces: 
Errachidia, Midelt, Tinghir, Ouarzazate, and Zagora. These provinces contain 125 communes, 16 
of which are classified as urban, while 109 are rural, representing 8.3 percent of the national 
total. The region is home to approximately 1.6 million people as of 2024, representing 4.83 
percent of the national population. With an urbanization rate of 36.4 percent, significantly lower 
than the national average, the majority of its residents live in rural areas.83 
 Drâa-Tafilalet, Morocco’s poorest region, continues to face profound developmental 
challenges, underscored by its consistent ranking as the lowest in the national social development 
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index. However, the region has made notable strides, particularly in poverty reduction and access 
to basic resources. Between 2001 and 2014, the income poverty rate in Drâa-Tafilalet fell sharply 
from 40.3% to 14.6%, representing the most significant decline across all Moroccan regions. 
Similarly, the proportion of households with access to drinking water from the network increased 
from 57.7% to an impressive 92.8%, which was the highest improvement nationally during the 
same period.84 These achievements reflect the impact of targeted programs aimed at addressing 
entrenched vulnerabilities, such as sectoral plans and income-generating initiatives, as part of 
broader national development strategies. 
 Despite these improvements, the development gap between Drâa-Tafilalet and Morocco’s 
more prosperous regions, such as Casablanca-Settat or Rabat-Salé-Kénitra, remains stark. In 
2014, the composite regional social development index ranked Drâa-Tafilalet last, with a score 
seven times lower than that of Casablanca-Settat. Infrastructure gaps further compound these 
disparities, particularly in rural areas. Access to paved roads remains limited, with rural residents 
in the region living on average 3.5 to 4 kilometers away from the nearest paved road. While 
access to drinking water has improved overall, it remains uneven within the region. Urban 
households benefit from near-universal access, but only 74.7 percent of rural households have 
running water, reflecting persistent inequalities in resource distribution.85 Access to healthcare 
also reveals significant challenges. While other regions in Morocco, such as Tangier-Tetouan-Al 
Hoceima and Oriental, have seen considerable increases in medical consultations, Drâa-Tafilalet 
experienced a decline, with only 66.8 percent of households accessing medical consultations in 
2017 compared to 78.9 percent in 2004.86 This decline emphasizes the region’s continued 
vulnerabilities in critical social services. These challenges reflect broader trends rooted in 
unequal access to resources, infrastructure, and opportunities, many of which can be traced back 
to colonial and post-colonial policies that prioritized urban centers and coastal regions. While 
Morocco has successfully reduced national poverty rates and improved access to essential 
services, the pace of convergence among regions has been slow. 
 The region’s economy relies heavily on agriculture, which represents 90 percent of its 
economic activity and employs 60 percent of its population. Within this sector, date palm 
cultivation plays a particularly vital role. Drâa-Tafilalet accounts for 77 percent of Morocco’s 
date palm sector, making it the leading producer of dates nationwide. The 59,600 hectares 
dedicated to date palm cultivation represent approximately 1 percent of Morocco’s national 
Useful Agricultural Area (UAA), further highlighting the region’s dominance in this agricultural 
niche. The area of land dedicated to date palm cultivation has seen significant growth, increasing 
by 25 percent from 48,000 hectares in 2008 to 60,000 hectares in 2019. During the same period, 
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production rose by 50 percent, from an average of 68,000 tons between 2003 and 2007 to 
102,000 tons between 2010 and 2019.87 This extensive cultivation has long supported rural 
livelihoods and shaped the economic and cultural fabric of the region. 

The Medjool date, often referred to as the "king of dates," is an especially valuable crop 
in Drâa-Tafilalet. Renowned for its size, sweetness, and premium quality, it has gained 
international recognition and demand. The Medjool cultivar originates from the Tafilalt region of 
Morocco and was later exported to other countries; however, the Moroccan version remains the 
most sought after due to its unmatched flavor and heritage. At present, date production 
contributes 40 percent to the agricultural income for more than two million people in Morocco, 
underscoring its vital role in the national economy.88 In the context of Drâa-Tafilalet, date palm 
cultivation is not just an economic activity but also a way of life, deeply intertwined with the 
region’s cultural traditions and environmental adaptation strategies. 

Nearly 80,000 small-scale producers in the region rely on fragmented plots averaging 0.5 
hectares for their livelihoods, highlighting the scale of local engagement in date production.89 
Despite the challenges posed by limited mechanization and the high cost of inputs, these 
producers continue to sustain date farming as a critical pillar of the local economy. The Medjool 
date exemplifies the broader significance of date palms in Drâa-Tafilalet, not only as a source of 
agricultural income but also as a crop uniquely suited to the semi-arid climate. Its cultivation 
reflects a delicate balance between tradition and modernization, reinforcing the importance of 
preserving local agricultural knowledge while addressing economic and environmental pressures. 
 The semi-desert climate of Drâa-Tafilalet presents significant challenges, characterized 
by scorching summer temperatures that often exceed 40 degrees Celsius and harsh winters where 
temperatures can drop as low as negative seven degrees Celsius. Water scarcity further 
complicates agricultural efforts. Despite the constraints, the region’s oases, which cover 88 
percent of its surface area, enable resilient agricultural practices, particularly in date palm 
cultivation. 
 These persistent challenges, however, also make Drâa-Tafilalet a critical region for 
understanding the broader dynamics of industrial agriculture and resource management in arid 
environments. Agriculture remains a cornerstone of Morocco’s economy, contributing 15% of 
GDP and employing more than 45% of the workforce.90 Drâa-Tafilalet’s reliance on agriculture, 
particularly the date palm sector, highlights the pressures of balancing economic growth with 
sustainability in a region marked by limited resources and stark developmental disparities. At the 
same time, the region’s significant strides in poverty reduction and water access illustrate the 
transformative potential of targeted interventions. By studying Drâa-Tafilalet, we can gain 
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valuable insights into the strategies needed to address the socio-economic and environmental 
challenges posed by industrial agriculture while fostering resilience and equity for vulnerable 
communities. 
 

2.2 Government Incentives and Land Policies 
 

Where Morocco sets itself apart from other countries in North Africa is in its efforts to 
minimize agro-industrial marginalization through targeted incentives and comprehensive 
agricultural policies. Its agricultural land policies are shaped by standardized lease agreements, 
offering flexibility across regions while fostering investment. These agreements typically range 
from 20 to 50 years in duration and apply equally to Moroccan nationals and foreign investors, 
ensuring a unified framework. Nationals do not have the right to purchase agricultural land 
outright; instead, they lease it from the government under these agreements. The same restriction 
applies to international investors. For example, a Moroccan landowner in the Drâa-Tafilelt region 
secured two contracts, one lasting 26 years and the other 39 years. Contracts are automatically 
renewable as long as no disputes or administrative obstacles arise. 

The government has played a central role in promoting agricultural development through 
financial incentives. Before 2023, subsidies covering irrigation costs ranged between 50% and 
70%, targeting both national and foreign investors to support their agricultural projects. 
However, following recent reforms, these subsidies have been reduced to a range of 30% to 
50%.91 Special provisions are made for small farmers, who are allocated up to five hectares of 
land and receive full aid for irrigation costs. By fully covering the expenses associated with 
irrigation, the government aims to alleviate one of the most significant financial burdens faced 
by small-scale farmers in arid regions like Drâa-Tafilalet. These provisions reflect a prioritization 
of equitable resource distribution and aim to reduce barriers to entry for marginalized farmers. 
While small farmers continue to face challenges in scaling their operations, these government 
efforts lay an important foundation for fostering rural development and agricultural 
sustainability. 

To support broader sustainability goals, the Agricultural Development Fund (ADF) has 
provided $1 billion over the past five years to subsidize the installation of modern drip irrigation 
systems. This technology enables farmers to store water and apply it directly to crops when 
needed, conserving up to 60% of water use. Irrigation costs are set at just 4 cents per cubic meter, 
which is significantly below the estimated value of 70 cents for general irrigation use.92 The 
government has ensured that smallholder farmers receive full coverage for their irrigation 
expenses under targeted support programs. These targeted investments have also helped increase 
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overall agricultural investment, rising from MAD 8.6 billion in 2019 to MAD 9.7 billion in 
2020.93 

Foreign investors play a significant role in Drâa-Tafilalet’s agricultural sector, partnering 
with affluent Moroccan nationals and forming joint ventures that split earnings equally. The 
United Arab Emirates has emerged as a leading foreign investor, followed by Germany and 
France. Despite foreign involvement, the dates produced in the region are primarily sold locally, 
catering to Morocco’s substantial domestic demand and reinforcing the sector’s role in meeting 
national needs. 

The government’s policies surrounding date tree cultivation support sustainable 
agricultural practices through targeted incentives. Before 2023, a single date tree cost 450 MAD, 
with the government subsidizing 350 MAD, significantly reducing farmers’ financial burden, 
though installation costs of 600 MAD were not covered. In 2023, while the cost of trees 
increased to 600 MAD and installation expenses rose to 750 MAD, the government continued to 
provide its fixed subsidy of 350 MAD, offering crucial support amid rising costs. Each hectare 
typically houses between 100 to 138 trees, making the upfront investment particularly expensive 
for farmers. Importantly, small farmers benefit from 100% government incentives for irrigation, 
ensuring they have the resources needed to effectively manage water for their crops. Larger 
industrial farms also receive subsidies of up to 50% specifically for irrigation, further promoting 
sustainable water use across different scales of production.94 

All farmers are required to source date trees from private laboratories certified by 
ONSSA (National Office for Food Safety),95 ensuring that the trees meet the specific needs of 
each region. These trees are tailored to match the environmental and agricultural characteristics 
of their respective areas, a requirement that applies equally to smallholders and large-scale 
operations. This policy is in place because date trees are highly sensitive to diseases, and 
sourcing from certified laboratories ensures the trees are healthy and do not pose a risk to other 
farms in the region.96 

 

2.3 Evolving Patterns of Land Ownership 
  
 Where Morocco and the rest of the region could improve is in addressing the legacy of 
inequitable land ownership laws, which have long contributed to agro-industrial marginalization. 
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The evolution of land ownership in Morocco reflects a history shaped by colonial policies and 
post-independence reforms that have prioritized economic growth at the expense of traditional 
agricultural systems. During the French Protectorate from 1912 to 1956, policies were designed 
to align with colonial economic interests, expropriating vast tracts of land to establish large-scale 
farming operations.97 The Dahir of 191998, introduced during this period, declared collective 
tribal lands inalienable under state control. While this legislation was framed as protective, it 
effectively stripped local communities of their autonomy. French authorities expropriated nearly 
one million hectares of Morocco’s most fertile land, around 13 percent of the country’s arable 
land, primarily for European settlers and agricultural ventures. By independence, 94 percent of 
this land was concentrated in the hands of just 2,600 European landowners, with average 
ownership of 365 hectares.99 These policies forced rural populations onto marginal lands, 
fragmenting their access to resources and exacerbating socio-economic inequalities. 

Post-independence Morocco preserved much of the colonial land governance structure, 
embedding it into national policies that continued to marginalize rural communities.100 The 1969 
Agricultural Investment Code101 facilitated the privatization of collective lands in irrigated areas, 
promoting a model of modernization that disproportionately benefited a class of rural notables 
and agrarian elites. This shift was influenced in part by recommendations from a World Bank 
report advocating investment in irrigation infrastructure as a means to modernize agriculture and 
stimulate economic growth.102 The elites, who had collaborated with the colonial regime, 
consolidated their power in the post-independence state and amassed approximately 1.6 million 
hectares of land, with average parcel sizes of 225 hectares.103 The privatization process enabled 
them to expand their holdings at the expense of small-scale farmers, who struggled to compete. 
 In addition to restructuring land tenure, the 1969 Agricultural Investment Code paved the 
way for major changes in the classification of Moroccan agricultural land. Morocco currently 
divides its land into five categories, representing an administratively plural system of 
governance.104 These categories include “private property (melk), collective tribal land 
(soulaliyate), religious land endowments (habous), pre-Protectorate military grants (guiche), and 
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state-owned land.” 105 Of these melk and soulaliyate account for more than 93% of total 
farmland. While melk represents privately owned land, soulaliyate continues to function as a 
communal resource managed in trust by the state, though its governance has been increasingly 
shaped by privatization pressures. 

Recent reforms have accelerated Morocco's land privatization trend. Law 62-19106, for 
example, facilitates the acquisition of agricultural land outside urban perimeters by corporate 
entities, specifically public limited companies (PLCs) and limited partnerships. While designed 
to promote investment and improve agriculture, this law has been criticized for favoring large-
scale agribusinesses over smallholder farmers, deepening socio-economic inequalities. By 
enabling well-resourced corporations to acquire fertile land, the legislation risks further 
marginalizing rural communities and prioritizing export-oriented production over local food 
security. 

International financial institutions have significantly influenced agricultural land policies 
in Morocco and the Global South through programs like structural adjustment and the 
Comprehensive Development Framework (CDF). These initiatives encouraged governments to 
prioritize export-driven industrial agriculture as a means of integrating into global markets and 
generating foreign currency for debt repayment. Such policies often advised and incentivized 
governments to expand large-scale monoculture farming aimed at producing commodities for 
export, while smallholder and indigenous farmers received limited support. This approach, tied 
to conditions for accessing financial aid, created cycles of dependency and debt, eroded food 
sovereignty, and exacerbated socio-economic inequalities.107 The expropriation of indigenous 
lands, which host the majority of global biodiversity, further undermined traditional practices and 
ecological balance. These strategies reflect how international financial interventions prioritize 
market-oriented policies over the long-term sustainability and self-determination of local 
communities. 

 
Chapter Three: Reframing Agro-Industrial Marginalization 
 
3.1 Livelihoods, Heritage, and the Costs of Agricultural Transformation 
 

Agro-industrial marginalization has long-lasting effects that ripple through generations. 
In Drâa-Tafilalet, a region historically shaped by Berber and Arab cultural traditions, 
displacement from land has deep implications for local communities. This part of Morocco, 
among the last natural areas on earth partially managed by indigenous populations, relies on 
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agriculture as its economic backbone.108 The Berber population, native to the region since the 
Neolithic era, developed agricultural practices intricately tied to their traditions and environment. 
Techniques like planting palm trees to create microclimates reflect the integration of cultural 
knowledge and environmental adaptation.109 

However, this traditional way of life has faced mounting pressures due to the expansion 
of industrial farming and the historical marginalization of territories deemed "non-useful" by the 
state. Rooted in colonial policies, Le Maroc Utile was a strategy that divided Morocco into areas 
considered "useful," such as urban centers and fertile coastal regions prioritized for development, 
and "non-useful" rural regions left excluded.110 After decolonization, the country adopted this 
framework, which disrupted the communal land management systems and traditional livelihoods 
that defined regions like Drâa-Tafilalet. Although the state no longer marginalizes these areas in 
the same way, the effects of this exclusionary approach linger.  

The pressures of displacement have profoundly shaped Drâa-Tafilalet’s rural 
communities, with many residents compelled to migrate to urban centers. This ongoing shift has 
accelerated urbanization across Morocco, with the High Planning Commission projecting that by 
2050, over 68.5 percent of the country’s population will live in cities.111 A significant increase in 
Morocco’s urban population began in the 1950s and has continued ever since, while rural 
population growth stagnated in the 1990s, despite high birth rates. 112 The remoteness of many 
rural areas has failed to provide sufficient job opportunities, leading to increased out-migration. 
Youth in particular often aspire to higher education and find agricultural work incompatible with 
their ambitions, further contributing to the trend. In many cases, these young individuals are 
unable to find jobs that correspond to their qualifications within their villages. The national 
government has sought to promote life opportunities in rural areas to curb this emigration, yet 
significant challenges remain. 

For rural populations, this migration represents more than a change of residence; it often 
severs ties to ancestral lands and disrupts traditional livelihoods. These transitions frequently 
result from the monopolization of water resources and land by affluent industrial farm owners, 
many of whom reside in urban areas and lack direct ties to the land. Interviews from a study 
conducted in the Drâa-Tafilalet region reveal that cultural degradation is the primary concern for 
many residents regarding rural-urban migration. Traditional norms and practices are increasingly 
losing respect among the youth, who are more exposed to urban and global cultures. As younger 
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generations move away, the risk of eroding intergenerational transmission of cultural knowledge 
grows. Residents also expressed fears that with fewer people staying behind, agricultural labor 
shortages are making it more challenging to cultivate the land and sustain their livelihoods.113 
This combined impact of cultural erosion and declining agricultural capacity threatens the long-
term viability of rural communities. If these trends continue, future generations may lose the 
cultural foundations that once defined their communities, risking the demise of entire ways of 
life. 

Heritage, an integral part of rural life, often becomes a casualty of this transition. In the 
African context, heritage encompasses the full range of a society’s inherited traditions, 
monuments, practices, and cultural knowledge. It fosters social cohesion, psychological well-
being, and a sense of identity, tying communities to both their past and their future. “Heritage 
contributes to our understanding of who we are, but more importantly, to who we want to 
become. Without heritage, our connection to places, to the past, and to the future can become 
untethered; this can have a long-term deleterious impact on social identity.”114 Losing this 
connection leaves individuals and communities struggling to maintain cohesion in the face of 
rapid and often forced transitions. 

The loss of cultural heritage has cascading effects on social structures, disrupting not only 
individual identities but also the collective memory of communities. Traditional agricultural 
practices, deeply intertwined with local heritage, are often replaced by industrial methods that 
prioritize efficiency over sustainability. These practices once served as a vital repository of 
knowledge, enabling rural populations to adapt to environmental challenges and sustain 
biodiversity. As these systems disappear, so too does the resilience they fostered. In Drâa-
Tafilalet, the modernization of agriculture has presented economic growth but frequently 
disregards the intangible cultural value embedded in traditional farming methods.115 This erosion 
mirrors a broader global trend, where languages and entire cultural groups are increasingly at 
risk of extinction, signaling the fragility of cultural diversity in the face of modernization and 
environmental pressures. 

For rural families in Drâa-Tafilalet, migration is accompanied by the unraveling of socio-
cultural ties that once provided stability and resilience. The move to urban centers often severs 
long-standing communal networks, replacing them with environments where anonymity and 
isolation dominate. As rural traditions and community support systems fade, individuals are left 
to navigate unfamiliar urban settings without the social safety nets that once defined their lives. 
Over time, these shifts alter the cultural landscape of both rural and urban areas, as the erosion of 
shared heritage weakens intergenerational bonds and reshapes identity. This dynamic 
underscores the profound human costs of displacement in Drâa-Tafilalet, as rural communities 
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lose not only their livelihoods but also the cultural frameworks that sustained them across 
generations.  

 

3.2 Toward a Sustainable Agricultural Future? 
 
 Launched in 2008, Morocco’s Plan Maroc Vert (PMV)116 sought to position agriculture 
as a cornerstone of economic growth and rural development. Conceived in the aftermath of the 
World Food Crisis and aligned with the broader framework of the New Green Revolution for 
Africa, the PMV aimed to modernize Morocco’s agricultural sector, addressing both national and 
global imperatives. It was heralded as a transformative initiative that could alleviate rural poverty 
while bolstering the country’s global competitiveness. However, the plan’s dual focus on 
productivity and modernization has sparked debates over its socio-ecological consequences and 
long-term viability. 

Structured around two pillars, the PMV reflects the state’s need to balance capitalist 
expansion with the preservation of rural livelihoods. Pillar I focuses on high-value, export-
oriented crops, enabling large-scale farms to thrive in global markets. Exports like citrus fruits 
and olives have underscored Morocco’s strategic role in international agriculture, but this export-
driven model disproportionately benefits wealthy agricultural entrepreneurs who can afford the 
infrastructure required for such ventures.117 These large farms dominate water and land 
resources, perpetuating inequalities and sidelining smaller farmers who lack access to credit and 
agricultural technology. 

Pillar II, by contrast, is geared toward improving rural livelihoods and supporting 
smallholder farmers. This pillar aims to reduce poverty by subsidizing projects and promoting 
sustainable practices in marginalized areas. While its intent is commendable, execution has 
faltered. Smallholder farmers are often treated as passive beneficiaries rather than active 
participants in shaping agricultural transformation. The absence of a long-term vision for family 
farming exacerbates this issue, as Pillar I’s productivity-centric priorities overshadow the 
equitable development goals of Pillar II.118 This approach reflects a broader discourse within 
agricultural modernization that juxtaposes “modern” and “traditional” systems, often equating 
the former with progress and the latter with stagnation. 

The modernization narrative institutionalized by the PMV has important socio-ecological 
consequences. Interviews from a study conducted reveal that the plan, while ostensibly 
addressing sustainability, largely overlooks environmental constraints. The PMV’s initial 
framework prioritized economic growth, with sustainability concerns only introduced in 2011, 
three years after its launch. Even then, there were no precise criteria for evaluating the plan’s 
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environmental impact, highlighting the contradictions inherent in its vision. As one interviewee 
from a study noted, “Sustainability contradicts the overall vision of the GMP, and there are no 
precise, formal criteria to evaluate the GMP’s environmental aspects.”119 The focus on 
productivity and profit has resulted in policies that encourage water-intensive farming in arid 
regions, exacerbating resource scarcity. 

The PMV’s reliance on external expertise, such as that of consulting firm McKinsey, 
further illustrates the plan’s disconnect from Morocco’s unique agricultural and social contexts. 
Instead of drawing on local knowledge and the expertise of Moroccan researchers, the PMV has 
leaned heavily on “international best practices,” which often fail to account for the systemic 
interrelation of traditional agricultural practices. Two researchers interviewed in the study 
lamented that agronomy students are no longer trained in the complexities of family farming 
systems but are instead taught about project management and value chains.120 This shift is 
eroding the cultural and ecological heritage embedded in rural farming, even within the 
educational system. 

Critics argue that the PMV’s emphasis on modernist ideals has fostered a vision of 
agricultural development as merely increasing yields and profits. This perspective is captured in 
the quote: “Agriculture cannot be managed like a textbook neoliberal business strategy focused 
on economic growth.” The coalition of interests between consultants and bureaucrats has 
compounded this issue, as another study participant observed: “The GMP has managed to install 
the idea of agricultural development as increasing yields and profits, not because the idea is true, 
but rather; the idea becomes true because it is powerful.”121 This dynamic perpetuates the 
marginalization of smallholder farmers, who are viewed as beneficiaries rather than economic 
actors in their own right. 

Moreover, the PMV’s prioritization of agricultural entrepreneurship promotes the idea 
that land should be managed by efficient entrepreneurs, thereby reducing the number of farmers. 
While smallholders may accept subsidized projects, they often do so without abandoning their 
traditional farming models. However, the absence of robust support for family farming 
underlines the state’s lack of a cohesive, long-term vision for this sector. Instead, modernization 
policies push for consolidation and efficiency, sidelining the socio-cultural and ecological 
dimensions of rural agriculture. This further isolates rural communities from their cultural 
heritage, which is increasingly undervalued in favor of export-oriented profit models. 

The PMV’s impacts highlight the broader tensions within agricultural modernization in 
Morocco. While the plan has achieved notable successes, such as expanding Morocco’s export 
portfolio and boosting GDP, these gains have come at significant costs. Environmental 
sustainability, equitable resource distribution, and the preservation of rural heritage remain 
unresolved challenges. Development interventions like the PMV often pivot on a dualism that 
contrasts “modern” and “traditional” agricultural practices, reinforcing disparities rather than 
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addressing them. The World Bank’s observation of “two Moroccos” persists,122 with one 
benefiting from globalized agriculture and the other grappling with the consequences of uneven 
development. 

In response to the limitations of the PMV, Morocco has introduced the Generation Green 
Plan (2020–2030), which aims to build on its predecessor while addressing some of its 
shortcomings. However, the new plan continues to promote production-oriented agricultural 
strategies that prioritize economic gain over sustainability, perpetuating water overconsumption 
in arid regions. Unless the state recalibrates its vision to balance productivity with environmental 
and social equity, the promise of agricultural modernization risks deepening inequalities and 
undermining the very communities it aims to support. 

Conclusion 
  
 Africa stands at a critical juncture where decisions made today will shape the future of its 
agriculture, ecosystems, and social systems for generations to come. The continent’s long history 
of exploitation, compounded by the pressures of globalization and climate change, has created a 
landscape marked by both profound challenges and significant opportunities. Land and water, 
essential for human dignity and survival, have become commodities in the relentless pursuit of 
economic progress. This commodification deepens existing inequalities, severs cultural ties, and 
displaces communities, leaving many trapped in cycles of poverty and deprivation. 

Regions like Drâa-Tafilalet embody the contradictions inherent in agricultural 
modernization. As an arid region reliant on agriculture, it reflects both the promises and perils of 
development. Large-scale agricultural projects, such as industrial date farming, have delivered 
economic benefits but have also exacerbated competition for limited water resources, placing 
vulnerable communities at risk. The region’s reliance on groundwater underscores the fragility of 
its resource base and the precarious balance between development and environmental 
sustainability. These challenges are not unique to Drâa-Tafilalet but are mirrored across the 
continent, where agricultural investments designed to address food insecurity often disrupt local 
food systems, displace smallholder farmers, and compromise sustainability. 

At the heart of this transformation lies a profound tension between economic 
modernization and social equity. Policies aimed at increasing productivity and integrating into 
global markets often marginalize those who rely most on the land. Drâa-Tafilalet, however, 
provides important insights into the potential for community-focused interventions. While 
targeted measures in the region have led to improvements in poverty reduction and access to 
water, these gains remain fragile. They highlight the need for a comprehensive and inclusive 
approach to agricultural development that prioritizes the needs of vulnerable populations while 
respecting ecological limitations. 

 
122 World Bank, “Memorandum of the President of the International Bank for Reconstruction and Development to 
the Executive Directors on a Country Assistance Strategy for the Kingdom of Morocco” (Washington, D.C.: World 
Bank, 1997). 
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The erosion of cultural heritage further complicates this landscape. Agricultural 
modernization, while offering economic gains, often ignores the knowledge and traditions 
embedded in local farming practices. In regions like Drâa-Tafilalet, the loss of these traditions 
severs intergenerational ties and weakens the resilience of rural communities. The trade-off 
between preserving cultural identity and pursuing economic growth reflects a broader challenge 
faced across Africa: how to reconcile the demands of modernization with the need to maintain 
the integrity of local cultures and ecosystems. 

Foreign direct investment will inevitably play a crucial role in addressing these 
challenges. As one study aptly observed, “The question is not whether investment is good or bad 
but how it will be structured so that it will lead to successful outcomes.”123 For progress to 
benefit both people and ecosystems, investment must be guided by principles of sustainability, 
fairness, and community inclusion. Policies that prioritize short-term economic gains while 
ignoring environmental and social considerations risk entrenching inequalities and further 
marginalizing those most disadvantaged. 

The stakes are higher than ever. The decisions made today will determine whether Africa 
continues as a supplier of resources for external markets or reclaims its autonomy to shape a 
sustainable and equitable agricultural future. The global land rush, with 70 percent of reported 
acquisitions occurring within Africa, epitomizes this struggle. Framed as investments in 
agricultural modernization, these acquisitions often prioritize the food security of external 
markets while undermining Africa’s own.124 It is a cruel irony that the world’s most food-
insecure continent sacrifices its resources to feed others, perpetuating a cycle of dependency and 
deprivation. In the end, the price being paid is not only economic but also one of history, culture, 
and identity. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 

 
123 Keulertz, "Land and Water Grabs," 243. 
124 Kofi Britwum and Matty Demont, “Food Security and the Cultural Heritage Missing Link,” Global Food 
Security 35 (December 2022). 
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