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PROJECT SUMMARY

KEY FACTS

In response to high rates of poverty, poor access to basic social
services, and low employment opportunities, this association
is working to strengthen the small-scale fisheries sector
around the Al Hoceima National Park (AHNP) through capacity
building, the establishment of monitoring and surveillance
committees to combat illegal fishing and poaching, the
introduction of sustainable fishing techniques, and elimination
of illegal fishing practices. Communities are positioned as
leaders in creating marine resource management plans and
strategies. A sustainable fishing cooperative has improved
local fisherfolk incomes and generated more than €650,000
(US$720,000) of revenue since it was launched. The group has
created successful prohibitions on illegal fishing techniques –
including dynamite fishing and drift nets – through community
monitoring systems. The use of geo-location devices has
significantly reduced trawling in coastal breeding areas and
led to the protection of over 1,900 hectares of coastal and
marine biodiversity.

EQUATOR PRIZE WINNER: 2014
FOUNDED: 2008
LOCATION: Al Hoceima National Park, Morocco
BENEFICIARIES: Local communities and fisherfolk
AREA OF FOCUS: Conservation of marine and terrestrial
biodiversity
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Background and Context

Al Hoceima National Park (AHNP), or Parc National d’Al Hoceima, is
the only terrestrial and marine park in the Moroccan Mediterranean
Region. Located within the Rif, a conifer and mixed-forest region
that spans from north Morocco to northwestern Tunisia, the national
park encompasses 480 square kilometres of steep mountains, sheer
cliffs, coastlines, and marine habitats.

only by small, traditional fishing boats. These operations often rely
on Illegal, Unreported and Unregulated (IUU) fishing practices, such
as bottom trawling in shallow areas with a depth of less than 80
metres, which devastate fish habitats and breeding areas. Without
a safe place for juvenile fish populations to reproduce, demersal
stocks – the species that live close to the seabed – have declined.
Other IUU fishing techniques, such as drift nets, are in widespread
use. Intended to catch large pelagic species that live close to the
sea surface such as swordfish and bluefin tuna, drift nets can also
irreversibly destroy both commercial and non-commercial marine
resources, and often result in the unintended capture of protected
marine mammals.

Since its formal establishment in 2004, AHNP has been home to a
number of ecologically important native species, including giant
ribbed Mediterranean limpets (Patella ferruginea), rough pen shells
(Pinna rudis), and Audouin’s gulls (Ichthyaetus audouinii). At the
foot of the national park’s precipitous cliffs, remote beaches form a
naturally secluded habitat for endangered monk seals (Monachus
monachus). The park also functions as a nesting ground for one of
the last remaining referential osprey colonies (Pandion haliaetus) in
the Moroccan Mediterranean Region. Offshore, the national park’s
Marine Protected Area (MPA) covers 19,000 hectares, including a ‘notake’ zone of 2,000 hectares. The MPA is home to 72 species of fish,
including cuttlefish, grouper, and mackerel; over 264 types of algae;
various types of turtles, including the green sea, loggerhead, and
leatherback; and three species of dolphin.

With high cliffs bordering Al Hoceima’s coastline, inhabitants of
the local douars cannot easily accessing the ocean. This isolation
limits villagers’ opportunities to fish and has historically encouraged
fisherfolk to engage in the illegal practice of dynamite fishing,
which involves using explosives to quickly stun or kill large schools
of fish. Though economically expedient, dynamite fishing poses a
threat to the safety of fisherfolk and the health of the marine biome.
Dynamite blasts indiscriminately kill fish, regardless of their size or
age, thereby disrupting fish reproduction cycles. As such, dynamite
fishing, drift nets, and bottom trawling pose a significant threat to
the long-term health of the national park’s fish population. On land,
poaching activity has been reported in the national park, with chick
and egg poaching threatening osprey local populations.

Around 15,000 inhabitants live in 36 villages, or douars, scattered
across AHNP. Compared to other regions of Morocco, local
communities have limited access to roads and infrastructure.
Traditional agriculture forms the backbone the local economy,
supporting 30 percent of the population, but poor limestone soil
limits the productivity of available land. The fishing industry is
another critical livelihood in the region. Over 3,500 fishers, many
of whom are artisanal fishers working on small-scale fishing fleets,
benefit from the province’s 72 kilometres of coastline. Much of what
is caught is consumed locally; only 3.3 percent of the total fish catch
goes onto an industrial processing.

Al Hoceima’s artisanal fishers face significant economic challenges.
A lack of infrastructure prevents small-scale artisanal fisherfolk from
accessing economic opportunities associated with export markets.
The national park’s fishing sites are located far away from sale points,
and without proper freezing equipment, artisanal fishers fear that
their products will perish. Often, this results in fishers accepting
the closest fishmonger’s offering price, rather than exploring more
lucrative markets. These factors further exacerbate an already
precarious economic state: the poverty rate among the fishing
community living within the borders of AHNP is 24 percent.

In recent years, small-scale fishing operations – and the marine
biome that supports it – has come under threat. Large-scale coastal
fishing operations have begun to trawl in areas once frequented
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These environmental and economic challenges, along with climate
change, pose a threat to the health of the fishing industry and the
marine ecosystem. Up until 2008, artisanal fisherfolk lacked a formal
organization to address these problems – until the Association de
Gestion Intégrée des Ressources (AGIR, or Integrated Resource
Management Association) was formed.

universities. The organization’s bottom-up multi-stakeholder
approach prioritizes dialogue, compromise, and trust between
diverse participants. AGIR’s participatory approach involves the
following steps: identifying key environmental issues, raising the
local population’s awareness, crafting potential solutions through
community consultation, organizing and programming actions,
periodical evaluation of actions, and finally, gradual takeover of
development activities by local community members. For example,
during the initial planning and mobilization to form the first MPA,
AGIR actively involved more than 2,000 members of the fishing
community, including 200 fisherfolk’s spouses. This participatory
approach was later translated into the organization’s governance
and institutional structure: all beneficiaries of AGIR projects are
eligible to join the organization’s general assembly.

ORIGIN AND STRUCTURE
In 2008, local community members recognized the need to develop
a strategy to fight illegal forms of fishing and poaching in AHNP,
which were irreversibly destroying the marine biome, and in turn,
the livelihood of local artisanal fishers. As a result, the community
banded together to form AGIR.

In total, AGIR collaborates with 12 fishing cooperatives, including
cooperatives run by the spouses of fisherfolk. Within the
organization of AGIR itself, many women hold leadership positions.
Over 50 percent of AGIR’s employees are women, including project
coordinators, coordination assistants, accountants, administrative
managers, and the General Secretary of AGIR, Mrs. Jamila El Biyad.

AGIR’s strategy aims to protect marine resources by strengthening
the artisanal fishing community. Using participatory planning,
the fishing community devises action plans that allow them to
sustainably co-manage fishing resources in partnership with local
authorities. AGIR brings together various stakeholders: fisherfolk,
artisans, fisherfolk’s spouses, elected representatives, local and
national government agencies, and national and international
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Key Activities and Innovations

Community monitoring

Since its inception, AGIR has furthered its mission of marine
conservation by creating social, financial, and cultural incentives
for local artisanal fisherfolk and their spouses to engage in
sustainable coastal resource management. Key activities include
eliminating critical threats to the marine biome by curbing illegal
or unsustainable fishing practices, promoting sustainable fishing
practices, and strengthening community-based monitoring of
endangered species in the park’s MPA.

To complement their work transitioning towards sustainable fishing
practices, AGIR has created monitoring and surveillance programs
to combat illegal fishing from other actors in AHNP. At the center
of this program is the participation Al Hoceima fisherfolk, who alert
local authorities when they observe illegal fishing activity. Not only
do community monitoring systems contribute to the eradication of
IUU fishing techniques, but they also further enhance the resilience
of small-scale fisheries by bolstering the long-term health of the
marine biome.

Using traditional knowledge to promote sustainable fishing practices

AGIR has also partnered with local fishing associations, the
Delegation of Marine Fisheries, the Royal Gendarmie, and the
Royal Navy to track local species such as osprey, giant limpets,
Audouin gulls, coralline algae (Lithophyllum incrustans), and fan
mussels (Pinna nobilis). In 2009, AGIR collaborated with other local
organizations to bring together 40 drift net fisherfolk for a daylong
event to monitor dolphins in AHNP. The fisherfolk observed 260
dolphins over 504 square kilometres, serving a key role in raising
public awareness about the presence of cetaceans on Moroccan
coastlines. The exercise also confirmed the presence of three types
of dolphins living in the national park.

Prior to AGIR’s intervention, many artisanal fishers were using IUU
fishing equipment, such as drift nets, which are highly detrimental to
local ecosystems due to their high rates of bycatch of non-targeted
species. Following a ban on drift nets, AGIR developed a fishing
equipment conversion project that encouraged fishers to revive
traditional, sustainable fishing gear handcrafted by Med Nasses, a
cooperative run by women.
AGIR provided Med Nasses with an interest-free loan to obtain
the necessary materials for women to start making biodegradable
fishing creels. Crafted from sustainably sourced local bulrush
(Scirpoides holoschoenus), these basket-like creels capture mature
fish while allowing juvenile fish to slip free from the structure and
survive until reproductive age.

Education and Awareness Campaigns
Through AGIR’s work with local fishing cooperatives, over 2,000
artisanal fisherfolk have been trained and involved in the national
park’s marine resources management plan. Training sessions
have covered topics related to maritime safety, fisherfolk’s health,
preserving juvenile fish, maintenance of outboard motors, quality
fishing techniques, promotion of cooperatives, hygiene, and
weather.

AGIR then created a microloans program to aid fisherfolk in
the procurement of the new biodegradable creels. Since its
establishment, the revolving fund has enabled over 150 fishers to
acquire sustainable fishing equipment. Not only have the traditional
creels helped increase the catch for fishers, but this initiative has
resulted in the financial empowerment and capacity building of
women belonging to the Med Nasses cooperative, including 50
households with 300 individuals.
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Marine habitat restoration

of coastal land for community ownership. More recently, AGIR has
supported the planting of 900 hectares of artificial reefs in shallow
areas in effort to restore biotope destroyed by trawling activity.

To ensure conservation and restoration of key habitats, AGIR restored
2,000 hectares of coral habitat and demarcated 2,000 hectares as a
no-take zone. In addition to this, AGIR has secured 8,000 hectares
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Impacts

BIODIVERSITY IMPACTS

and trainings that reorient fishers to catch quality fish species with
higher added value. A key strategy has been to offer revolving funds,
or interest-free loans, to the fishing cooperatives throughout AHNP.
A number of local fishing cooperatives have used these funds to
expand their export capacity.

Community-monitored no-take zones and the use of geolocation VMS devices have given Al Hoceima’s marine biotope
the opportunity to recover from decades of over-exploitation and
illegal fishing practices. As a result of AGIR’s interventions, marine
resources in Al Hoceima have increased by an estimated 20 to 30
percent. As fish stocks replenish, they provide nourishment to fisheating species located higher on the food chain. Recent monitoring
on a community of ospreys, which are a fish-eating bird of prey,
showed a 10 percent increase in nesting, and a 20 percent increase
of fish catch.

As a complementary strategy, small scale-projects have been used
to dramatically increase the capacity of member cooperatives. For
example, Project PARGO (2008 – 2010) resulted in the installation of
four cold rooms, as well as the purchase of a refrigerated commercial
van for the transport of fish, electronic scales, and plastic crates for
fishing landing points. Prior to this intervention, the vast majority
of fish caught in the region were sold to local markets. This small
advancement in infrastructure has transformed the options available
for the fishing cooperative, as artisanal fishers are now able to access
export markets, which offer better prices and more diverse economic
opportunities.

By transforming Al Hoceima’s fleet from reliance on drift nets to a
more sustainable alternative, AGIR has been able to conserve local
livelihoods while reducing impact on local ecosystems. For example,
the transition to biodegradable bulrush creels means that if fishing
equipment is lost at sea, it poses far less of a permanent threat
to the marine species compared to plastic counterparts. These
interventions, in conjunction with the ban on driftnets and dynamite
fishing, has reduced the impact on cetaceans in the South Alboran
Sea by at least 70 percent.

AGIR’s programming has increased the economic and ecological
resilience of communities within AHNP. The contributions to
ecosystem health, as well as the diversification of income generating
activities, will help to support these communities in the coming
years as climate change increasingly impacts local ecosystems and
fisheries.

SOCIOECONOMIC IMPACTS

GENDER IMPACTS

AGIR’s initiatives have elevated the standard of living for Al
Hoceima’s fishing families in three key ways: (1) ensuring long-term
sustainability of fishing resources, (2) increasing overall revenue, and
(3) diversifying income-generating activities.

AGIR has facilitated the economic empowerment of women by
partnering with cooperatives managed by fisherfolk’s spouses.
For example, AGIR has worked alongside the female-led craft
cooperative, Med Nasses, to produce and market sustainable fishing
gear and marine clothing. Over a period of six months, the femalemanaged cooperative manufactured and sold more than 342
traps and made €6,840 (US$7,800) of profit, representing a return
investment of 47.17 percent. Moreover, members of the cooperative
had an opportunity to fortify entrepreneurship skills, such as

As a result of AGIR’s interventions, a 30 percent reduction in poverty
has been observed for approximately 1,200 artisanal fisherfolk.
Overall, since the launch of the initiative, a total of €653,220
(US$720,000) of revenue has been earned by local fishers. Among
some of the changes that have contributed to the increased
incomes of fisherfolk are the transition to sustainable fishing gear,
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management, marketing, literacy, and quality assurance. Overall,
this program increased the economic resilience of families relying on
the fishing industry, as income derived from these activities bolster a
family’s income during the period of ‘biological rest,’ when artisanal
fisherfolk halt fishing to allow species to rejuvenate, leaving them
unemployed.

pressure to the Department of Maritime Fisheries to impose geolocation devices on trawlers. In 2013/2014, the government passed
a law requiring all trawlers to be outfitted with geolocation Vessel
Monitoring Systems (VMS) to ensure that fishing does not take place
within no-take zones. Many fishers now carry geo-location devices,
and the enforcement of the law has enabled apprehension of 14
trawlers that were operating in the AHNP MPA.

POLICY IMPACTS

National and international

Regional

AGIR has contributed to the integration of international
environmental standards in Mediterranean fishing policies. For
example, in conjunction with the UNDP-implemented Global
Environment Facility Small Grants Programme (GEF SGP) in Morocco,
AGIR helped prohibit the use of drift nets, which are a major cause
in the decline of fish stocks in the Mediterranean. AGIR’s work
to integrate local livelihoods and marine conservation plays an
important role in advancing work towards the 2030 Agenda for
Sustainable Development by supporting action on the Sustainable
Development Goals (SDGs). Their work contributes reducing poverty
(SDG 1), providing quality education (SDG 4), empowering women
(SDG 5), supporting decent work and economic growth (SDG 8), life
below water (SDG 14), and life on land (SDG 15).

As a result of AGIR’s participatory planning program, local fisherfolk
devised a new zoning plan for AHNP, which took the place of a former
plan that was poorly respected. Today, over 19,000 hectares of ocean
have been preserved. Moreover, an outright ban on dynamite fishing
now exists inside the AHNP MPA. Not only does the reduction of
dynamite fishing and illegal trawling allow fish stocks to be restored,
it also protects coral habitats and algal communities.
AGIR has also created a lobby for local fisherfolk. Efforts by this
lobbying group have resulted in significant policy changes, such as
a fisherfolk’s agreement to preserve MPAs. The lobby also applied
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Sustainability and Replication

SUSTAINABILITY

PARTNERS

Since its inception in 2008, AGIR has created, trained, and supported
20 associations and cooperatives in the Moroccan Mediterranean
Region. As it currently stands, each cooperation has an AGIR
employee for support, and many cooperatives are not yet ready
to operate without the assistance of AGIR. However, AGIR plans to
continue capacity building for these cooperatives with the end goal
of enabling them to continue to implement sustainable practices
independently in the future.

•

Agencia Española de Cooperación Internacional para
el Desarrollo (AECID, Spanish Agency for International
Development Cooperation) provided funding to AGIR’s project.

•

UNDP-implemented Global Environment Facility Small
Grants Programme (GEF SGP) strengthened relationships with
AGIR’s government partners. The diversity of the organization’s
partnerships was key in furthering multi-sector policy.

As of 2014, AGIR is not yet financially self-sufficient. Future projects,
however, will rely on the rotating fund model so that investments can
be returned and sustainably re-dispersed to new beneficiaries. AGIR
hopes to expand this model at a local and national level, enabling
upscaling of their work at low costs.

•

Since 2012, the MAVA Foundation has provided assistance
financing the organization’s activities, sharing its bottom-up
approach.

•

Critical Ecosystem Partnership Fund (CEPF)

•

Instituto de Promoción y Apoyo al Desarrollo (IPADE, Institute
for the Promotion and Support of Development)

•

The UN Environment Priority Actions Programme/Regional
Activity Centre (UNEP PAP/RAC) enabled AGIR to utilize
modern management methods, the eco-systemic approach,
the systemic analysis, and forecasting.

•

International Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN)
allowed AGIR to engage in research and participative planning
with its community partners in Al Hoceima National Park.

•

Département de la pêche maritime (Department of Maritime
Fishing)

•

Haut Commissariat aux Eaux et Forêts et à la Lutte Contre la
Désertification (The Office of Water and Forests for the Fight
Against Desertification)

•

Office du Développement de Coopération (Office for
Development and Cooperation)

REPLICATION
Although the AGIR model was initially only intended for AHNP,
which is located in the center of the Moroccan Mediterranean, its
success has led to its spread both east and west to cover the entire
region. Today, over a dozen cooperatives partially apply the AGIR
model. To cater to NGOs and cooperatives looking to replicate its
best practices, AGIR has developed a training curriculum, which has
since been approved by the Department of Maritime Fishing. The
curriculum has been deployed to over 2,000 fisherfolk from more
than 20 associations or fishing cooperatives.
In addition, after witnessing the success of AGIR’s collaboration
with Med Nasse to support local livelihoods while biodegradable
creels, other organizations operating in the region plan to support
women’s efforts to produce more sustainable, biodegradable fishing
gear as alternative to drift nets and other IUUs. Based on these initial
successes, it is clear that the techniques developed by AGIR have
high potential to be replicated and scaled-up to benefit communities
operating in similar conditions throughout the region.
10

•

Institut national de recherche halieutique (The National
Institute of Fisheries Research)

•

Institut scientifique de Rabat (The Scientific Institute of
Rabat)

11

•

Local fishing cooperatives

•

World Wildlife Fund (WWF)

•

Agency of Partnerships for Progress
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