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Established in 2004 after a disastrous earthquiddee National Park of al Hoceima, a IUCN
category V (protected landscape), is the main ptetkarea in the Rif region of north Morocco.
Its total area is over 48,000 ha, of which 18,080 raarine areas. The Mediterranean cliffs are
spectacular, reaching an altitude of 700 m. Aliitatlvariations create quite diverse landscapes,
therefore biodiversity is high, particularly in theastal and marine parts of the park.

Although the National Park is under funded and hhsited planning and management
resources, it has a valuable asset: several logahzations very committed to conservation and
a long history of community conserved areas. Arngfhmld of the Amazig (berber) culture, in
particular the Bokkoya tribe, the terrestrial zos@lensely populated with some 15,000 people
living there in 36douars (traditional villages), in addition to some 33,00€ople living in the
peripheral zone. The Park includes some of thedsigconcentrations of sacred natural sites of
North Africa.

These sacred sites receive different namesabitun or klalwas in Arabic, amrabd in Amazig
(ancient regional language) asites marabutiques in French. Althoughmurabitun usually refers

to a shrine where a holy person was buried, it aisludes, by extension, the natural protected
area around it. The natural area itself is calledn with has the same root baram, meaning
reserved or forbidden, because of his holinEsslwa, spelledkhaloa in the region, refers to a
place of spiritual retreat. The custodians of theaered sites, usually people from nearby
villages or farms, are -calledamkaddam, which comes fromal-mugaddam, i.e. the
representative. All these Arabic names are usdairiit, the Amazig dialect of the region.

Themurabitun / amrabd of Al Hoceima are outstanding: ecologically thegtpct the best relicts
of the original vegetal communities, which haverbseverely deteriorated almost elsewhere in
the region. Culturally, they are important siteshidtory, memory and identity for the local
population over the ages. Most important decisioage been taken around them. Spiritually,
they normally include tombs of holy people, oftarsmall shrines and sometimes together with
small mosques. A variety of rituals and ceremoraes still enacted there, such as annual
pilgrimages or festivalsnfussem) and sacrifice of young animals, usually goatsloeep. Most
douars have one or several sacred natural sites neatiy.ofigin of these sacred sites seems
very ancient, pre-Christian in many cases, perlidp=enician, although all of them have been
‘Islamised’. Therefore, it is likely that many digm have been actively conserved for over
thirty centuries.

A striking fact is that the sacred natural sites Bound within seriously degraded mountain
landscapes, due to deforestation and overgraziagding out as relatively pristine patches of
vegetation, without any physical walls. For genereat the high respect that local population —
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including shepherd boys and girls- has had fordlsites has been the most effective safeguard
against any misuse or exploitation. In fact, thrergjth and resilience of the beliefs supported
the conservation of these sacred natural sitesdoturies, more effectively than any legislation
or official surveillance. However, under currentamstances, additional measures are required,
as will be discussed later.

From a conservation point of view, these sacrezs diave a particular value as reference plant
communities for mountain landscape restorationasd to monitor the responses and resilience
of slightly altered natural vegetation patches limate change impacts. These relict forests
contain unique gene pools, which has allowed thenovtercome multiple changes over the
centuries. From a cultural and spiritual point adw, they are significant places of tribal and
local memory and identity. Moreover, these sites e result of open interpretation of the
Islamic tradition, which has deep roots in the oegi

The main features of these sacred natural sitdsdeqgatches of forests, sometimes less than
one hectare in size, other times a few hectarésn afith a particular sacred tree, preserving a
considerable array of plant an animal species. \d&tyspecimens ofetraclinis articulata, Olea
europea, Pistacia lentiscus, Chamaerops humilis, Ceratonia siliqu, Quercus coccifera or Zyzp-

hus lotus are commonThey often include a water spring, well or smakkatn, and a small mos-
gue which hosts a tomb of a holy person, a spirlegder or a high political or military autho-
rity. The physical distribution of the sacred natwsites is complex. The largest sites seem rela-
ted to strategic lines, such as the borders ddlttdnds, defensive lines against the invaders from
the north, and also some key passage points, tbéaim the coast or over cliffs, to hilltops or
slopes over 1,500 m of altitude.

As Regato and Salman (2008) point out, these sataagal sites are very valuable areas for
conservation and their species populations may lswvemportant role to play in adaptive
management strategies against climate change womslibf mountain biodiversity hotspots
areas. This role could be very significant in ptacadergoing accelerated ecological degradation
where social resistance to nature conservationnagts alone may be high, as is the case in
North Africa.

The main threats to thurabitun / amrabd are a consequence of the erosion or weakening of
the traditional cultural values in younger genenadi Therefore, recovering or strengthening the
cultural values and knowledge is one of the maiallehge that the National Park is facing.
Another secondary threat is the spread of the isldondamentalism, which historically has
never been significant in Morocco.

The opportunities to conserve the entire heritdgbese sacred sites are very significant:

- Most sacred natural sites are property of the #$fiyi of Islamic Affairs and Habous
which is very much interested in their conservatod restoration.

- Several local and regional NGOs are involved ifegaarding and restoring the sacred
sites and their spiritual, cultural and naturalitage, as well as other significant related
projects like the nursery of Tafnhasa.
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- Some local NGOs are interested in promoting estouroutes, which could allow the
visit to some of the less fragile sacred sites,rayldalue, providing resources to local
populations and thus helping to conserve them.

- Selected plant species from these sites areathtionportant for ecological restoration,
which should be done by local organizations

- There is a growing interest in recovering tragiib knowledge and management
practices related to these sacred sites.

- Future inclusion of those sacred sites in local e&egional educational programs will
help in strengthening cultural identity and valoelated to them.

- Last but not least, future planning and manageraktite National Park should have as a
priority conserving and restoring the full spectrofmvalues of these outstanding sacred
natural sites.
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