
HAWAII: Zac Forsman, a coral recovery specialist with the state of Hawaii, holds a
piece of coral he and a team of scientists have been growing at the Anuenue
Fisheries Research Center’s coral nursery in Honolulu. — AP 
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RABAT: Abnormally dry weather across
North Africa is threatening to become
another financial headache for Morocco
and neighboring Tunisia and Algeria, just

as each seeks to spur more economic
growth and cut public spending. Rising
food import costs would come at a deli-
cate time, as Morocco faces protests over

austerity measures, Tunisia struggles to
ease an outburst of unrest over jobless-
ness, and Algeria cuts spending after a col-
lapse in oil  prices. Along with Egypt,
Morocco, Algeria and Tunisia are among
the world’s biggest wheat importers, with
import levels highly sensitive to the results
of the local harvest.

“Drought has a huge impact across the
region,” Jon Marks, chairman of the consul-
tancy Cross Border Information, said. “It
weakens the trade balance and holds back
efforts to overhaul the agriculture sector.”
“In Algeria and Tunisia, drought may slow
the pace of planned subsidy cuts,” he said.
“Morocco, the region’s big winner from the
oil price slump, may channel some more
resources into rural areas.” Morocco plans
nearly $600 million of measures to sup-
port farming, including assistance for
small farmers, feed subsidies, and around
($125.4 million) of insurance from the
state-run Moroccan Agricultural Mutual
Insurance (Mamda). It also plans to subsi-
dize 800,000 tons of barley production
and imports, by paying almost 1 dirham
per kilogram of the crop. With drought
looming, the Moroccan cereal harvest is
expected to fall sharply from an excep-

tional 2015 crop that hit a record 11 mil-
lion tons. “(The) rainfall deficit has reached
around 61 percent until now. If the spring
cultivation is also affected, this year’s cere-
al harvest would reach hardly 2.5 millions
tons,” the head of Morocco’s planning
agency, Ahmed Lahlimi Alami, said.

The planning agency estimates that
the drop in agricultural output will drag
down gross domestic product (GDP)
growth to 1.3 percent this year - against a
government projection of 3 percent - from
an estimated 4.4 percent in 2015. The
agency, known by its French acronym HCP,
says the drought would also increase gov-
ernment spending this year,  raising
doubts over plans to cut the budget
deficit. The government estimates that the
budget deficit will fall to 3.5 percent of
GDP this year from 4.3 percent in 2015.
Agriculture accounts for more than 15 per-
cent of the Moroccan economy.

Longer import window
Experts and traders expect this year’s

Moroccan imports to remain under 3 mil-
lion tons as last year’s bumper harvest
helps mitigate the impact of the drought.
However, one Moroccan importer said the

country would likely have to extend its
import window, which is typically open
from October to April. The import window
is closed to protect the local harvest, he
said, but this year there may be nothing to
protect. “We expect it to be expanded
until the end of May,” he said.

Importers expect shipments to rise
next season, once last year’s harvest has
been worked through. They say the gov-
ernment should suspend custom duties
on soft wheat to ensure adequate sup-
plies to the market by the start of the
next season. Across the border in Algeria,
officials played down the impact of any
rain shortfall on their country’s economy.
“We cannot talk about drought right
now,” Agriculture Minister Sid Ahmedi
Ferroukhi told reporters last week. “We
had insuff icient precipitation in
November and December, but we got
good volumes of rains and snows this
month (January).” Algeria’s grain imports
rose 11.2 percent to 13.67 million tons
last year, despite efforts to curb purchas-
es from abroad.  Its foreign exchange
reserves dropped by $6.33 bil l ion to
$152.7 billion in the third quarter as glob-
al crude oil prices plunged. — Reuters

HAVANA: Sitting beside a decaying Soviet-built
housing complex on the outskirts of Havana, the
Rotondo de Cojima farm grows several thousand
kilos a month of carrots, lettuce and root vegetables,
part of Cuba’s drive to feed its people through organ-
ic farming. Like many of its Caribbean neighbors,
communist-governed Cuba imports more than two-
thirds of its food, despite having rich farmland and
hundreds of urban farms sprouting up in old parking
lots, rooftops, or other small plots of unused land.

The country spends more than $2 billion a year
importing rice, meat, grains and other foods which
analysts and local farmers say could be produced at
home. The government, under President Raul Castro,
says it is serious about producing more food for
Cuba’s 11 million citizens, and some environmental-
ists have praised it for supporting organic urban
farming, which uses no chemical pesticides or fertiliz-
ers.

But local farmers and analysts say Cuba will not
achieve self-sufficiency in food in the near future,
despite improved trade with the United States after
Washington re-established diplomatic relations last
year with its former Cold War foe. “The government is
trying to make more of these organic farms,” urban
farmer Antonio Loma told the Thomson Reuters
Foundation. “But it’s a lot of work for very little mon-
ey.” The 10 employees who work with Loma at the
Rotondo de Cojima farm, a 10-minute drive from cen-
tral Havana, earn the equivalent of $25 per month,
making it difficult to attract qualified workers or capi-
tal to expand production, Loma said.

Organic by necessity
Taking a break beside the store where all the

farm’s food is sold directly to local residents, Loma
said Cuba turned to urban agriculture because it had
to. “It’s organic because we couldn’t get fertilizer,” he

said. Founded in 1994, the Rotondo de Cojima farm
and hundreds of others were set up after the collapse
of the Soviet Union, which had supplied its Cuban ally
with energy, pesticides and machinery on preferential
terms and paid above-market rates for Cuba’s staple
sugar crop. “Organic agriculture was essentially forced
upon Cuba,” Sinan Koont, an economics professor at
Dickinson College in Pennsylvania, told the Thomson
Reuters Foundation. Cuban food output plummeted
and the economy shrank after the breakup of the
Soviet Union. With little fuel for trucks or tractors,
state-paid farmers had to start growing vegetables
close to cities, using oxen and other animals to till the
fields, Koont said. Most observers in the United States
assumed Cuba’s communist government, then led by
the current president’s brother Fidel Castro, would
collapse too. Between 1989 and 1995 the average
Cuban’s daily caloric intake fell to 1,863 calories from
2,908, according to US government data. By 1994, the
average Cuban had lost about 20 pounds in weight
due to food shortages, aid group Oxfam said.

The government responded to the crisis by bring-
ing farmers like Loma from rural areas to the cities to
help grow food close to the population, distributing
under-used plots of land and seeds. “I had to build all
the beds for the vegetables,” said Vladimir Echazabal,
another urban farmer who came from the country-
side to Havana to create an organic garden on 400
square meters of unused land. “There was only grass
here when I came - a lot of farms in Havana are like
this,” he said, while selling yucca and carrots to local
residents. Today Cuba has about 4,000 organic urban
farms, Koont said. Urban agriculture supplies about
half Cuba’s vegetables, according a senior official with
the UN Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO).

‘America will sell a lot here’
Cuba’s economy stabilized in the following years,

and hunger receded, largely because of an influx of
foreign investment for tourism projects and mining,
along with support from Venezuela in the form of
subsidized oil. Food imports increased, particularly
from countries like Brazil and to a lesser degree the
United States. Small farmers say they want to expand
their organic range, but getting loans to improve
their farms is difficult. Loma, for example, thinks
organic chicken would be popular but he doesn’t
have the money to build coops. The low pay of the
average Cuban means there is not enough money cir-
culating in the broader economy to boost produc-
tion, traders and farmers said. — Reuters

As Cuba struggles to feed itself, lack 
of cash slows rise of urban farming

Cuba spends over $2 billion a year on food import 

African drought threatens efforts to cut spending

HONOLULU: Hawaii Gov David Ige declared a state
of emergency to fight mosquito borne illnesses
including dengue fever and the Zika virus. The state
has been in the midst of a dengue fever outbreak
on Hawaii’s Big Island, where there were more than
250 confirmed cases. There have been no locally
transmitted cases of the Zika virus in Hawaii, Ige
said in a news conference Friday. But there’s con-
cern that the islands could be at risk because mos-
quitoes that can carry dengue fever also can carry
the Zika virus. “We are doing everything we can to
be prepared, to be proactive, to prevent vector
borne diseases here in Hawaii,” Ige said.

The emergency proclamation could help the
state acquire more money to control outbreaks.
Hawaii is rushing to build up its mosquito control
staff after a December report from the Centers for
Disease Control highlighted deficiencies in the
state’s vector control department. The state slashed
its mosquito control and entomology staff during
the economic downturn, from 56 employees in
2009 to 25 positions in 2016. Health officials are
now searching for funding to rebuild the staff, and
the Department of Health plans to hire 10 new
staffers with money the governor released, said

Virginia Pressler, director of department, on Friday. 
“We are actively hiring new staff, an entomolo-

gist that will be dedicated to Hawaii Island that will
be starting next week as well as additional commu-
nications and vector control staff,” Pressler said.
Officials stressed that Hawaii is still a safe place to
visit. No travel advisories have been issued about
Hawaii, and tourism is off to a strong start in 2016,
said George Szigeti, president and CEO of the
Hawaii Tourism Authority. “There’s no reason to be
alarmed or to alter your traveling plans,” Szigeti said.

There are active Zika outbreaks on Pacific
Islands including American Samoa. Flights between
American Samoa and Hawaii run several times per
week. The proclamation also will give the state
more power to take preventive measures, including
the ability to spray pesticides regardless of a home-
owner’s wishes. “There are some who are holding
out and not allowing us to be on their property,”
Pressler said. “One of the things that this emer-
gency declaration from the governor will allow us
to do is that we can in fact enforce that we will
come and take care of mosquitoes on a property
that someone is refusing, because it is a public
health emergency.”— AP 

Hawaii gov declares emergency 
over mosquito-borne illnesses

NSEZI: Photo shows the fast drying catchment area of the Umzingwani dam in
Matabeleland, Southwestern Zimbabwe. Zimbabwe’s President Robert Mugabe
has declared a ‘state of disaster’ in many rural areas hit by a severe drought,
with more than a quarter of the population facing food shortages. — AFP 

HONOLULU: Most of Hawaii’s species of coral is
unlike other coral around the world in that it
grows very slowly, making restoration projects
for endangered reefs in the state difficult. But
officials in Hawaii have come up with a plan to
grow large chunks of coral in a fraction of the
time it would normally take. In doing so, they
hope to create a stock of replenishing species
to build up damaged or unhealthy reefs in the
future. State officials gave a tour of their new
coral nursery on Thursday, showing off their
“Fast-Grow Protocol” and a rare coral seed bank.

Hawaii’s average coral grows about one cen-
timeter per year, while the dominant species of
coral around the world, mostly in warmer
waters closer to the equator, grows at up to 30
centimeters a year, Division of Aquatic
Resources Coral Nursery Manager David Gulko
said. The way Hawaii’s coral grows makes it diffi-
cult to have a traditional replenishment pro-
gram, he said, because they are usually housed
in natural settings, meaning it would take
decades to make large enough coral specimens
to start to rebuild reefs.

“The larger the coral, the more space it pro-
vides for fish and invertebrates and the all
things that are important,” he said. “That means
recovery takes a really long time. You can’t
replace a hundred-year-old coral in less than a
hundred years - until now with what we’re
doing.” With the process they are using, Gulko

said they will have a volleyball-sized chunk of
coral in about one year, a fraction of the time it
would take to grow naturally. “Bigger coral is
much more important,” he said. “If a coral this
size is important to keep the shoreline from
eroding, it can’t wait a hundred years. We need
faster techniques.”

The way they are doing this is to take harbor
coral that is not part of the natural reef, so they
don’t harm those ecosystems, quarantine it to
ensure it is healthy and has no invasive species,
then chop it up into tiny portions that grow the
fastest. They then take those small pieces of
healthy coral and expose them to optimal con-
ditions in specially designed tanks. Once
grown, the genetically identical chunks are
then fused back together to make a single large
portion of coral that they can transplant back
onto reefs.

When they first begin growing these speci-
mens, they are put in artificial seawater that is
closely monitored for optimal health. They
carefully expose them to light that would mim-
ic their natural depths in the ocean and pro-
vide certain minerals to ensure the fastest-
growing coral possible. Once they have been in
that setting for long enough, the coral is
moved into a natural seawater tank, still con-
trolled but more closely resembling natural
conditions, and assimilated back to their natu-
ral ocean reefs. — AP 

Hawaii creates nursery 
for fast-growing coral


