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Moroccan women surfers have become a  common
sight as they skim the waves off the coast of the
capital, Rabat, but they still can face prejudice

and harassment back on land.  “It’s easier in the winter
because the beaches are empty,” said surfer Meriem, 29,
who, like most of the women surfers, wears a wetsuit.   “In
the summer we suffer a lot of harassment, that’s why we
pay attention to what we wear.” The engineer, who took
up the sport four years ago, said she’s lucky to have grown
up in a “tolerant” family.  

For many Moroccan women from conservative back-
grounds, such activities are off limits. “Some families are
ashamed that their daughters practice water sports,” said
Jalal Medkouri, who runs the Rabat Surf Club on the capi-
tal’s popular Udayas beach. The gentle waves nearby are
ideal for beginners, but nestled at the foot of the 12th cen-
tury Kasbah and easily visible from the capital’s bustling
touristic heart, the beach is far from discreet. Yet some
club members say attitudes are changing.

First international women’s competition 
Rim Bechar, 28, said that when she began surfing four

years ago, “it was a bit more difficult”. “At first, my father
accompanied me whenever I wanted to surf,” she said.
But now, “people are used to seeing young women in the
water, it’s no longer a problem.” Today, she surfs alone,
stays all day and goes home without problems, she said.
Surfers first took to the waves off Morocco’s Atlantic
Coast in the 1960s, at the popular seaside resort of
Mehdia, about 50 kilometers (30 miles) north of the capi-
tal. Residents say soldiers at a nearby French-American
military base were the first to practice the sport there.

A handful of enthusiasts, French and Moroccan, quickly
nurtured the scene, travelling further south to the lesser-
known beaches of Safi and Taghazout, which later gained
popularity with surfers from around the world.  The sport
gradually gained Moroccan enthusiasts, including women.
In September 2016, the country held its first international
women’s surfing contest.

‘Provocative’ dress 
But mentalities differ from beach to beach. Despite

efforts to improve the status of women in the North
African country, attitudes have been slow to change.  A
United Nations study in 2017 found that nearly 72 percent
of men and 78 percent of women think “women who dress
provocatively deserve to be harassed”. The harassment
women surfers can face in Morocco ranges from looks and
comments to unwanted attempts at flirtation and attention
from men. In Mehdia, however, surf instructor Mounir said
it’s “no problem” for girls to surf. 

Last summer “we even saw girls in bikinis on the beach
and the authorities didn’t say anything”, he said. Back at
Udayas beach, popular with young men playing football,
attitudes are more conservative.  “Girls are often harassed
by the boys,” Bechar said.  “At first it wasn’t easy, so I
decided to join a club.” The Rabat Surf Club now has more
than 40 surfers, half of whom are girls, Medkouri said.
“Parents encourage their children when they feel they are
in good hands,” he said. 

Club surfing is particularly popular among girls
because the group setting cuts harassment and eases
the concerns of some families.  Ikram, who also surfs
there, said she hopes “all girls who were prevented
by their father or brother from doing what they want
will follow this path”. “Surfing makes you dynamic,”
she said. — AFP 

A rare Imperial Qianlong porcelain vase (18th century) is displayed at Sotheby’s auc-
tion company in Paris. — AFP photos

AChinese vase discovered in a battered
shoebox stuffed in an attic in France is
set to be the star of a Sotheby’s auc-

tion next month. Experts have identified the
find as an exquisite porcelain vessel made for
the 18th century Qing dynasty Emperor
Qianlong and the guide price for its auction
on June 12 starts at a modest 500,000 euros
($590,000). It was found by chance among
dozens of other pieces of Chinoiserie. “We
didn’t like the vase too much, and my grand-
parents didn’t like it either,” said the owner of
the piece, who got in touch with Sotheby’s
auction house three months ago.

“Porcelains with such elaborate and chal-
lenging designs are exceedingly rare on Qing
imperial porcelain” and is decorated with “an
idyllic landscape with deer and cranes,”
Sotheby’s said in its auction website. It is
also said to be in perfect condition. “This
vase is the only known example in the world
bearing such detail,” Olivier Valmier, Asian
arts expert at Sotheby’s, told reporters. “This
is a major work of art.”  The only other simi-
lar vase that has come to light, though with-
out the cranes, is in the Guimet museum of
Asiatic arts in Paris. — AFP

Chinese vase, left in 
attic, worth at least half 

a million: Sotheby’s

Morocco’s women surfers
ride out waves and harassment

Meriem surfs off the coast of Rabat.

Meriem walks along the coastline after a surf session in Rabat.

Meriem surfs off the coast of Rabat.

Meriem (left) walks along the coastline after a surf session. Rim exits the water after a surf session.

Meriem, a 29-year-old Moroccan engineer and
surfer, surfs off the coast of Rabat. — AFP photos

People are used to
seeing young women
in the water, it’s no
longer a problem


