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ZAGORA, Morocco: They roam Morocco’s southern
desert, braving the searing heat to scour the undulating
sands for bounty fallen from the sky. These celestial
treasure hunters are searching for meteorites to sell on
a burgeoning international market. Equipped with a
“very strong” magnet and magnifying glass, retired
physical education teacher Mohamed Bouzgarine says
that discoveries “can be more valuable than gold”.

The price “depends on the rock’s rarity, its shape and
its condition”, the 59-year old adds, sporting a dark
blue tracksuit, lighter blue scarf and sunglasses. “Rocks
coming from Mars are very expensive, sometimes as
much as 10,000 dirhams (around $1,000) per gram,” he
says. Bouzgarine stops in front of a hollow, hoping it
could be a crater formed “very long ago” by extrater-
restrial matter. “It’s a first sign,” he says, ready to get
down to work, in the township of M’Hamid el Ghizlane.

For four years now, he’s been sifting rocks in the
sand, inspecting them for telltale signs of burn incurred
during fiery journeys through the atmosphere. And
while he is yet to strike it lucky, the success of some of
his hundreds of peers provides the stamina to plod on.

Rich hunting grounds 
Likewise Abderrahmane, a 48-year-old paramedic

who is spending his vacation searching for meteorites.
Others “have made a lot of money... one meteorite
hunter found and sold 600 grams for 7,500 dirhams
($780) per gram,” Abderrahmane says, dressed in a
blue safari suit. “From the 2000s, all the nomads started
to look for rocks,” he says. A few foreign specialists are
also drawn to the quest for extraterrestrial fragments in
the desert landscapes of Erfoud, Tata and Zagora.

These parts of southern Morocco are rich hunting
grounds, as the wind uncovers meteorites and their
black hue is easy to spot against the near-white sand.
“At least half the scientific publications on the subject
are made on the basis of meteorites collected in
Morocco,” geochemist Hasnaa Chennaoui Aoudjehane
tells AFP. Desert zones are “favorable to the accumula-
tion of meteorites, there is no vegetation... (and) ... the
risk of alteration is low,” adds Aoudjehane, who teaches
at Casablanca’s Hassan II university.

For scientists, these rocks harbor valuable informa-
tion about the formation of the solar system 4.5 billion
years ago, as well as the planets and their internal com-
position. One in every five meteorites is valuable.
Demand from scientists and specialist brokers has
raised prices and inspired meteorite hunters. Unlike
other countries, where the state stakes a claim, there is
no legal framework governing discoveries in Morocco,
so it’s a case of “finders keepers”. While several meteor
showers have occurred in Morocco in recent years, a
bonanza known as the “black beauty” was the most
lucrative. 

‘Like playing the lottery’ 
In 2011, fragments of this Martian landing fell in

southern Morocco’s Tata region, setting in motion a
scramble that saw seven kilograms of fragments recov-
ered. The haul fetched prices of between $500 and
$1,000 per gram. Back on the desert plains, it can be
frustrating work, requiring a lot of patience. Twenty
days into his “holiday”, paramedic Abderrahmane has
been “searching for fragments” without finding anything
of note, he says. But he remains undeterred. “It is a
question of luck - it’s like playing the lottery,” he smiles.

And he knows how he will handle a major find. “The
sale is made discreetly - it is necessary to get the ven-
dor’s confidence,” he says. Transactions are also made
online, in specialist forums and even on classified adver-
tising sites. The most valuable finds are sold at auction
in Paris or New York. “What one finds in the (local)
souks are just odds and ends,” says Abderrahmane. And
there’s not much money to be made at the bottom end
of the meteorite sales chain. —AFP 
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War, displacement reshuffle 
Syria’s demographic map

Borders erected between ethnic, religious, political communities
BEIRUT: Seven years of war and massive displacement
have redrawn Syria’s demographic map, erecting borders
between the country’s ethnic, religious, and political com-
munities that will be hard to erase. Displaced Syrians, ana-
lysts, and rights defenders have described to AFP a divid-
ed country where regime opponents have been driven out,
minorities stick closer together and communities generally
have become more homogenous.

The demographic reshuffle is likely to last, they say,
with around 11 million Syrians displaced either abroad or
within the country and unsure if they can go home. Abu
Musab al-Mukasar, a 25-year-
old rebel fighter, doubts he’ll ever
return to his birthplace in Homs
city, now fully held by Syrian
troops. “I could never go back to
regime territory - or live side by
side with Alawites,” he says,
referring to the religious minority
sect of President Bashar Al-
Assad.

The minority-led government
has ruled a Sunni-majority popu-
lation for decades, but Abu
Musab says the rifts are now
deeper than ever. “Of course I’ll tell my son all this, so he’ll
hate the people that did this to us, too,” says the fighter,
contacted by AFP on an online messaging platform. Abu
Musab, a Sunni, first left Homs for rural rebel zones nearby
in a 2014 evacuation deal. Last week, another negotiated
withdrawal saw him, his wife, three-year-old son and infant
daughter bussed north to Idlib province.

Idlib has become a dumping ground for hundreds of
thousands of Sunni rebels and their families transferred
from areas recaptured by the regime. “The demographics

changed without us even noticing. The country has been
divided,” says Abu Musab.

Tit-for-tat 
The fighter described the broad outlines of what he saw

as Syria’s new sectarian map: “The north is Sunni, the
northeast is Kurdish, those in (coastal) Latakia, Tartous,
and Homs are Alawite and Shiite Muslim.” Syrian rebels
pushed Alawite and Christian minorities out because they
were perceived as Assad loyalists, says Fabrice Balanche,
an expert on Syria’s population and politics.

Before the war erupted
in 2011, Sunni Arabs made
up 65 percent of the popu-
lation, Kurds about 15 per-
cent, and all religious
minorities about 20 percent.
The regime has lost territo-
ry, but the consolidation of
Alawites, Shiites, and
Christians around it has
actually granted it a
stronger base, according to
Balanche. “Today, 70 per-
cent of Syria’s population is

in regime territory, and more than a third of them are
minorities,” he says.

Some of those shifts were through population swaps,
including the controversial “Four Towns Deal” that tied the
fate of Sunni-majority Madaya and Zabadani to the Shiite
villages of Fuaa and Kafraya. Since 2015, thousands were
transferred from Fuaa and Kafraya to Damascus, in
exchange for similar numbers leaving Madaya and Zabadani
for Syria’s north. In a 2017 AFP interview, Assad admitted
that displacement was “compulsory” but temporary.

‘Things are different’ 
But minorities say they cannot imagine going home.

Abbas Abbas, 36, fled Kafraya years ago for Sayyida
Zeinab, a neighborhood near Damascus that hosts a shrine
revered by fellow Shiites. “Most people from Kafraya don’t
want to go back. At least I’m not afraid of being kidnapped
here,” he tells AFP. In the past, Kafrayans mixed with other
villagers. “But eight years into Syria’s war, things are dif-
ferent,” says the sound engineer. He expects the remaining

8,000 residents of Fuaa and Kafraya to be forced out
“sooner or later”.

Not far from Abbas’ estranged hometown, another
communal conflict is unfolding. A Turkish-led assault this
year displaced over 137,000 people from Kurdish-majori-
ty Afrin to nearby regime zones, or even farther to Kurdish
areas in the northeast. Some of their homes now house
other displaced. Around 35,000 of those bussed out of the
onetime rebel bastion of Eastern Ghouta near Damascus
have resettled in Afrin. —AFP 

QAMISHLI, Syria: Syrian-Kurdish people demonstrate against demographic changes forced by Turkey to repopu-
late Kurdish areas yesterday. — AFP 
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TEHRAN: She fought through a male-domi-
nated world to become perhaps Iran’s first
female manufacturing boss, and was on the
cusp of major success with the help of a
European investor. Until Donald Trump
brought her crashing back to earth. When
Leila Daneshvar was a little girl, she used to
sit on the floor of her father’s workshop,
asking for small jobs. “He was a mechanic,
and I always had the most fun when I was in
the garage with him,” she told AFP. “But in
those days, there were no mechanical
careers in Iran, so I went to college in India.
Even there, I was the only girl in my year of
139 students. I had a hard time.”

But she persevered. Now 37, she runs
her own company in Iran, making mobility
equipment for hospitals and the elderly. “I
went to Europe and saw how disabled peo-
ple live happy, independent lives. I wished
my own people had this equipment, and I
thought: ‘This doesn’t look complicated. I’m
a mechanical engineer - I can do it.’”

The breakthrough for the company,
called KTMA and selling under the brand
“Lord”, came in early 2016, just after Iran’s
nuclear deal with world powers came into
force, lifting international sanctions. Within a
couple of months, a Swedish investor, Anna
Russberg, had agreed to buy 25 percent of
the company, bringing much-needed busi-
ness acumen and capital. “Leila had a repu-
tation for quality production, which was
practically unknown here. But I needed to

turn the business upside-down,” said Anna.
“It worked. People could tell we were a
good mix. We respect each other’s knowl-
edge. She’s the engineer, I’m the business-
woman.”

Being women in Iran’s patriarchal busi-
ness world could be tricky, but also an
advantage. “Hijab is difficult when you’re a
manufacturer. You have to climb things, go
below things,” said Leila, laughing. “But
being a woman has its advantages.
Everyone remembers you.” Anna added:
“People don’t know how to treat us exactly,
which is useful in negotiations.”

‘Breaks my heart’ 
Things were looking up: Low production

costs meant they could charge five times
less than foreign firms and they were dou-
bling sales each year, finally landing a major
contract with Qatari hospitals. But then
Trump happened. Even before he pulled the
US out of the nuclear deal, the American
president’s constant threats to reimpose
sanctions had a chilling effect on trade. It
soon became hard to import crucial raw
materials, particularly stainless steel.

“We already had problems in getting raw
materials... and now it’s impossible. Either I
have to close the factory, or have to contin-
ue with much higher prices,” said Leila. “We
had to let four or five workers go last month
because we couldn’t pay their salaries, and
it breaks my heart.” She watched Trump
deliver his speech on May 8, reimposing
sanctions on Iran, with a mix of horror and
fury, particularly when he claimed to be on
the side of the Iranian people against their
government. “That made me so angry. These
sanctions are not on the government, it’s on
the people. I can give less to disabled peo-
ple, to the elderly. Our saying was that we

are providing European quality with afford-
able prices. Can I do that anymore? I don’t
know.” Anna remains defiantly positive.
“Iran has 10 million older or injured people
who can use our product. With or without
Trump, we still have a business,” she said.
But whether or not the business can survive
the Trump administration’s vow to “crush”
the Iranian economy with sanctions, it is
already clear that investors like Anna are no
longer coming to Iran.

The dream of the nuclear deal - that
hundreds of small businesses would blos-
som with European support, creating an
important constituency supporting good

relations with the West - was dead long
before Trump finally yanked the US out of
the agreement. “It’s a real pity. Being an
investor in Iran is a rollercoaster - you take
one step forward, three steps back. But it’s
an amazing country with great opportuni-
ties,” Anna said.

Leila stays positive by remembering her
father, who passed away last month. “When
I become weak and tired... I remember his
strength,” she said. “There is no going back.
Iran faces so many problems, but I learned
from him that the strength is inside me, and
my partner. When we believe we can do it,
we will do it.” —AFP 

Iran’s first female 
manufacturer a 
victim of Trump

TEHRAN: Iranian Leila Daneshvar, Managing Director at KTMA, works
with an engineer at the company’s factory in Tehran’s Shahriar neigh-
borhood on May 17, 2018. — AFP 

KUALA LUMPUR: In the first hours after the biggest
political upset in Malaysia’s history, the chief editor of
news site Malaysiakini gathered his team in their
cramped newsroom in a shabby industrial estate on the
outskirts of Kuala Lumpur. Some journalists and volun-
teers brought in to cover this month’s election that oust-
ed the Barisan Nasional coalition from power after 61
years shed a few tears of joy, recounted Steven Gan, the
editor. Others fretted that a government that had relent-
lessly harassed them, even blocking their site during the
vote count on election night, may still try to cling to pow-
er. With widespread distrust in the largely party-owned
or pro-Barisan press that skipped stories of corruption
and gave little voice to opposition parties, reporting from
alternative news sources like Malaysiakini played a major
role in rousing an electorate angered by endemic graft
and rising living costs.

Remembering what he said to his staff that morning,
Gan said it was no victory speech, but a simple message:
“It doesn’t really matter who is in power, we as journalists
will continue to do our job.” Wall-to-wall coverage of the
fallout from the election since then has given a sense that
Malaysia’s media has been unshackled by the arrival of a
new coalition that includes pro-democracy activists and
has pledged to repeal anti-fake news legislation.

However, uncertainty remains as to whether the main-
stream media, conditioned to be cautious because of the
diverse religious and ethnic mix in the country, will keep
its focus on politics when the election fever dies down. Or
whether the new administration led by 92-year-old
Mahathir Mohamad - who intimidated and muzzled the
media when he was prime minister from 1981 to 2003 - is
really prepared to cede more power to the fourth estate.

“Mahathir is not known to be a democrat, so there is some
skepticism,” said Gan. “We are going through a period of
euphoria and things are still in flux. It will take a few
months before we know.”

Structural problems 
At the heart of the issue is that a number of Malaysia’s

mainstream news outlets are either owned by parties from
the former coalition government or linked to state entities.
This allowed the political leadership to vet senior editorial
appointments and influence coverage, stifling opposition
voices during the campaign and sending readers else-
where for the facts. “In prison I had no access to newspa-
pers, television, so in a way it was good. I kept my sanity
by not reading local papers,” reform leader Anwar
Ibrahim joked as he addressed reporters last week after
his release from prison, where he was jailed three years
ago on charges of sodomy that he said were politically
motivated.

He and Mahathir came together in the alliance that won
the May 9 election. In the free-for-all that has followed,
journalists at the likes of the Star, an English-language
newspaper majority owned by one of the Barisan parties,
have scrambled to catch up on big stories mostly ignored
previously. “Up until May 8, the mainstream media was
used by the government to create an alternate reality
which no thinking person could really have believed in,”
said Martin Vengadesan, news editor at the Star.

The paper this week published his interview with Clare
Rewcastle-Brown, whose groundbreaking reporting on a
financial scandal at state fund 1MDB was suppressed and
led to her exile from Malaysia, on the front page. “When I
was interviewing (Rewcastle-Brown) and we were talking
openly about ... corruption at the highest level, I had to
keep checking myself because I was not used to this much
openness,” Vengadesan said in an email.

But Vengadesan added that because of the Star’s polit-
ical ownership, it does face uncertainty. “I don’t have any
answers as to what future direction we may take,” he said.
The Star’s major shareholder, the Malaysian Chinese
Association party, was in the former coalition government
but lost all but one of its seats in the election. For even the
most intrepid reporters, years of persecution at the hands

of the government have made them wary of promises of
change. Under the previous administration, financial
newspaper the Edge and news site the Malaysian Insider
were suspended, two cartoonists were charged for satiriz-
ing Prime Minister Najib Razak, and charges were
brought against Malaysiakini’s co-founders, Gan and
Premesh Chandran.  Life was set to get even tougher
under fake news laws brought in last month, under which
misleading reports can lead to prison terms of up to six
years. On the campaign trail, Mahathir’s political alliance
promised to repeal the fake news law but since the elec-
tion the new premier has equivocated. “Even though we
support freedom of press and freedom of speech, there
are limits,” Mahathir said.

In the early years of Mahathir’s first spell as prime min-
ister, he suspended three newspapers - the Star, Sin Chew
Daily and Watan - and used several laws to curb speech
freedoms. “After that, everybody did a lot of self-censor-
ship and wanted to avoid problems,” Chan Aun Kuang,
editor-in-chief of Chinese-language newspaper Nanyang
Siang Pau, told Reuters.

However, this time, Mahathir’s party is a minority in the
new ruling coalition, and if his authoritarianism resurfaced
it is likely to be curbed by his partners. So far, he has
shown a consultative approach in dealings with his new
allies. Anwar, an enemy-turned-ally of Mahathir who is
expected to take over as prime minister at some point, has
already sounded a different note. “We are committed to
the reform agenda, beginning with the judiciary, media
and the entire apparatus,” he said last week.

The Malaysian way
Even if some of the publishing controls are dismantled,

and government pressure subsides, some of the country’s
leading independent media outlets don’t expect radical
changes in a press corps conditioned for years to behave
cautiously. “We have our own way,” said Kamarul Bahrain
Haron, deputy editor-in-chief of Astro Awani, a round-
the-clock news channel. “We always love to say in editori-
al meetings an idiom or proverb in Malay: ‘If there’s a
pound of flour, and just one strand of hair, you pull the
hair without disturbing the flour,’” he said, explaining that
means being critical without creating a stir.—Reuters 

Telling truth to 
power not easy for 
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