
ABU DHABI: In the past four years, the 
United Arab Emirates has grown a small 
but rising share of its own organic toma-
toes, aiming to shore up food security in an 
import-dependent desert country. The ef-
fort - part of a broader push to produce 
more home-grown food amid fears climate 
change could trigger instability in the 
global food trade - started after the coun-
try was hit by food export bans during the 
2008-2009 financial crisis. Today, the 
move to build up food resilience is pay-
ing off early in the face of another crisis: 
the coronavirus pandemic. 

When the United Arab Emirates 
(UAE) went into lockdown in April to 
contain the spread of the novel coron-
avirus, residents had the same reaction 
as millions of others around the world - 
they started panic-buying. The instinct 
to stock up made sense in a country 
where more than 80% of food is im-
ported, said Ismahane Elouafi, director 
general of the International Center for 
Biosaline Agriculture (ICBA). Nonetheless 
supermarket shelves have remained fully 
stocked, partly because the UAE has long 
had policies in place to ensure an uninter-
rupted supply of food from abroad, she 
noted. 

But in the face of the pandemic, the 
UAE’s confidence that it will continue to 
have enough food is bolstered by its suc-
cess in growing its own, using innovations 
like vertical farming and climate-resilient 

crops, she added. “Thanks to the work 
being done to harness the benefits of inno-
vation, agriculture is becoming possible 
and profitable in a country with harsh cli-
matic conditions,” Elouafi said. According 
to data from the World Bank, the contribu-
tion of agriculture to the country’s gross 
domestic product rose from $2.39 billion in 
2012 to $3.06 billion in 2018. The UAE’s 
Ministry of Food Security declined to re-

spond to a request for comment. 
 

Farming with fewer resources 
Currently ranking 21 out of 113 countries 

on the Economist Intelligence Unit’s Global 
Food Security Index, the UAE aims to be in 
the top 10 by 2021 and number one by mid-
century. By then, the federal government 
hopes half the food Emiratis consume will 
be produced locally, compared to 20% 
today. Under the UAE’s National Food Se-
curity Strategy - which was officially 

launched in 2018, but had already been 
woven into government policy for several 
years before - the country has worked to 
boost domestic food production. 

It has built infrastructure, including 
complexes for cattle-breeding - and intro-
duced financial measures, from exempting 
value-added tax on food produced on local 
farms to paying subsidies on fodder. But 
traditional farming methods can only go so 

far in a country with limited supplies of 
fresh water and arable land. Last year, 
the World Resources Institute classified 
the UAE as under “extremely high water 
stress”, meaning more than 80% of 
available surface and groundwater sup-
ply is withdrawn on average every year. 

The bulk of that water is used by the 
agricultural sector. Combined with a 
warming climate and a growing popu-
lation, this is causing available ground-
water levels to drop by 0.5 cm (0.2 
inches) per year. To meet the country’s 

freshwater needs, the government is in-
creasingly turning to energy-intensive de-
salination methods. Another challenge is 
that less than 1% of the UAE’s land is 
arable, according to the World Bank. The 
focus is on finding ways to farm with fewer 
resources - which is where technology and 
experimenting with new crops can help, 
said Sajid Maqsood, associate professor in 
the College of Food and Agriculture at 
United Arab Emirates University. “Urban 
and vertical farming has to be an important 

part of the strategy,” he said by phone. 
 

Year-round fruit & veg 
Farming in the UAE has been moving in 

a high-tech direction over the past decade. 
In 2009, for example, the Middle Eastern 
country had 50 hydroponic farms, where 
plants are grown without soil using nutri-
ent-infused water. Today, it has more than 
1,000, according to the ICBA. Most of the 
farming innovations gaining ground in the 
UAE involve growing crops indoors, in an 
attempt to tackle one of the main chal-
lenges facing the region’s farmers: the cli-

mate. Global warming is expected to lead 
to less rainfall, fiercer droughts, higher sea 
levels and more storms in the UAE over the 
next 70 years, a group of climate experts 
said in a 2019 paper. By 2050 the country’s 
average temperature will increase by about 
2.5 degrees Celsius (4.5 degrees Fahren-
heit), they noted. “At least four months of 
the year are not conducive to traditional 
agriculture - heat, humidity and dust are 
challenges to farming in the region,” ex-
plained Digant Raj Kapoor, people man-
ager at Madar Farms, a local agriculture 
tech company. — Reuters 
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DUBAI: An ICBA scientist helps a farm-owner in the Al Wagan area near Al-Ain, UAE. — Reuters photos

UAE’s high-tech food plan pays off  
Part of a broader push to produce more home-grown food 

Climate change  
could trigger  

instability
DUBAI: Quinoa seedlings are pictured at ICBA headquarters in Dubai, UAE. 

Saudi to end  
virus curfew  
next month 

 
 

RIYADH: Saudi Arabia said Tuesday it will 
end its nationwide coronavirus curfew from 
June 21, except in the holy city of Makkah, after 
more than two months of stringent curbs. 
Prayers will also be allowed to resume in all 
mosques outside Makkah from May 31, the in-
terior ministry said in a series of measures an-
nounced on state media. Elsewhere in the Gulf, 
Kuwait and the emirate of Dubai also moved to 
ease their lockdown measures, which together 
with a collapse in oil prices have pushed the 
region into its worst economic crisis in 
decades. Saudi Arabia, which has reported the 
highest number of coronavirus cases in the 
Gulf, imposed a full nationwide curfew during 
Eid al-Fitr, the Muslim holiday that marks the 
end of the fasting month of Ramadan. 

The ministry said it will begin easing restric-
tions in a phased manner this week, with the 
curfew relaxed between 6 am and 3 pm be-
tween Thursday and Saturday. From Sunday 
until June 20, the curfew will be further eased 
until 8 pm, the ministry added. The kingdom 
will lift the lockdown entirely from June 21. 
“Starting from Thursday, the kingdom will 
enter a new phase (in dealing with the pan-
demic) and will gradually return to normal 
based on the rules of social distancing,” Health 
Minister Tawfiq Al-Rabiah said on Monday. 
Saudi Arabia has reported around 75,000 
coronavirus infections and some 400 deaths 

from COVID-19.  
In the United Arab Emirates, which has re-

ported more than 30,000 cases and 248 
deaths, authorities in Dubai moved to lift re-
strictions on businesses and shorten a night-
time curfew yesterday after the Eid holiday. 
Officials said late Monday that retail stores, 
gyms, cinemas and attractions like the dolphi-
narium will be allowed to reopen under social 
distancing and disinfection rules. Kuwait, which 
has reported some 22,000 cases and 165 
deaths, also said that it would end its total cur-
few this weekend, with reduced measures to be 
announced later. 

 
Questions over hajj  

Saudi Arabia, home to Islam’s holiest sites, 
in March suspended the year-round “umrah” 
pilgrimage over fears of the disease spreading 
in the holy cities of Makkah and Medina. That 
suspension will remain in place, the interior 
ministry said. Authorities are yet to announce 
whether they will proceed with this year’s hajj 
- scheduled for late July - but they have urged 
Muslims to temporarily defer preparations for 
the annual pilgrimage. 

Last year, some 2.5 million faithful travelled 
to Saudi Arabia from around the world to par-
ticipate in the hajj, which Muslims are obliged 
to perform at least once during their lifetime. 
Makkah’s Grand Mosque has been almost de-
void of worshippers since March, with an eerie 
emptiness surrounding the sacred Kaaba - the 
large cube-shaped structure towards which 
Muslims around the world pray. But on Sunday, 
the first day of Eid, prayers went ahead and an 
imam stood on a podium while Saudi security 
forces, some wearing masks, positioned them-
selves between rows of worshippers — their 
prayer mats placed in well-spaced arcs. — AFP

In morgues and  
shipping containers, 
Ecuadorians  
search for lost dead 

 
 

GUAYAQUIL: Dolores Centeno has scoured the morgues 
and cemeteries of Guayaquil, Ecuador’s largest city, for two 
months searching for her father’s body. Now, in a desperate 
last attempt to find him, she hopes to catch a glimpse of a 
scar on his chest that would set him apart from the dozens 
of other decomposing corpses in a newly-filled shipping 
container. Like other families looking for their loved ones 
in the coastal city ravaged by the coronavirus, Centeno is 
praying the body of her 63-year-old father is among the 
more than 130 bodies that authorities say they are holding 
in such containers, awaiting identification. Guayaquil in 
March and April faced a brutal outbreak of the virus that 
left bodies piling up in overwhelmed hospitals and corpses 
sitting for days in houses before authorities came to retrieve 
them, as morgues overflowed. 

The government established a task force to collect ca-
davers and deployed the containers to store the mounting 
bodies. But the chaos gave way to disorganization. Bodies 
were lost or misidentified, resulting in families looking for 
loved ones in morgues, hospitals and now, shipping con-
tainers, across the city. Experts have so far identified 64 
corpses through fingerprint recognition. They are also re-
lying on family identification and more time-intensive ge-
netic testing, according to Mario Corrales, the head of 
Ecuador’s Forensic Sciences Criminalistics Laboratory. 

Centeno’s father passed away in late March, hours after 
being admitted to one of the city’s public hospitals with res-
piratory problems. There was no paper trail to identify what 

happened to him after he was admitted, said Centeno. 
Forensic experts asked Centeno if her father had any iden-
tifying scars, Centeno said. “He had two, the largest from 
an open heart operation and the other from hernia surgery.” 
Interior Minister Maria Paula Romo told reporters on Mon-
day that the government was working with a team of foren-
sic doctors and scientists to identify the bodies “and to be 
able to give an answer to every last family that went through 
this unfortunate situation.” 

“Every day progress is made on this issue, little by little,” 
she said. Ecuador has officially reported over 37,000 coro-
navirus cases and more than 3,000 deaths, but authorities 
acknowledge both figures are likely significant underesti-
mates due to a lack of testing. Jorge Wated, the head of the 
task force responsible for collecting the deceased, said on 
Twitter on May 2 there were over 8,200 more deaths than 
would normally be projected in the province of Guayas, 
where Guayaquil is located, during April alone. Wated did 
not respond to a request for comment for this story. 
Ecuadorian President Lenin Moreno dissolved the task 
force in early May as the death toll stabilized. 

 
Investigation 

The country’s attorney general has since launched an in-
vestigation into three public hospitals in Guayaquil over al-
legations that they did not follow protocol for identifying 
bodies, while the government has set up a website where 
people can search for deceased family members. If a patient 
was registered by authorities, the location of their remains is 
recorded on the site. But many Ecuadorians still have no an-
swers. “I looked for her in a container and I did not find her; 
I looked for her in the cemetery, I did not find her there either, 
she is not on any list,” said Victor Hugo Orellana, who is look-
ing for the body of his 72-year-old mother, whose body he 
said he released to the government in March to be buried. 
Her remains have since gone missing. The Health Ministry 
and hospitals under investigation did not respond to request 
for comment. The Ombudsman’s Office asked a local judge 
to award reparations to the families of the deceased and to 
speed up the identification process. — Reuters 


