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 On October 26, 2010, King Mohamed VI of Morocco made an official visit to the city of 

Ouarzazate in the southeast of the country. During the visit, he formally presided over the signature of the 

conventions that set in motion the first phase of Morocco's solar plan, the construction of a 500 MW 

concentrated solar power plant (CSP) approximately ten kilometers outside the regional capital.
 1
 Such 

royal visits were rare in the pre-Saharan provinces long neglected by the makhzen (literally, storehouse), 

as the Morocco government is known, but recent years had seen a flurry of high-level activity around 

Morocco's plan to become a leading producer of solar energy. The list of attendees at the ceremony bore 

witness to the  level of importance the palace attached to the ceremony: "Royal advisors, members of the 

Cabinet, Presidents of the House of Representatives and the House of Advisors [the two parliamentary 

chambers), presidents of the parliamentary blocs, representatives of diplomatic missions, government 

ministers, representatives of the banks, insurance companies, trade unions, and both domestic and foreign 

representatives of the energy sector," as well as the Minister of Energy, Mines, and the Environment and 

the Director of MASEN, the Moroccan Agency for Solar Energy (Amourag 2010).  

 Whenever the King travels for an official ceremony, he visits regional landmarks and otherwise 

assesses the local state of affairs. October 2010 was no exception: municipalities and rural communes 

rushed to repair roads and paint town centers in anticipation of a possible, unscheduled audience with the 

King, or even just a pass of his motorcade. Outside of Kelaa Mgouna, the small market town 100 km 

from Ouarzazate where I conducted anthropological fieldwork in 2010, the imperative to prepare for the 

                                                      
1
 Concentrated solar power (CSP) is a set of solar electric technologies distinct from the photovoltaic cells 

commonly associated with solar energy.  Mirrors are used to concentrate sunlight and generate heat that can be 

stored (unlike photovoltaic cells) and drive conventional turbines to generate electricity. Because of its capital-

intensive and centralized technology--as opposed to the possibility of small-scale and decentralized installation of 

photovoltaic cells--CSP is regarded as more easily integrated into existing electricity grids (see 

http://energy.sandia.gov/?page_id=2445). 
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King's visit was particularly pressing. Emboldened by a successful land occupation in a nearby 

community just a few months before, residents of el Bour, a new settlement along the national road 

leading to town began staking claims in the arid, windswept steppe extending towards the Atlas 

mountains. They had seen someone "signaling" a plot, laying out rocks as though to claim it, even though 

sales in the area had officially stopped because of alleged corruption. Angered residents set up 

encampments to stop the illegal appropriation and took their protest further to demand that the qaid, the 

Ministry of Interior official with reigning governance authority, allocate them each a plot for themselves. 

The qaid, elected officials, and residents quickly brokered an agreement for the division of the 

collectively owned rangeland in what one official described to me was an effort to help poor families, 

especially recent migrants escaping drought in the mountains,  set up households for themselves and their 

sons. The land occupation earlier in the spring that inspired this sit-in (people used the English term) had 

taken 38 days and a stand-off with the military to yield the same results. But the residents of el Bour had 

timed their occupation to coincide with the King's visit in October and the qaid could not afford to have 

the King view a land protest as his motorcade passed by. They received their concessions in just two 

weeks. 

 These disparate events--an official ceremony and a land occupation--were linked by more than 

the coincidence of the King's visit. The creation of a state-of-the-art CSP plant in the communal lands 

outside of Ouarzazate, while staged for a national and international audience focused on the benefits of 

renewable energy, also became part of an unfolding drama around land tenure, sovereignty over collective 

lands, and subsistence claims in the rural periphery of Morocco. In this essay, I examine the solar energy 

project in the context of evolving--and often highly conflictual--land tenure dynamics. Morocco's solar 

plan participates in what Fairhead et al. term a the "economy of repair," the creation of commodity chains 

based on novel forms of appropriating nature and premised on the notion that "unsustainable use 'here' 

can be repaired by sustainable practices 'there', with one nature subordinated to the other" (Fairhead et al. 

2012: 242). Such novel forms of appropriation are not always new in that they draw on well established 

modes of dispossession or asserting control but that they arguably constitute an emergent pattern of 
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"green grabbing," a wave of land and other resource appropriation for environmental ends (Fairhead et al. 

2012: 237). The fact that the CSP project in Ouarzazate involves the acquisition of 3,000 hectares of 

communally owned land to produce energy slated for export to Europe lends itself to "green grabbing" as 

a frame of analysis. Though this acquisition is small by comparison to some of the deals at the center of 

media headlines and scholarly interest in the new land grab, it raises questions about land tenure, 

sovereignty, and the state that may shed light on the emergent dynamics surrounding land in the 

contemporary context of globalized markets for food, agriculture, energy, and natural resources more 

generally.  

 I trace the implications of the Ouarzazate project through three questions: how does the Moroccan 

solar plan contribute to the creation of a new global regime of value, a new commodity chain based on the 

sun's power? What are the political, juridical, and discursive arrangements that need to happen to 

operationalize this commodity chain on the ground? How do these arrangements reconfigure people's 

relationship to the state and to the land of the arid south of Morocco? I argue that the project participates 

in the "economy of repair" through first, a government discourse of promoting global environmental 

renewal by harnessing national resources for clean energy, and second, a "productivist ontology" that 

labels the lands of the rural south as marginal and underutilized and therefore available for investing in 

green energy (Nalepa and Bauer 2012:405). However, my focus is primarily on the people and land of 

pre-Saharan Morocco: how this project creates new values in land, accelerating dynamics of land use 

change that have over the past two decades put increasing pressure on the vast collectively owned 

rangelands. By documenting the fully legal process of land acquisition and the government's scrupulous 

attention to international norms regarding community consultation, I emphasize less the brutal forces of 

dispossession than the more subtle processes by which people's relationship to the land and to the state are 

reconfigured in projects such as the CSP plant. The clean, quiet, invisible energy produced by the sun 

ends up evoking parallels with the silver, cobalt, and manganese mines in Morocco's south in the way it 

transforms popular sovereignty over land and remakes people into subjects of the state--recipients of 

development rather than participants in the management and disposition of collective lands.  
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The sun as commodity chain 

 The King had been to Ouarzazate before to promote the country's efforts in renewable energy. In 

2009, he chose the small regional capital as the venue for announcing Morocco's Solar Plan, an ambitious 

initiative to reduce Morocco's dependency on imported fossil fuels, which currently provide 95% of the 

country's energy needs, to valoriser (develop) a key national resource (the sun), and to create a global 

competitive advantage in renewable energy over the long term (Royaume du Maroc 2009: 4). Over the 

next ten years, the plan called for developing 2000 MW of solar energy capacity in five sites throughout 

Morocco's Saharan fringe, bringing the percentage of energy supplied by domestic, renewable sources 

from the current 5% to 42% (MASEN 2011: 3). One combined solar and natural gas plant was already in 

operation, in Aïn Beni Mathar, supplying electricity to the national grid, but the first large-scale plant to 

exclusively use CSP technology would be built in Ouarzazate. Three others would be located in the 

contested Saharan provinces/Western Sahara. With a planned capacity of 500 MW, the Ouarzazate plant 

ould represent one of the largest CSP plants in the world and would cost over $1.24 billion, which, as one 

advocacy group has noted, tripled initial estimates before the bids for the plant's construction were even 

tendered (Reyes 2012:4). 

 The pace at which the plan became operational indicated that it had been under development for 

some time. Less than two months after the King's presentation of the solar plan in 2009, a parliamentary 

decree created the Moroccan Agency for Solar Energy, a corporation initially capitalized with MAD 500 

million (approximately US$62 million) from, in equal measure, public funds through the Ministère de 

l'Énergie, des Mines, de l'Eau et de l'Environnement, the Fonds Hassan II pour le Développement 

Économique et Social (a public investment vehicle), l'Office National de l'Electricité (ONE, a public 

utility), and the Société d'Investissements Energétiques (a public renewable energy investment fund) 

(Kouz et al. 2011: 39).  This initial capitalization was only the seed funding for an ambitious solar energy 

program that was estimated to cost MAD 70 billion (US$8.8 billion) by the plan's completion in 2020.
2
 

                                                      
2
 MAD=Moroccan dirhams, the official currency, which I have calculated at 8 MAD=$1 for the purposes of this 

paper. 
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Over the course of the next year and a half, the government signed loan agreements with the World Bank 

through its Clean Technology Fund (€68 million), the World Bank's International Bank for 

Reconstruction and Development (€140 million, the African Development Bank's Clean Technology 

Fund (€70 million), the African Development Bank general loan facility (€168 million), the European 

Investment Bank (€100 million), Agence Française de Développement (€100 million), KfW 

Bankengruppe (a German banking consortium, €100 million), and the EU Neighborhood Investment 

Facility (€100 million) (Banque Africaine de Développement 2012: ii). Such broad participation 

underscores international, especially European, interest in financing renewable energy initiatives but it 

also indicates the Moroccan government's high-level commitment to the solar plan. The solar plan is a 

projet de grande envergure et structurant (a large-scale, structural project), an expression of the King's 

personal interest in renewable energy as an economic and strategic direction for the country (Royaume du 

Maroc 2009:1).  

 The King's interest in renewables preceded his ascendance to the throne in 1999. An energy 

industry official described to me how, in the early 1990s, during the reign of his father King Hassan II, 

Crown Prince Mohammed promoted wind energy through the royal holdings, a large and diversified 

network of companies that form part of the royal family's private wealth, though the wind sector and 

renewable energy really began to develop in the early 2000s. The dividing line between the state and the 

royal family's holdings is not clearly drawn, and it is unclear the extent to which the King's personal 

economic interests are involved in the solar plan. Regardless of any financial interest, the solar plan is a 

favored project promoted at the highest levels in the palace. Beyond its potential to reduce Moroccan 

dependence on foreign energy, it forms part of a strategic calculus to draw the country closer to the 

European Union. That is because the energy produced by the CSP facilities will also be exported to 

Europe. The discourse of marshalling an unlimited national resource--the high rates of solar irradiation on 

the country's desert territory--for assuring domestic energy security and contributing to global 

environmental renewal receives added purchase when joined with ambitious European benchmarks for 

increasing the percentage of renewables in the EU's energy mix. 
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          (DESERTEC 2009:3) 

 The map introducing the "DESERTEC Concept for Energy, Water and Climate Security" 

illustrates what is at stake for Morocco and for Europe (DESERTEC 2009). A satellite view shows a 

green Europe linked by lines crossing the Mediterranean to solar and wind installations in the expansive 

brown desert of North Africa and the Middle East. When viewed at this regional scale, the Moroccan 

solar plan appears in reports and press articles not so much as a national plan for domestic energy security 

than as the "first phase" of a European initiative to "provide 15% of Europe's electricity by 2050 through 

a vast network of solar and wind farms stretching right across the Mena [Middle East and North Africa] 

region and connecting to continental Europe via special high voltage, direct current transmission cables" 

(Hickman 2011). In this context, Morocco was "chosen" as the first site for a regional initiative 

spearheaded by the members of the Club of Rome and then formalized as the DESERTEC Industrial 

Initiative, a public-private consortium formed to help Europe meet its renewable energy goals by building 
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the political support, financing mechanisms, institutional and regulatory framework, bricks-and-mortar 

infrastructure, and regional coordination with MENA governments. While DESERTEC is the most 

visible institutional player promoting this vision of sustainable European energy security, it is one of a 

complex network of private and public entities in the creation of a new regional commodity chain 

whereby the sun-drenched MENA region supplies a Europe keen to reduce carbon emissions with the 

energy necessary to meet Europe's economic growth needs. DESERTEC's widely circulated white paper 

calls for an "Apollo-like" mission to "bring humankind back into balance with its environment, by putting 

deserts and technology into service for energy, water and climate security" (DESERTEC 2009: 8). 

Concerns about the costs and technological adaptability of solar power to the structure of Europe's 

electricity grid are counterbalanced by the assertion that "1% of the area of global deserts would be 

sufficient to produce the entire annual primary energy consumption of humankind as electric power" (19). 

With North Africa's deserts already linked to Europe by one high voltage transmission cable (currently 

used primarily to send Spanish electricity to Morocco) and others slated for installation, solar power, 

combined with other renewable energies, holds the prospect for assuring an infinite source of 

economically harvested energy to Europe. In this formulation -- unlike, say, in immigration policy--the 

Middle East and North Africa become part of" EUMENA," the "Mediterranean riparian region of Europe, 

the Middle East and North Africa" (DESERTEC 2009:6). It is a region that when integrated, will not only 

be able to satisfy existing energy consumption levels but will be able to meet Europe's increasing needs 

when the region's economies begin to grow again. Such renewable energy goals receive broad-based 

support in Europe. One official in Morocco noted to me how it is "like a religion over there," positioning 

Morocco well to become an indispensable part of Europe's geo-political strategizing around energy 

security. And when Morocco leverages its "strategic position at the heart of an energy crossroads" in the 

Mediterranean basin, it is better positioned to meet its aspirations for other kinds of economic 

rapprochement with the EU such as through its negotiated "advanced status" (Royaume du Maroc 2009: 

4).
3
  

                                                      
3
 Morocco was the first country in the southern Mediterranean to receive this preferential status in 2008; Morocco 
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 European development advocacy groups have expressed reservations about the solar plan, raising 

concerns about the technical and financial viability of the project as well as its equity implications 

(Hickman 2011). The idea that Morocco is taking out billions of dollars in loans to produce energy for 

export to Europe when the economic viability of the initiative is hardly assured raises questions about 

externalizing the risk of Europe's renewable energy strategy to Morocco and other struggling economies 

around the region. Advocates also wonder whether local people will benefit from the regional strategy to 

export energy to Europe, as when a representative of Greenpeace Germany warns that "we have to avoid 

European companies getting their hands on local resources" (Hickman 2011). The point of entry for their 

critique is interesting, perhaps reflecting their positionality as European-based observers analyzing 

DESERTEC's plan from the standpoint of published materials from DESERTEC itself and international 

finance institutions supporting the project. The plan is new and sprawling and little research has been 

conducted on the ground about its possible implications. The plan also elicits a more ambivalent response 

from advocates than other perceived resource grabs or development policy iniquities. One report that 

specifically addresses the Ouarzazate project, terming it an "EU energy grab," exemplifies this 

ambivalence. It warms of "pumping money into a mega-project whose purpose is to generate electricity 

for export to the EU instead of investing in enhancing energy access" but goes on to note that "such 

concerns should not be misinterpreted: there is a clear need for a rapid transition to solar and other forms 

of renewable energy globally. To the extent that this is prioritised above fossil fuel infrastructure, that is a 

welcome development. However, this laudable end does not necessarily justify the means by which it is 

achieved" (Reyes 2012:4). For the World Development Movement that released the report, the primary 

concern is a Moroccan energy policy based on an "energy export and competitiveness-led model, to 

which the goal of widening access and addressing poverty is subordinated" (11). In this context, the 

Ouarzazate project is misplaced because of the financially and technically dubious decision to embark on 

                                                                                                                                                                           
has been the largest recipient of EU aid for over a decade as part of the EU's Neighborhood Policy. Advanced status 

includes preferential relations in terms of trade and other forms of cooperation and political dialogue. See 

http://ec.europa.eu/europeaid/where/neighbourhood/country-cooperation/morocco/morocco_en.htm for an official 

description of this relationship. 
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a high-cost, centralized solar energy plan and also because it does not adequately address the needs of the 

rural poor in Ouarzazate and elsewhere in Morocco who have limited access to electricity, and when they 

do, struggle with its high cost.  

 This may be an appropriate critique, but it does not necessarily capture the issues at stake for the 

rural Moroccans living around the plant. Most of Morocco's rural poor actually do have access to 

electricity, a recent result of a government initiative to electrify the country's rural areas, especially the 

dispersed and isolated villages in the Atlas and Rif mountains. Access now extends to 97.4% of rural 

households (Royaume du Maroc 2011: 5). However, I want to focus on what the advocates' critique 

reveals about the particular dilemmas posed by the idea of solar energy as "resource grab." Not only does 

the rationale behind DESERTEC and the EU's energy benchmarks align with environmentalist and 

development critics' goals of reducing carbon emissions, but it appears to do so with as little "friction" as 

possible. The vast expanses of the Sahara appear empty and the projects involve no displacement or 

massive expropriation of land, reducing or eliminating the kinds of dispossession and environmental 

damage associated with biofuel production. European advocates view the plan warily, but they do so 

within the critical framework of energy: how the production of solar power needs to be equitable and 

respond to the energy needs of the populations in the home countries. Perhaps this is a function of the 

apparent immateriality of solar power: it appears clean in all sense of the term, literally in terms of its 

emissions and metaphorically in terms of the shiny, smooth cells that quietly sit on the landscape with 

none of the pollution and violence associated with oil or other fossil fuels. As Timothy Mitchell notes, 

paying attention to the materiality of energy--how coal is mined or oil is transported, for example--helps 

trace the kinds of economic and political arrangements particular forms of energy engender or close off 

(Mitchell 2011: 2). Attending to the materiality of solar power at least in the context of Ouarzazate poses 

a challenge in this respect because the project's key implications lie outside the analytic field of energy. 

My point is not to argue that advocates' concern about energy equity is misguided but that it is 

incomplete. It does not address the materiality of solar power "in place," as a social, economic and 

political project that takes shape not in an abstract "south" subordinate to a dominant "north," but in the 
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specific collectively-owned lands of pre-Saharan Morocco. In turning to the specificity of southern 

Morocco, my point is also not to assert that the reality on the ground is so much worse than the advocates 

could have imagined. There is a danger for scholars of the new land grab in adopting the discursive frame 

that has emerged in some press coverage and that privileges violence and dispossession as the only modes 

for critiquing the new appropriation. When evaluated along a continuum of injustice, situations involving 

less or no violence can be judged according to a simplified metric of how much they do or do not exploit 

local populations, at the possible expense of drawing out the implications of the these projects for shifting 

relations of authority and sovereignty over natural resources such as land. 

Producing marginal lands 

 The social and environmental impact study for the CSP plant provides a detailed description of 

the site, concluding that "the location, characteristics, and geomorphology of the chosen site lend 

themselves perfectly to the realization of this project" (Kouz et al. 2011: 23). The plant will be built on a 

plateau, rendering it literally invisible to the national road that skirts its lower perimeter and to the five 

villages located at the eastern edge of the allotment. There will be some dust and noise during the 

construction phase but ongoing operations will be both silent and imperceptible to the surrounding 

communities that farm the oasis plots lining an irregularly flowing river to the east or the transhumant 

pastoralists that bypass the site twice annually with their herds. The noise creating by the turbines will be 

minimized by situating them at the furthest end of the allotment from human habitation. The plant runs 

some risk of spilling the synthetic oils and salts used to store the heat produced by sun which is then used 

to power turbines, but aside from this minimal risk, the plant will have no impact on the surrounding 

environment. To the contrary, "by its nature and objective of producing clean, renewable energy--solar 

power--the Ouarzazate installation will not constitute a source of atmospheric emissions…and will 

therefore not have a negative impact on air quality" (Kouz et al. 2011: 116).  In fact, the study cites 

estimates that the Solar Plan as a whole will result in the emission of 3.7 million less tons of CO2 

annually.  
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 Nor does the installation impact livelihood activities in the region; it "will engender only the 

slightest conflict over land uses because the site is currently only used for pasture and has a poor supply 

of forage. No displacement of either population or economic activity is envisioned "(Kouz et al. 2011: 

10). In project documents and interviews, officials emphasized the marginality of the land, which at 3,000 

ha constituted only a small percentage of the 64,000 ha owned by the ethnic collectivity of Ait Oukrour 

Toundout (MASEN 2011: 4). The plateau selected for the plant forms part of the vast steppe along the 

southeastern face of the Atlas mountains that extensive pastoralists have historically used to move their 

herds in a biannual migration up and down the mountains. But this plateau was not particularly important 

to those transhumant routes; it only served as a passage for transhumants rather than a desirable location 

for extended pasturing, and as such, pastoralists would have little trouble bypassing the plant. In 

emphasizing the land's marginality, officials and project documents also made an argument for the solar 

plan as an innovative way to inject a new economic dynamism in the region. "With its abundant sunshine, 

low humidity and plenty of unused land near road networks and power lines, Morocco is the ideal 

environment for the development of CSP," a capital intensive and centralized approach to generating solar 

power that interfaces well with existing power grids (World Bank 2011).By bringing solar energy on an 

industrial scale, the Moroccan government had finally found a solution for how to unused steppe 

productive for the national economy: by transforming the sun's rays into energy and economic growth, 

bringing jobs, tourism, and investment to this peripheral region, and linking Morocco's comparative 

advantage--sun and the land for it to shine on-- to Europe's growing need for renewable energy.  

 The imperative to make Morocco's "marginal" lands productive has a long history, and it links up 

with emergent international discourses elaborating new ways to create value in and commodify this 

marginality. But how were these lands made marginal? In her definitive environmental history, Diana 

Davis details the French colonial origins of degradation narratives that used purely literary sources to 

develop a story of previously lush lands despoiled over centuries by Arab nomads; the arid steppe was 

imagined as self-evidently degraded rather than the disequilibrium ecology now recognized as well suited 

to extensive pastoralism (Davis 2007:4). "This colonial narrative primarily blamed the pastoralists, 
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especially nomadic pastoralists, and their 'ancestors,' the 'invading Arabs' of the eleventh century, for 

deforesting and desertifying North Africa" (Davis 2007: xii). Degradation narratives justified both 

outright expropriation of land and the development of an institutional infrastructure for forestry and range 

management, agricultural investment, and the political containment of mobile pastoralists constructed on 

the premise that extensive pastoralism was unproductive at best, destructive at worst.  These narratives 

continue to shape the political economy of Morocco's rangelands. As in sub-Saharan Africa, 

discriminatory policies towards mobile pastoralists combined with imported models of pastoral 

development to create, not avert, environmental degradation and commoditize the livestock market, 

driving small herdowners out of the sector and concentrating wealth in a few large livestock owners 

(Gertel and Breuer 2007). Even if policies towards the sector have become more nuanced in 

contemporary Morocco, the environmental narratives Davis describes played a central role in producing 

the current marginality of the pre-Saharan rangelands. The commoditization of the livestock market has 

been compounded by chronic droughts in what some observers say is a progressive desiccation caused by 

global warming (Benassi 2008). If the lands surrounding Ouarzazate appear unused, it is in part because 

the opportunistic use of pastoral resources and mobility of transhumant pastoralists have long been 

invisible or constituted an unproductive land use to policy makers. These narrow conceptions of land use 

and mobility do not recognize the way any given piece of land derives it meaning or importance as part of 

a much broader spatial, ecological, and social system. Ouarzazate's steppe may also appear unused 

because pastoralism has shifted from a cornerstone of the region's livelihood systems to an insupportable 

economic risk for many; environmental and economic changes of the past three decades have forced 

increasing numbers of households from the livestock sector. 

 For Moroccan policymakers, the conversion of a relatively small 3,000 ha parcel that did not even 

constitute good pasture over to industrial use offers a potentially transformative way to "mobilize" 

Morocco's millions of hectares of collective land that by virtue of topography or rainfall are unsuited for 

cultivation. If pastoralism is no longer a reliable livelihood strategy, finding alternative land uses is 

arguably a wise direction to go. The Moroccan government has long debated how to render these lands 
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productive in its economic definition of the term--among the measures taken are a series of agricultural 

investment laws that delimit pastoral improvement zones and intermittent policy discussions about 

modifying the tenure laws governing collective lands so as to encourage productive investment 

(Bouderbala 1997, Davis 2005). The most recent initiative, the Plan Maroc Vert, is an ambitious 

agricultural development program that elaborates tailored agricultural strategies for each of Morocco's 

agro-ecological regions and includes as one of its goals the mobilization of 700,000 ha of collectively 

owned land. Most of this land is unsuitable for cultivation and while livestock production remains an 

important agricultural sector in the country as a whole, solar energy represents an additional, spatially 

concentrated way to extract value from these marginal zones. In this way, the use of the steppe to generate 

solar power joins a global trend that uses specific technologies and discourses to frame "marginal lands" 

as a "potential global economic resource" for the production of biofuels or to otherwise support climate 

change mitigation efforts (Nalepa and Bauer 2012: 404).  

 Nalepa and Bauer argue that this ontology of resource productivism "categori[zes] world spaces 

by their potential to be accumulated and commoditized for the 'global good' and feeds the collective 

northern imagination that there is still surplus land yet undefined by endemic socio-ecological 

relationships waiting to be commoditized for agrofuels," or in this case, solar power" (405). The creation 

of a new global land class of surplus or marginal lands vaguely defines marginality as "arable, yet 

degraded or difficult to farm" (409). The marginality of Morocco's steppe is different to the extent that no 

one regards the arid pre-Saharan rangelands as arable (with the exception of the narrow oases lining rivers 

fed by snow melt from the mountains or limited agriculture irrigated by deep wells). In this case, 

marginality is produced in relation to an alternative land use--pastoralism--that is deemed unproductive or 

not in competition with the production of solar energy. If we view the issue in terms of a competition of 

different land uses, the dilemma seems easily resolved. The actual land required for the solar installations 

is minimal and can be located outside of primary pastoral byways. Nor did local groups voicing concerns 

about the project frame it as a question of competition between different uses. By examining two 
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moments in the genesis of the project, the acquisition of the land and the community consultation process, 

I present an ethnographic portrait of the issues at stake in creating new value in land through solar power. 

Voila les petits drames du bled  

 The Moroccan Agency for Solar Energy does not have an office in Ouarzazate, though it 

eventually will. The complicated legal and logistical arrangements to pave the way for the solar 

installation have been implemented by line ministries and local government officials, chief among them 

the governor, the Ministry of Interior's most senior provincial representatives. When I visited with lower 

level officials in Ouarzazate during the summer of 2012, they described how orders from Rabat tasked 

them with facilitating the technical visits from the electricity authority, securing the acquisition of the 

land, introducing the "population" to the concept of the solar installation, conducting feasibility studies 

for the preparatory infrastructure work such as assuring road access to the site, and otherwise managing 

the social and political complexities of the project
4
. But I was struck by how the polished narrative of 

Morocco at the vanguard of renewable energy was domesticated, rendered mundane, by the everyday 

realities of implementing the project on the ground. Charged with presenting the solar plan to local 

residents, government officials struggled to grasp, much less explain, the complex technologies, the way 

the plant worked, or how this project contributed to the greater good of the nation. They focused on the 

tangible benefits of the project: projected jobs and infrastructure investments they hoped would benefit 

the area. Ouarzazate had been buffeted by the impact of the European economic crisis on the local 

tourism sector: "look around you! Four hotels have closed and we are suffering," one official told me. 

"This solar project is our savior," he continued, emphasizing his hopes that it would generate 

employment, even tourism from people who wanted to see the high-tech plant at work. Officials also 

focused on anticipating the new demands that came down from Rabat, translating their directives with an 

eye to not alienating local residents or compromising their ability to do the other aspects of their jobs. 

                                                      
4
 Official discourse about development has codified "population" as a homogenizing term that creates a social group 

available for policy intervention; it usually means local communities, especially in rural areas. Given the ubiquity of 

discourses of participation and decentralized democracy in Morocco, the term has also become standard for activists 

and NGOs as well. 
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Officials not only needed to facilitate the solar installation, they needed to govern an area simmering with 

land conflicts and economic hardship. 

 This was a showcase project and everything had to be done impeccably--impeccably legal, 

professional and efficient. I do not know whether local officials were specifically given instructions to 

scrupulously follow proper procedure because of the high profile nature of the project, but it was clear 

that everyone understood what was at stake. The process of land acquisition is a good example. The 

World Development Institute's critical assessment of the project blandly notes that "the site was originally 

owned by the Ait Oukrour Toundout ethnic community. The sale followed the usual procedure adopted 

by the Moroccan government when public agencies purchase land from a local community" (15). There is 

much more to this story. Ait Oukrour is not in a formal sense an "ethnic community." It is an ethnic 

collectivity, or tribe, as laid out in French Protectorate (1912-1956) indigenous policy and land law, a 

juridical framework that still governs land tenure in Morocco. When the French established the 

protectorate in 1912, the first Resident General, Hubert Lyautey, attempted to avoid the mistakes of 

previous French colonial administrations--especially Algeria where, in his estimation, the use of force and 

massive land expropriations had alienated local populations and compromised the colonial mission.
5
 His 

administration laid down the architecture of colonial land policy as a delicate balancing act between 

appeasing European speculators and agricultural concerns lobbying for large-scale expropriation and, in 

Lyautey's narrative, respecting Moroccan tenure institutions and the ability of Moroccans to continue 

living as they always had (Bidwell 1973, Davis 2007, Lyautey 1927). Of course, over a century of 

aggressive European encroachment on Moroccan sovereignty and immersion into global markets had 

already eroded Moroccan livelihoods throughout the country by the time the French took power in 1912 

(Pennell 2000). Regardless, the idea of preserving Moroccan customary institutions by absorbing them 

                                                      
5
  There is an extensive literature--both critical and hagiographic--that examine's Lyautey's approach to colonial 

governance. Lyautey was also an articulate spokesman for his views. More recent assessments detail how this 

indigenous policy shaped French colonial rationality and urbanism (Rabinow 1989 and Wright 1991), land policy 

and environmental degradation narratives (Davis 2005 and 2007), and other aspects of the colonial economic and 

political project (Bidwell 1973). 
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into the state apparatus, thereby ossifying them and neutralizing their governance authority continues to 

inform the contemporary framework for property law. 

 This land policy was laid down long before the French military defeat in 1933 of the last 

resistance against colonial rule, resistance that extended hundreds of kilometers from the military outpost 

created in the southeast for the pacification effort--an outpost that became the city of Ouarzazate. A 1919 

dahir placed Morocco's estimated 12 million hectares of collectively-owned land under the tutelage of the 

Office of Indigenous Affairs.
6
 Moroccan tribes retained ownership but the Office "protected" the lands 

from illegal appropriation or encroachment. The Protectorate administration established a structure for the 

"rational" distribution of portions of those lands for the goals of economic development while ostensibly 

ensuring that any given ethnic collectivity would retain enough land for their members' livelihoods 

(Bidwell 1973, Pascon 1986).
7 
A committee composed of Indigenous Affairs officials along with the 

collective land representative from the relevant tribe weighed proposals for allocating collective lands for 

individual projects (usually private French agribusiness or concessions for colonial settlers) or state-led 

infrastructure projects such as road building. The state could also preside over the division of collective 

lands among the entirety of the rights-holders (ayants-droits), members of the ethnic collectivity due a 

share of communal land. In the case of wholesale division, the land would become the freehold property 

of the individual rights-holders, while for individual projects, the fiction of long-term usufruct contracts 

resulted in the de facto transfer, and often eventual formalization, of ownership to the foreign investors. In 

the Wild West atmosphere of early colonial land grabbing, these procedures allowed for the wholesale 

transfer of large tracts of productive lands to colonial concerns while ostensibly controlling speculation 

out of respect for Moroccan institutions (Bidwell 1973, Pascon 1986). A hybrid, state-led enclosure 

process fueled intense land speculation in these early years, essentially creating a reserve of collective 

                                                      
6
 A dahir is royal decree; during the protectorate, dahirs were the symbolic Moroccan vehicle for the promulgation 

of French colonial policy. 
7
 The Protectorate administration established an arbitrary threshold of 5 hectares as the minimum amount of land a 

household needed to survive, a threshold that has tenaciously endured in Moroccan policy discourse even though it 

does not acknowledge the diversity of environmental and agro-ecological conditions or livelihood systems 

throughout the country (Pascon 1986). 
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lands under state control to be doled out through opaque and unaccountable procedures while still 

retaining ethnic collectivities' formal ownership of those lands.   

 This process played out differently depending on the location and potential economic value of the 

land. In the pre-Sahara, these juridical procedures were of little relevance during the colonial period when 

there was minimal foreign interest in these peripheral lands, and the main concern of the French was 

establishing some modicum of territorial authority through client Moroccan overlords. In the 

contemporary context, however, the dahir of 1919 is quite important for residents of the collective lands 

in the south though few are aware of it. The Office of Indigenous Affairs is no longer, but the Ministry of 

Interior inherited its tutelary authority and currently, the Rural Affairs Directorate at the Ministry of the 

Interior coordinates those same committees charged with allocating collective land, manages the accounts 

of the ethnic collectivities receiving rent on the long-term contracts on their property, and otherwise 

attempts to resolve the many conflicts and requests for clarification of the ambiguous status of collective 

lands.
8
 The staff of the Directorate take their work very seriously, scrambling with a meager budget and 

inadequate staff to manage hundreds of thousands of hectares on behalf of ethnic collectivities, while also 

trying to fulfill a mandate retained from the colonial period to survey and delimit the communal holdings 

of each ethnic collectivity. Only a small percentage of communal lands have been delimited in a formal 

process that is intended to clearly demarcate a tribe's borders (thereby conflating a social formation with a 

spatial one) and formalize the legal status of that land. Once a collectivity's land is delimited and 

conflicting claims resolved, that land can be homologuée, a formal procedure roughly equivalent to a title 

search that permanently removes competing claims to the land. 

                                                      
8
 While the Ministry overseas the funds collected on behalf of the ethnic collectivities, those collectivities have no 

access to or control over their accounts and most have never received the money due for contracts on their land since 

those contracts started being issued in 1919. In the province of Ouarzazate, the first efforts to disburse the millions 

of Dirhams that had accumulated over the previous century to the many collectivities began in 2003. The Ministry's 

inability to trace exactly how much money was due to each tribe or to resolve the controversial issue of identifying 

eligible rights-holders meant the Ministry did not attempt to distribute cash directly to the ethnic collectivities. 

Instead, they established a community development fund to finance economic and social projects around the 

province. 
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 The 64,000 ha of Ait Oukrour's land was homologuée in 2006, one of the few communal lands in 

the south to have achieved this status. Thus, when the engineers from the Office National de l'Electricité 

(ONE) confirmed the suitability of the site for the solar installation in 2007, the land's legal situation was 

as clear as could be hoped for, though some maneuvering was still necessary. Initially, the 1919 decree 

prohibited the permanent alienation of collective lands but decades of back and forth finally resulted in 

the current arrangement whereby public agencies can formally purchase collective land for the provision 

of public services. Though publicly funded and operating essentially as a parastatal, MASEN is registered 

as a private corporation, so the sale was formally conducted with the ONE. A Rural Affairs officer 

conceded to me that "the reality is we bent the law because we are actually selling it to a private entity by 

way of state agencies." He made an effort to follow procedure in a body of law that he himself described 

as vague. In a previous conversation in 2010, this same official offered a disarmingly frank analysis of the 

state's own role in sustaining this opacity. The government had never established procedures for 

determining individual rights in collective lands: the criteria for membership in an ethnic collectivity or 

who was a rights-holder (ayant-droit) in the land. Nor had it clarified the relationship between the state's 

juridical authority and the myriad other use and ownership rights layered over communal lands. This 

official recognized that the colonial-era tension between the role of the state in "protecting" collective 

lands on behalf of their true, legal owners and allocating those lands for "productive purposes" to 

investors had become even more untenable in the contemporary climate, which much greater demand for 

land in even the most peripheral fringes of the country. The Moroccan state held collective lands in 

abeyance, relying on an allocation procedure that concentrated communal authority over land disposition 

in one officer holder per ethnic collectivity. Collective ownership was expressed entirely in the person of 

the collective land representative, a liminal bureaucratic figure officially chosen through indigenous 

democratic procedures by tribal members but in reality, a life-long sinecure held by powerful regional 

notables, some with more popular legitimacy than others.  Some were seen as staunch defenders of 

collective lands against outside investment projects, while others were dismissed in private as weak, 

easily manipulated by the state.  
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 It was the three collective land representatives of the different fractions of Ait Oukrour who were 

responsible for approving the sale of the land to the state for the solar installation. There are no mandated 

procedures for consulting with community members, the assumption of the law being that the 

representative is vested with the authority to make decisions for the benefit of the collectivity. The sale 

had been completed before most community members learned of it and the process for determining the 

sale price was the same as for other investment projects approved by the Ministry of Interior allocation 

committee: committee consensus on what the land was worth based on the rents or fees assessed on 

previous projects. According to one official, collective land in Ouarzazate proper was being rented or sold 

at MAD 10-12 a square meter; since the land slated for the solar installation was an unproductive, rocky 

plateau, the sale price of MAD 1 per square meter made sense.  At MAD 30 million, this sale was by far 

the largest transaction involving collective lands in the Ouarzazate area. And yet people resisted it. One 

activist observed that the "government only talks about the number 30--MAD 30 million --and not the 

fact that the sale price is so low." While I discuss people's responses to the project in greater depth in the 

next section, here I want to emphasize ambivalent discourses around land. Some of the same residents or 

NGO activists who balked at the low price or dismissive official attitude that the land was useless also 

invoked the land's emptiness. One noted that "the project people talk about this as a desert that is not used 

but to people here it is not desert; it is pasture. It is their territory," and that "the future is in land. When 

you take my land, you take my oxygen." The same person explained his ambivalence about the solar 

installation--his support for economic development initiatives but his rejection of the way the government 

has approached the project--by saying that "we would love to see our land used--it is empty--but give us 

support to farm the land, bring other, smaller solar projects that benefit the people rather than a large 

project like this with little employment." 

 A number of people holding diverse opinions of the project noted how people's attachment to the 

land was essentially sentimental. It was cultural. People in this region had a nostalgic love for the land 

even when, like this rocky plateau, it was useless to them. Other interpretations of people's resistance 

ascribed it to their lack of understanding: they did not understand what was happening because they were 
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ignorant of the laws governing collective lands. While villages had control over the lands within their 

borders, village boundaries were customary--they had never been formalized by the state--and the 

collective land beyond those boundaries was under the purview of the tribe's collective land 

representative. The villages abutting the CSP allotment felt the land was theirs and they should receive 

the sale proceeds, unaware that their sovereignty ended with the borders of the village in favor of a 

sovereignty held by their tribal confederation and vested in the person of their land representative. Nor 

did people understand that the money from the sale was not going to be handed over to people in 

individual allocations. People expected to receive monetary compensation for the project and village 

residents close by felt they deserved more. They had to be told that the entire sale price would go into the 

tribe's account at the Ministry of Interior and used to finance development projects for the benefit of the 

whole area. In essence, the sale was not a sale at all: it was a transfer of funds from one government 

agency to another, in an expression of the Ministry of Interior's ongoing tutelary authority over collective 

lands and the tribes that owned them. 

 This brings me back to the vignette I started with--the land occupation timed to coincide with the 

King's visit. The idea that people were culturally predisposed to care about the land--an argument used as 

easily by government officials as by anthropologists like myself who assert the multivalent cultural 

significance of land in an effort to counter productivist notions of its  economic value--misses the 

changing importance of land in people's livelihood systems. The people who occupied land in the steppe 

where I did my fieldwork responded to a similar set of concerns as the residents protesting the way their 

land was sold in Ait Oukrour. Land that had previously been used for pastoralism was now being mixed 

up in new forms of valuation and tenure regimes had not adapted to the new economic realities of their 

lives. For thirty years and throughout the region, people had been escaping the drought stricken 

mountains moving into the steppe for housing or, where water was available, to expand their agricultural 

operations. Expanding urban centers were incrementally appropriating collective lands for city services 

and housing, while larger agricultural projects were appearing in the open steppe thanks to long term 

rental contracts signed through the same Ministry of Interior allocation committees. Land was increasing 
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in value throughout the region, but people talked particularly about the way speculation and rising prices 

were taking hold in communally owned lands that had never been subject to market-based transfers. 

While private property (melk) is long-established in the intensively farmed oases and urban centers, 

communal lands had never been subject to privatization or commercial sale. This was undergoing rapid 

change as demand for that land increased. 

 This was the context in which the solar installation must be understood. The land, sold at a cheap 

MAD 1 per square meter was clearly worth a lot more now.
9
 People understood the rise in land values 

that such a project would engender and the new kinds of competition it would encourage over communal 

land situated near economic opportunity--land along the national road where gas stations could be built, 

near the solar installation where stores for the employees or tourists could be located, near market towns 

where immigrants fleeing drought from the mountains could build their homes to gain better access to 

wage labor opportunities. One official described increasing land conflicts in the region: "there is no law 

now; it is the law of the jungle, the strong over the weak." This dramatic phrasing perhaps overstated his 

case; struggles over land had not reached the level of violence or lawlessness documented in some other 

parts of the world. However, he pointed to how to the underlying uncertainty in land tenure was fueling 

land conflicts. A former French colonial official described these conflicts as the petits drames du bled [the 

petty dramas of the bled, the Arabic word for countryside that entered the French colonial lexicon], but 

for the people of region, these were anything but petty dramas (Guillaume 1960: 75). They were struggles 

over the right to subsistence from land ostensibly held communally but channeled for the benefit of the 

few, the right to receive their individual rights in land that had acquired a new economic value, and the 

right to autonomy--the ability to decide themselves, not through a tutelary authority or a single collective 

land representative, the disposition of their lands.  

                                                      
9
 Discussions about land tenure and titling in the development literature ignore the extent to which many of the most 

active market players in land--state actors and private investors--may not want a transparent market in land. In 

southern Morocco, the non-market framework for transferring land as it exists in the laws governing collective lands 

maintains low prices and simplifies the acquisition process. 
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 How communal land gets sold and how the sale monies get apportioned was about more than 

securing the economic benefits of a project like the solar installation. It was also about contesting the 

terms of sovereignty over the land. Elsewhere in Africa, French colonial authorities had used the legal 

notion of terres vacantes et sans maitre [empty and ownerless land] to justify state expropriation of lands 

subject to customary tenure rules of varying levels of formalization (Le Bris et al.1982: 71). The presence 

of indigenous tenure systems was recognized at the very start of French colonial rule in Morocco--there is 

no "unclaimed" land in the kingdom-- but these systems were woven into a colonial project of economic 

domination and state territorialization that continued into the post-colonial period. Demarcating 

administrative entities (rural communes and municipalities) to bisect tribal boundaries--themselves set as 

rigid spatial zones in contravention of the historical negotiability and social fluidity of tribal domains 

(Hoffman 2000); subsuming the governance authority of tribal institutions to the centralized authority of 

the Ministry of Interior; absorbing a spatially and temporally heterogeneous system of collective tenure 

into a state-led process for allocating and managing communal lands; and turning those ethnic 

collectivities into wards of the state by hollowing out the meaning of "ownership" and funneling tribal 

monies into state controlled accounts, among other policies, constituted a long process of converting 

tribes' sovereign control to a very limited form of property ownership. In a parallel to U.S. policies to 

American Indians that "would reorient individuals' relation to the settler state," shifting "the terrain from 

sovereignty-polity to citizenship-individual, with citizenship figured not in relation to the indigenous 

nation but, rather, to the settler state," French and then Moroccan policy reconfigured sovereignty from a 

diffuse authority held by multiple polities to a univalent relationship between subjects and the King 

(Cattelino 2010:7). But this was--perhaps it had to be--an incomplete process. State policy simultaneously 

eviscerated tribal sovereignty over land and people and sustained the tribe as a vaguely defined juridical 

entity by retaining the institutional infrastructure of colonial property law. In my research on land in 

Ouarzazate and neighboring Tinghir province, I interpreted the ongoing land conflicts at least in part as 

contestation over this shift of sovereignty from governance in a broad sense to a narrow and arguably 

deceptive conception of ownership. In this context, the transfer of a 3,000 hectare plot of land for a solar 
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energy project becomes caught up in regional struggles over what it means to be governed by the post-

colonial state, to collectively own land, and to exercise sovereignty over that land. Assessing the 

implications of the project becomes a superficial exercise if limited to whether the community, or sections 

of the community, were for or against the project. People's complex responses reflected the complexity of 

local politics, the effects of decades of socio-economic marginalization, the regional reconfigurations of 

land use and livelihood systems, and social transformations that upended historical hierarchies and 

people's commitment to customary institutions.  

Community meetings and the process of accompagnement 

 Just as the CSP plant displays this transition from sovereignty to a peculiar kind of ownership, it 

demonstrates another operation of state territorialization projects: the transition of ethnic collectivities 

from sovereigns to subjects of development. I hinted at this process in describing the disposition of the 

proceeds from the sale of the land to MASEN--they were deposited in tribal accounts to be used for 

development projects--but will trace its implications further through a detailed consideration of the 

community consultation process. To gain access to international loans, especially from the World Bank 

and European Union, the Moroccan government must follow a series of protocols assessing the 

environmental and social impact of the project. But it would be a mistake to ascribe community 

consultation processes and impact assessments only to international mandates. The state has 

institutionalized practices and discourses of participatory development in a way that responds to the 

specific imperatives of governance and territorialization in Morocco. From the moment he ascended to 

the throne in 1999, the King made a very public commitment to a new philosophy of governance, a 

"politics of efficiency, based on the principles of proximity and participation" (Royaume du Maroc 2010). 

Through decentralization, democratization, and economic modernization, the state would become more 

responsive to its people and more effective in fostering economic growth. Various state policies, from 

education reform to poverty alleviation and local planning, actively integrated discourses of local 

participation and empowerment into the daily operations of government. This extended to the solar plan, 

which integrated regional development--"beneficial socio-economic impacts for the regions where plants 
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would be located'--into its core mission (Royaume du Maroc2009). Officials at MASEN were explicit that 

this was not mandated by law or an external funder but rather expressed their voluntarist commitment to 

social accompaniment of people living near project sites. The process of community consultation, then, 

was both real and indigenous, but it narrowed the range of issues open to discussion. The solar project 

illustrates the tension that resulted in bringing such a high-stakes project organized around international 

geo-political arrangements into dialogue with Moroccan cultures of governance and the regional struggles 

around autonomy and authority.  

 Reviewing the chronology of community dialogue puts this tension in stark relief. A local elected 

official described how the Office National de l'Electricité first visited the site outside of Ouarzazate in 

2007, and the favorable results of that visited went into the planning that culminated in the announcement 

of the solar plan in the fall of 2009.  The collective land representative of Ait Oukrour gave their formal 

approval for the sale in January 2010, and the sale was completed in early October 2010, just prior to the 

King's visit in late October to officially kick-off the Ouarzazate project (MASEN 2011: 18,20). Residents 

of the surrounding communities were never informed of the process of site selection and the terms of the 

sale. As the elected official described, "the conflicts come from the authorities (as-sulta). People just saw 

the topographer walking around and asked what was going on. They accosted him. The government does 

not know the diplomacy of working with people; they just didn't tell them." The first public meeting about 

the solar installation took place in November 2010, the month after the King's announcement of the 

project in Ouarzazate. The meeting consisted of a formal presentation of the environmental impact study 

in Ouarzazate's most luxurious five-star hotel. Attendees included government officials and NGO 

representatives; village development associations were invited as representatives of local populations but 

residents themselves had no formal channels for making their voices heard or impacting the process. A 

local activist stated that residents never had a chance to say no: "the Governor said, the project will be 

done. Don't fret over it." 

 Consultations were intended to inform local populations about the project rather than seek their 

approval, a common feature of large land deals documented around the world. In Morocco, however, 
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consultations began in earnest after the project was announced, inaugurating a process of "social 

accompaniment" to maximize the benefits for local populations in line with the government's typical 

approach to participation. Following the formal presentation of the project in November 2010, 

communities began to articulate their resistance, beginning an informal campaign of visits, letter writing, 

and public complaints against the way the government was approaching the project. Concerns were varied 

and no one publicly declared themselves against it: as one person told me, "some people say this comes 

from the King and they want to respect his wishes." But people were concerned about the whether the 

project would generate the kinds of jobs and other benefits they had been promised. They were upset that 

the proceeds of the sale disappeared into a bank account in Rabat. They wondered why, if "we can help 

the whole world with clean energy, we cannot do more to build factories here," improve agriculture and 

help people out of poverty in Ouarzazate. And conflicts started to emerge between different fractions and 

villages of the ethnic collectivity as communities jockeyed for a greater share of the benefits--the projects 

that would be funded as part of the social accompaniment of the population. 

 The fact that discussions with the communities gathered steam after people began to voice their 

complaints should not, however, be read simply as reactive: the approach of bringing in the "population" 

to offer a list of priorities and needs after a project was underway was common, particularly in rural areas, 

as a way to subsume public participation into the daily operations of government. A process got underway 

to catalogue people's complaints and channel them into a social support program. The resulting 

development projects were divided into two categories: "direct accompaniment' of the population and 

large structural projects. The former included projects amounting to MAD 45 million; 30 million of that 

came from the proceeds of the sale and the remainder was going to be funded by the ministries directly. 

Direct accompaniment projects included road paving, lining irrigation canals, financing to support local 

tourism projects, a youth complex, among others. The structural projects were of another order entirely, 

involving the construction of a local hospital, schools with dormitories, dams and other water works to 

improve water availability, even an ambitious project to construct a road over the Atlas to the central 

plains of Morocco, a more direct route from the current, and very dangerous, road that ran to the 
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northwest of the CSP site to Marrakech. Some wondered whether these as yet unfunded projects would 

ever progress. 

 The consultation process was intended to develop priorities in concert with local communities, 

but who constituted the community that was consulted merits some attention. Local ministries and elected 

officials received a steady stream of visitors, documenting their requests.  Project documents detail 

meetings with community stakeholders: local elected officials, representatives of local associations or 

NGOs, and other community leaders, though as I noted above, unaffiliated community residents had no 

formal mechanism for impacting the process. Despite this constant traffic, the priorities, as one elected 

official told me, were taken directly from the Plans Communaux de Développement (PCDs, or Communal 

Development Plans) a mechanism for developing local development planning priorities that had been 

mandated by the Ministry of Interior and was supposed to be conducted using participatory 

methodologies. The PCDs were embroiled in controversy, however. By and large, local communes hired 

consulting houses to run the planning process-- the government official in charge of the mandate was 

himself accused of having a personal interest because his own consulting firm reputedly received many of 

these contracts. Some communes discovered that their PCDs were simply lifted off the internet, 

plagiarized versions of other communes' plans, and few people grasped what was participatory about this 

process or were involved in the plans' elaboration. But the PCDs offered a packaged and turn-key list of 

projects that line ministries could present to MASEN and the Ministry of Interior in Rabat for inclusion in 

the solar installation's social program. A meeting in September 2011 in Rabat among the various 

ministries involved a presentation of the people's priorities and a discussion of how each service could 

contribute, financially and technically. Each ministry's local office was then tasked with developing a 

financing and implementation plan for the projects that fell within their domain, and as of the summer of 

2012 initial technical studies were underway to begin implementation. 

  Something about this process felt wrong to local residents but the state had effectively narrowed 

the discursive field to close off a deeper analysis of the power dynamics surrounding the arrangement, 

limiting discussion to a list of development complaints and the infrastructural projects that could address 
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them. By taking the MAD 30 million from the sale and folding the funds into social accompaniment 

projects that the state would implement on behalf local residents, the government had effectively 

transformed people who had historical sovereignty over their land into objects of development, 

completing the removal of sovereignty I described in the context of land tenure and property law. In this 

case, people were literally paying for their own "development" in a process that further implanted the 

state in their daily lives consistent with other government territorialization efforts in marginalized regions 

such as the pre-Saharan provinces. In this context, the solar installation accomplishes much more than the 

creation of a new export commodity to Europe: it supports more parochial projects for refiguring the way 

individual subjects and collective social formations relate to the state. 

 While people's demands seemed limited to securing more benefits from the solar installation 

rather than a systemic critique of state authority and inequality, how they expressed their demands drew 

the attention of authorities in new ways. Some of the forms of mobilization were familiar-- I described 

how residents accosted the topographer when he came to survey the site, and there is a long tradition of 

sit-ins, collective expressions of dissent at the local commune or qaid's offices. But local officials were 

surprised by the level of dissent around the solar installation and the new modes of expressing it: "things 

keep on coming up. People send demands, write letters, to us, to the Ministry of Interior in Rabat, even 

the palace, and we have to run around to respond to Rabat's questions and meet their demands." Three 

villages held up the whole project with these requests and the local Ministry of Interior officials were 

charged with developing a process to channel those demands and streamline the community 

accompaniment aspect of the project. To a certain extent, this state of affairs reflected the impact of the 

Arab spring, but not in the way the dominant and problematic narrative about the uprisings would 

suggest: that for the first time, people felt empowered to voice their demands and reclaim their dignity 

(many in these countries had mobilized at great risk to themselves for a long time). Berbers in Morocco's 

rural south did not feel any great kinship with Egypt or Libya, distant Arab countries with little relevance 
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for their lives.
10

 However, they did see an opening. They knew that the governor was hamstrung by the 

palace's desire to avoid violent confrontation and, as one activist described to me, they mobilized around 

longstanding grievances about land, water, and the rights to benefit from economically profitable projects 

such as the solar project and the mines that dotted the south of the country. People were savvy about 

seizing the moment. One government official sighed that "ils veulent tout, et dans les média![they want 

everything and they demand it in the media]." 

Conclusion  

 In conducting a close reading of the solar installation in Ouarzazate, I am not addressing the 

question of whether solar energy is good for Morocco, or even whether it is good for the Moroccans who 

live around the CSP plant.  Nor is about how solar energy could be good for Morocco if it more 

sensitively incorporated local concerns into its planning and execution. Those are important questions and 

a paper focused more on the project's policy dimensions would have to consider the compromises and 

trade-offs involved in restructuring the energy sector in Morocco and elsewhere. I am interested in the 

narrower question of what the solar plan does for sovereignty and authority: how can we examine these 

kinds of land transfers or expropriations not simply in context, as affecting the lives of the people directly 

impacted, but as advancing projects for governing marginalized people and spaces? Anna Tsing's 

metaphor of friction is particularly helpful here. She uses it to structure her ethnography of global 

connections, a way to describe the "zones of awkward engagement" that characterize the encounter 

between the claims of universalizing projects--such as those of contemporary capitalism--and the reality 

of their movement across the world (Tsing 2002: xi). She challenges the idea that we must simply 

contextualize these universal claims, counterposing them to the local or the particular, noting that global 

                                                      
10

 The dominant frame for understanding political dissent in the region (at least from an American scholarly and 

popular perspective) has quickly become the Arab Spring since the Tunisian revolution of early 2011 inspired 

uprisings across the Middle East and North Africa. It is worth noting that the term with more resonance in the 

Moroccan south is the Berber Spring in Algeria, as the seminal events at Tizi Ouzou were called, that inaugurated 

the Amazigh rights movement in 1980. The Algerian government cancelled a conference on Berber poetry and 

sparked a series of strikes and demonstrations that it violently suppressed. The events and political consciousness 

they inspired have since been commemorated in Berber song, poetry, and political discourse throughout the 

Maghreb. 
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projects like neoliberalism are themselves particular, perhaps aspiring to universality but never quite 

getting there. The metaphor of friction is effective because it does not predetermine the outcome of such 

encounters as either empowering ("resistance") or oppressive (6). Rather, it is contingent and productive 

of new relationships that can give universalizing projects traction and undermine them, perhaps even 

simultaneously.  Such a metaphor guards against ascribing a globalizing character to the Moroccan solar 

plan in contradistinction to the local, particular concerns of the people living around the installation. The 

global/local binary ignores the ways the Moroccan government explicitly provincialized the project and 

the ways that rural contestations over land and regional reconfigurations of livelihoods and land use drew 

on other universal claims or processes--aspirations for sovereignty and autonomy, immersion in global 

labor markets, and the creeping impact of climate change among them. Perhaps this is no more than an 

argument that everything is global now, including the mobilization of small rural communities around the 

sale of their collective lands. But what I think is most interesting about this case is the reverse operation, 

the ways the solar project was "resized" from a visionary effort to mitigate global warming to a local 

development initiative that would bring people jobs or new schools. In doing this work to make the 

project local, the government surfaced some uncomfortable connections--between this and other land 

conflicts, between the way the government communicates about the land sale and the opacity of other 

government rules and procedures, and between a clean energy project and the other extractive industries 

operating in the area, such as tourism and mining. 

 Analyzing the solar plan in Morocco as green grabbing sheds light on the provincializing effects 

of the Ouarzazate installation. It trains our attention to the materiality of solar energy--how it is a political 

project geared not only to international discourses around climate change and energy transitions but to the 

everyday practices of governing marginalized lands and people. This critical framework compels us to 

look through the language of cleanliness and carbon emissions and when we do, it becomes apparent that 

the CSP plant is much like a silver mine in the way it occupies space and circumscribes people's 

sovereignty over the land so as to channel the value created in that land to  Moroccan or foreign 

companies. As I write this paper, people throughout the region are demonstrating around mines, closing 
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them down or going on strike, to demand a more equitable distribution of mine revenues--or at minimum 

that the mines stop depleting groundwater reserves and desiccating the limited agriculture that exists in 

the mines' shadows. I did not make this connection between clean solar energy and dirty silver mines. 

People in Ouarzazate did: one local official exclaimed that the solar project was bringing people who had 

migrated away back to the villages around the installation in anticipation of positive benefits. "It's not like 

Bouazer [a site of the most sustained confrontations between mines and surrounding communities] here; 

have you seen that? It's a mess." Others did not agree with him; they saw that Ouarzazate was a mess, too. 

The solar installation did not necessarily cause this mess, but it became enmeshed in the struggles over 

land and power that struck at the heart of people's subject relations to the state and sovereignty over their 

land. This paper suggests that we should attend to the broader political meanings of these struggles 

everywhere where large-scale land appropriations are taking place and where new forms of 

commodification "financialize" the nature that forms the basis of rural livelihoods (Harvey 2005).  
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