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Rural Settlement in the High Atlas Mountains
A Case Study of the Ait Mizane Valley

Introduction
The People:
The High Atlas Mountains of Morocco are the home of the original inhabitants of the country, the
Berbers. These people are largely subsistence farmers, living in the valleys in small villages that cling

to the valley sides above their intricate patterns of irrigated terraces.

Subsistence farming:

They grow a wide range of crops and keep cattle, goats and sheep, the latter on the high slopes of the
mountains. They also grow walnuts as a cash crop; although this has recently been supplanted by
fruit (cherries and apples) and almonds. Their lifestyle and settlement patterns are similar to mountain
people in many other parts of the world like the Himalayas and the Andes. Villages can house up to
700 people who live in extended families, farming the land communally. The villages make interesting
studies in terms of site situation and function. It is especially worthwhile to compare Imlil with another

village and to compare these villages with similar rural settlements in the U.K.

Use of Concrete in Housing and Construction:

One of the major changes in the High Atlas villages of Imlil has been the increasing use of concrete in
construction. The traditional houses of the High Atlas have made use of locally obtained building sand
or mud mixed with gravel and stones to form massive walls and flat roofs supported by timber beams.
This construction is very effective except during heavy rains when the sodden mud roofs are

vulnerable to collapse.

Concrete roofs and floors and cement renders are very desirable for their superior strength and water
resistance and ease of cleaning and decoration. However, this requires cash for buying in sacks of
cement and transport to bring them to the building site. Therefore, the increased use of concrete in the
houses of Imlil may indicate greater wealth of the family or members of family working outside of
farming for cash and also relatively good access to the road at Imlil via mule tracks. The different
styles of housing and decoration may also express the changing aspirations of the villagers due to the

influence of television and increasing contact with the city.

At a conference on the future of mountain tourism in Morocco (November 1995) representatives of the
departments concerned with heritage in Morocco and tourism expressed concerns that the traditional
housing and therefore landscape and appearance of the valleys could be lost. If the villages change

completely, then part of the attraction for tourists could be lost too...
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Aim
e To examine the distribution and characteristics of settlements in the Ait Mizane Valley.
e To understand the changes that the increasing influence of Tourism is bringing to the rural
High Atlas.

Questions
o Do altitude and relief influence the location of settlements in this area?
e Do the villages display any similarities in terms of site, form or function?
o What factors account for these similarities / differences?
e |s there any evidence of recent change in the villages?
¢ How has the growth of tourism affected the villages?

Use the Village Terminology Sheet (See Appendix 7) as an aid to recording your observations.

Method
Introductory Exercise: Draw a sketch map to show the site and situation of Imlil and another, more
typical, village such as Aremdt or Ikkis, in the next valley. This theme can be followed up in the field

with sketches and descriptive analysis made from a suitable vantage point.

Site, Form and Function. Use the Settlement Site Survey sheet (Appendix 1) and the Situation, Form
and Function Sheet (Appendix 2) to record details of Imlil and, in consultation with your group leader,
another village in the valley. When you fill in the Settlement Site Survey Sheet, use the first letter of
the village name, rather than ticks, so that the same form can be used for more than one village. For
example, if you think the village has an extremely poor aspect (in a valley bottom surrounded by high
mountains that restrict the amount of sunlight reaching the village) you would award it “-3”. If you feel
a village had a reasonable aspect, you would award it “+2”. At the end, total the columns (2 marks in
the “+3” column will score “6”, 4 marks in the “+2” column will score “8” and so on), add together and
divide by the number of categories (9 in this case). Your answer for the village will be between +3 and
—3. This method if data collection is subjective — i.e. there are no right or wrong answers, it is your

opinion. Your results should differ from others in the group.

Land use mapping. Use the blank base map (Appendix 3) to map the current functions in Imlil. You

will probably find that it needs updating but you can add a key to show the main services and shops in

the village:
F = general food shop
B = butcher
T = tourist shop
C = cafe
H = hotel
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You should also be able to find several specific rural services such as a blacksmith, carpenter etc. It
will not be possible to carry out such a detailed survey in any of the other villages but ask your guide or
Omar from the Kasbah what functions there are in your chosen village. Try to find out what the current

population of each village is, and whether it is growing or declining.

Nearest Neighbour Analysis. From the base map (Appendix 4) it is also possible to do a nearest
neighbour analysis. This will determine whether the villages are clustered in certain places or spread
throughout the valleys. This will provide a test of random distribution and give a statistical meaning to
the terms, clustered, dispersed and random.

The index will give a value between 0 and 2.15.
0 = points are completely clustered
1 = points have a random distribution

2.15 = points have a uniform distribution, i.e. they are spread as far as possible.

The formula used to calculate the NNI (usually referred to as R) is:

R =2D Vn/A

Where D = mean observed nearest neighbour distance
n = total number of points in survey
A = area of study.

Method

Define the boundary of the study area. This is usually the area of the map used, note that there is no
need to convert to the scale of the map. (An A4 piece of paper has an area of approximately 624cm2).
Plot the points on the map and give each one a number.

Measure the distance from each point to its nearest neighbour. One point may be the nearest for
several other points. Draw up a table as below

Point on map Number of Nearest | Distance between
Neighbour these points (cm)
1 2 11
2 1 11
3 2 7
4 5 4
5 4 4
>d =37
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Calculate the mean distance by dividing the sum of the distances by the number of points.

D=5%d/n for our example this would be 37/5=7.4

Calculate the NNI, using the formula

2 x 7.4 \5/624 = 14.8 x 0.09 = 1.32

Thus, for this example the points are closer to a random distribution than any other. This can be

further tested with reference to significance tables as to whether significant clustering or dispersal has

occurred.

Data presentation

Draw up two tables showing clearly the characteristics of the site and situation on Imlil and
your other village

List the different types of function in the two villages.

Complete a land-use map for Imlil. Produce pie charts to show the percentage change in the
different types of service since 1989, 2004 and today (use the land-use maps of Imlil 1995 in
Appendices 5 and 6 and the figures for 1989 and 2004 in Appendix 7).

Make a note of any evidence of change that you saw in your second village, or that you found

out about from talking to Omar or your guide. Include any information on population change.

Analysis

Look at your tables showing the site and situation characteristics and at the results of your Nearest

Neighbour Analysis.

How has relief influenced the distribution of settlements?

Is it clustered in certain places?

Is there a maximum or minimum height or a maximum slope angle for the development of
settlements?

Is there a maximum distance from a water source or road head?

Look at the different functions in your two villages. Try to account for any similarities or
differences. Why do you think that Imlil might not be typical of villages in this area?

Calculate the percentage change in the different functions in Imlil from 1989 to 2004 and to the

present. Try to give reasons for these changes.

Discussion Point

Tourism, improved road access and communications and a growing population are all things that will

impact settlements in the Ait Mizane Valley.

What do you think the effects of these changes might be and how do you think they should be

managed?
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Back ground information about farming in the Imlil area
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Appendix1  SETTLEMENT SITE SURVEY
Settlement Name: ..., Population (est) .............c..c..e.

Site Information

Relief and Position: Valley floor Valley side Hill top (circle one)

Aspect: North  South East West (circle one)

Altitude: metres (from map)
Surrounding land: Rough Pasture Arable  Bare Rock (circle one)
Access: Main Road Minor Road Track footpath (circle all that apply)

Proximity to other settlements: Use the map to calculate other settlements and distance

Settlement Distance (km)

Housing Type
Describe the most common type of houses in the settlement. Consider the age, size, building
material, any renovation and state of repair.

E.g. Old, small, mud-built houses in poor conditions, some empty, some derelict.

In the Centre:

Edge of centre:

Recent Settlement Change

Note down any evidence of expansion, service decline, tourist influence etc
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Appendix 2: Rural Settlement in the High Atlas - Blank Data Sheet

Type Features Notes and Sources
Site Aspect -
Relief -
Altitude -
Geology -
Water -
Soil -
Shelter -
Space -
Building Material -
Situation
Form
Function
Growth
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Appendix 2b Village Terminology Sheet

DEFINITION

WHAT TO LOOK FOR

SOURCES

I
|

changed over time

and services.
Disused premises and empty
houses.

SITE The land the village | Aspect - which way the 1:25,000 map and
: is built on settlement faces field observations
Relief - Whether land is
sloping or flat 1:25,000 map
Altitude - How high above sea
level Geological map
Geology - Solid land, well
drained, rock type
Water - Free of flooding - 1:25,000 map and
good water supply field observations
| Soil - Fertile for farming Soil sample +pH
Shelter - From wind Field survey
Space - Room for expansion Field survey and
1:25,000 map
Building Material - Local
_ supply of building materials Field survey
SITUATION | The position of the The position with reference to 1:50,000 map
village with reference | roads, railways and nearby road signs etc
to the surrounding settlements, especially main :
area towns.
FORM The shape of the Is it linear, nucleated or 1:25,000 map
village dispersed base map and
field survey
FUNCTION | What the village does | Employment surveys of the Questionnaires,
inhabitants including population | base map in the
survey to discover age - field
structure, building-use survey
of housing and services
GROWTH | How the village has | New buildings both housing Field map of

buildings/derelict
buildings
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Appendix 3  Land use of Imlil Centre Base Map
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Appendix 4  Diagram of Rural Settlement in the High Atlas

i~
a
in the High Atlas
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Appendix 8
Diagram of rural settiement
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Appendix 5  Land use of Imlil Centre Map
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Appendix 6  Factsheet Imlil - A Typical Rural settlement?
Situation:
Imlil is situated at the head of the Rehraya River on the northern slopes of the Toubkal Massif of the
High Atlas Mountains of Morocco. It is at 1700 metres above sea level in a widening of the valley
where three tributaries join the Rehraya. It is in many ways untypical of Berber villages in that it is
situated in a valley "basin" rather than on the steep valley sides and much of it lies below, rather than
above, the level of irrigation.
Access:
It is approached by 13km (17km on the road sign) of surfaced road from the market town of Asni which
itself is situated in the High Atlas foothills on the main Tizi n'Test road from Marrakech to Taroudant.
Imlil is about 60km from Marrakech.
Built form:
Because of the basin siting, the houses are not built on top of each other in the traditional way but form
a long street following the course of the river.
Employment and Commerce:
The employment structure is also rather unusual because it is the trekking centre for this part of the
mountains and many of the men earn their living as guides rather than as subsistence farmers. This
also means that Imlil has more shops than is usual in a village and a greater variety of shops and
services. ltis, in effect, a central place.
Shops and Services

1995

16 shops (8 general stores/food, 3 tourist shops, 5 cafes)

1 primary school

1 trekking hostel (CAF refuge)

1 mosque

2004

41 shops (39 general/food, 6 tourist)

6 restaurants

1 primary school

4 trekking hostels

1 mosque

10 gites

1 internet café

1 pharmacy

1 health centre

1 hairdresser

1 ambulance

2 incinerators 1 hammam
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How has the provision of services changed?
What is there today?

Other villages in the Imlil basin:
There are 12 other villages (or douar) in the basin and in the tributary valleys to the east, south
and west. All these settlements lie below 2000m and almost none of them have any shops or

services.

Last survey of population (1971): 2004 in the valley, 164 in Imlil
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Appendix 7  Base Map Sketch of Imlil — 1989 (for comparison)
(Note the position of Omar’s previous house and the previous bridge nearby that was destroyed
in the August 1995 flooding.)
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Appendix 8 Villages, peaks and passes around Toubkal
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