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Cannabis farming has expénded in Morocco’s.

Talassemtane National Park; a biodiversity hotspot.
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Moroccan cannabis farms
threaten biodiversity

Talassemtane National Park, located

in Morocco’s Rif region, is part of the
Intercontinental Biosphere Reserve of the
Mediterranean (I) and is on the United
Nations Educational, Scientific and
Cultural Organization (UNESCO)’s list of
tentative world heritage sites for future
nomination (7). Agricultural activities in
the region predated the park’s establish-
ment and have continued to take place
legally within its borders. However,
Morocco must address the recent expan-
sion of cannabis (marijuana) farms, which
put the park’s biodiversity at risk.

A biodiversity hotspot (2), Talassemtane
National Park features diverse ecosys-
tems, primarily natural coniferous forests
with patches of rare tree species, includ-
ing the Moroccan fir (Abies marocana, a
subpopulation of Abies pinsapo), which is
endemic to the park, and the Atlas cedar
(Cedrus atlantica), which is endemic to
North Africa. Both of these species have
been designated Endangered by the
International Union for Conservation of
Nature (3, 4) and hold high evolutionary
value (5, 6). The park is also home to a
range of endangered fauna, including the
iconic Barbary macaque (Macaca sylva-
nus) (7).

Small villages within the park have
traditionally cultivated various crops,
including cereals and cannabis, but in
recent decades, there has been a shift
toward large-scale cannabis monocultures
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(8). Farmers expand cannabis cultivation
by burning forests and clearing native
vegetation. Slopes are sometimes flattened
or terraced before cultivation, which exac-
erbates land degradation. As a result, the
park lost 2850 ha of forest (4.8% of the
park) between 2001 and 2018 (9); between
1995 and 2020, the park lost 2979 ha of
forest (5% of the park) (10). Intentionally
set fires often spread beyond the planned
cultivation area, and burned areas are
used to expand cannabis crops further.
Forest fires burned 4440 ha (7.5% of the
park) between 2001 and 2018 (7).

Current deforestation trends in the
Talassemtane National Park vastly outpace
traditional practices. To protect biodiver-
sity in the region, the Moroccan National
Agency for Water and Forests should
enforce strict regulations, including sanc-
tions when needed, to halt the expansion
of cannabis plantations. The agency
should also restore forests that have
been illegally destroyed. Clarifying land
ownership and establishing a supervisory
committee would help ensure proper
implementation of these actions. In
addition, diversifying the local economy
through initiatives such as ecotourism
could reduce reliance on forest resources
and improve livelihoods.
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Safeguard the endemic
species of Honduras

The Swan Islands, three remote islands

in the Caribbean Sea, are home to sev-

eral endemic species. In 1991, the islands
were designated as the Abogado Agustin
Coérdoba Rodriguez Marine National Park
(I). However, the Honduran Naval Force
has custody of the islands (), and research-
ers are often denied access to them (2).

The Honduran government is now moving
forward with plans to establish a correc-
tional facility for prisoners within the park’s
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