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Abstract 

This report documents an expedition to the High Atlas Mountains in Morocco, through 

which the authors intended to expand their own mountaineering experience, as well as 

investigate the impact of mountaineering tourism on the local people and environment. 

It was discovered that the biggest drawback of tourism was the impact of litter on the 

mountain environment. Tourism creates a huge proportion of the jobs in the area and is 

hugely beneficial to the local economy and infrastructure. This benefit comes at a cost: the 

damage to the natural environment. 

The report concludes that mountaineering tourism in the Atlas Mountains is not sustainable 

in its current form and that action must be taken. The most significant impact could be 

made if guides were encouraged to educate their clients about looking after the mountains. 

It was discovered that the local authorities have put similar measures in place, but the 

findings of this report suggest they have not been effective. 
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Introduction 

In January 2010, the authors of this report applied to the Lord Rootes Memorial Fund for 

assistance with a mountaineering expedition to Morocco. The proposal was accepted, and 

financial sponsorship was provided.  The final dates for the expedition were set from the 3rd 

to the 14th of August, and the expedition was successfully completed during this period.   

The purpose of this report is to record the aims of the expedition, the methods used to 

achieve these aims, and to document the authors’ findings and reflections.  The report also 

fulfils the conditions attached to Lord Rootes Memorial Fund award, and provides a full 

account of all monies spent. 

Expedition Aims 

 

 To enjoy the Atlas Mountains to the greatest extent possible  
 

 To gain experience of travelling and planning an expedition outside of Europe 
 

 To experience a foreign culture 
 

 To expand our mountaineering experience and to pass on our experience to others 
 

 To investigate how mountaineering tourism impacts on the local community 
 

 To leave as little impact upon the mountain environment as possible 
 

 To contribute to the local economy and have a positive impact on local people 

To enjoy the Atlas Mountains to the greatest extent possible: 

The primary aim of the expedition was to ensure that the experience was an enjoyable and 

satisfying endeavour. The personal development and satisfaction of participants is an 

essential element of all expeditions. 

To gain experience of travelling and planning an expedition outside of Europe: 

All three of the authors of this report are enthusiastic mountaineers with relatively 

extensive experience within the UK and Western Europe, but, prior to this summer, little to 

no travel experience outside this area. Mountaineering in developing regions adds 

numerous extra challenges. The only approach to the mountains may be a walk of several 

days. It may be necessary to hire guides, porters and mules. Maps may be inaccurate or 

incomplete and weather forecasts unreliable, if obtainable in the first place. 

We hoped that the Morocco expedition would act as a springboard in our ability and 

confidence to plan expeditions even further afield in South America or Asia. 
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To experience a foreign culture: 

Morocco is strongly influenced by its predominantly Muslim religion, as well as its location 

within the African continent. Its proximity to Europe has historically led to tension and 

conflict with its northern neighbours. In modern times, however, the growth of budget 

airlines has contributed to the region becoming a tourist hotspot. The combination of its 

accessibility, its relative tolerance to outsiders, and its unique mix of African and Muslim 

cultural influences, makes Morocco an ideal location for those seeking a contrast to Europe 

on a budget. 

To expand our mountaineering experience and to pass on our experience to others: 

As part of an active community of mountaineers of a similar age to ourselves, we observed 

that many other skilled mountaineers are similarly inexperienced when it comes to travel 

outside Europe; particularly with regards to parts of the world where the “set-up” of 

mountaineering may be very different. When the only hope of rescue is by mule, the 

constant risk evaluation that takes place becomes shaded in a very different light. 

Having discovered during our initial research a disappointing level of useful information to 

assist independent mountaineering in the Toubkal region, we also undertook to provide a 

resource on our return for anyone in a similar position to us. While originally we planned to 

write this in the form of an article, we have since decided to make a website, as we believe 

this will allow us to provide a longer lasting and further reaching resource, as well as to 

convey more information in an easily accessible way.  

To investigate how mountaineering tourism impacts on the local community, to leave as 

little impact upon the mountain environment as possible, to contribute to the local 

economy and have a positive impact on any local people we meet: 

The final three aims of the expedition all refer to what is commonly known as sustainable 

tourism. 

In the course of our original research into Morocco as a potential location, we found 

opinions varied towards the sustainability of the hiking industry in the Toubkal region. In 

particular, criticisms were made regarding the insensitivity of some Western tourists 

towards the local Berber people, and a significant litter problem. A major objective of our 

report was, therefore, to investigate the impact of the influx of Western tourists and to 

assess any impact on both the local culture and environment. To promote responsible 

mountaineering, the website will also be utilised to give advice on good practice for future 

travellers to the region. 
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Context 

Under the 1912 Treaty of Fes, Morocco became a protectorate of France, with Spain 

assuming protection of the Saharan zones. Morocco regained its independence in 1956 after 

a protracted political campaign by the Istiqlal (Independence) Party, which remains one of 

the country’s strongest political parties[1]. Morocco is now a constitutional monarchy, with 

King Mohammed VI the head of state and Abbas El Fassi the current prime minister. 

Education in Morocco is free and compulsory up to the age of 15, but in rural communities, 

and particularly for girls, this rule is ignored, with the literacy rate of females in rural areas 

estimated at 10%[1]. The number of young children we observed working (mostly selling 

goods to tourists) while we were in the mountains confirmed these statistics.  

Tourism is a well established industry in Morocco, in part because it is one of the most 

politically stable countries in Africa, and in part due to its superb beach resorts, culturally 

exciting cities, the Sahara Desert, and of course, the beautiful Atlas Mountains. From the 

mid 1980s until 1990, Morocco attracted between 1 and 1.5 million European tourists, with 

the majority of these coming from France and Spain. Less than 100,000 were British. With 

the beginning of the Gulf War in 1990 income from the tourism industry dropped by some 

16.5%.  

The Moroccan government is now heavily investing in tourism development. Following the 

accession of the current monarch, King Mohammed VI, a tourism plan called Vision 2010 

was developed, which aimed to increase visitor numbers to 10 million by 2010, and the 

proportion of Morocco’s GDP generated by tourism to 20% by the same date[2]. According 

to Abdelhamid Addou, General Director of the Moroccan National Tourism Office, all targets 

are set to be met this year, resulting in 600,000 new jobs in tourism[3].  

Tourism of late has been increasingly concentrated in Morocco’s cultural centres such as the 

ancient city of Marrakech, but the fastest growing area of tourism is activity and adventure 

tourism in the Atlas and Rif Mountains[2]. Toubkal in particular has become a hugely 

popular destination for Europeans looking for a holiday with an adventurous twist. With 

ever increasing numbers of visitors focused upon the relatively small Toubkal area, however, 

questions must inevitably be asked as to whether the investment is being sufficiently 

targeted to ensure long term viability. A major development in Imlil was completed with the 

opening of the Kasbah Du Toubkal in 1995[4]. A large “sustainability” chapter on the 

website claims that the hotel is in fact a ‘hospitality centre’, boasts about funds spent on 

community projects and environmentally responsible waste disposal[4]. The findings of this 

report, however, unfortunately cast doubt upon the success of such initiatives so far. 
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Methodology 

In order to achieve our aims, we compiled a set of more specific objectives1: 

Objectives 

Eight days’ trekking, including two days’ to get to and from base camp at the Toubkal 

refuge: 

On one of the days we planned to climb Toubkal via a less frequented route than the South 

Cwm (which is the normal ‘tourist track’), and on the other days we planned to climb lesser 

known peaks and explore parts of the area which rarely attract hikers. This was to ensure 

that we truly experienced mountaineering in Morocco, and didn’t limit ourselves to the 

more frequented, ‘easier’ routes. 

Create a website on our return to provide information for anyone wishing to undertake a 

similar trip: 

We wanted to encourage more serious mountaineers to consider visiting the High Atlas 

Mountains, despite their reputation as a tourist hotspot, and to give general advice for 

travellers to Morocco. This new objective replaced our original plan to write an article, as 

we felt that a website would reach more people and would not be subject to being accepted 

by an editor. In preparation for this work we documented any notable events and 

experiences, both in Marrakech and while trekking. 

Discuss the impact of mountaineering tourism on the various groups which it affects: 

Much of the information we gathered in order to answer this question was by observation, 

but we also made a point of talking to everyone we met who had anything to do with the 

tourist industry about their job and how things had changed in recent years. These people 

included guides, the refuge guardians in Toubkal and Imlil, taxi drivers and the Riad owners 

in Marrakech. 

Spending some time in Marrakech:  

Although it is possible to progress straight to the mountainous regions from the airport, we 

wished to experience another part of Moroccan culture. This would also allow us to 

compare and contrast the city to the mountainous areas, and prove useful experience for 

travelling in the developing world. 

                                                           
1
 Note: The list of objectives was expanded following the submission of the initial proposal 
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Documenting the trip by means of photography: 

We wanted to create a visual report as well as a verbal one. This was partly so that we could 

use the images in this report and on the website to complement what we say, but also for 

our own future enjoyment. 

Ensure our own trip was as sustainable as possible:  

As part of the expedition’s purpose was to report upon the long term sustainability of 

tourism in the Toubkal area, it was clearly important that we avoided causing a negative 

impact ourselves. This meant using, where possible, locally provided services, removing all 

litter, and avoiding any activity that would pollute or degrade the environment in any way. 

Methodological Challenges 

Language barriers: 

We did encounter certain problems while collecting our data. The most obvious of these 

was language – while we were able to communicate successfully in French (the 

predominant second language of Morocco) in Marrakech, while in the mountains we found 

that some people, particularly the muleteers and other village people, in fact spoke very 

little French.  

Pricing: 

Another difficulty arose when we tried to collect data on appropriate costs for various 

services, particularly taxis and mules. Although we asked as many people as possible how 

much they paid, we were aware that all Western people are liable to be overcharged, and 

hence any figures we could get were likely to be highly inflated. A potential solution would 

have been to hire a guide who could have helped us to negotiate a reasonable price. 

However even this would not guarantee success, as the guides would take a commission on 

anything we paid (as we found when we asked the guardian of the Imlil refuge to help us 

find a muleteer). 

Time constraints: 

Although we spent considerably longer than we originally planned in the mountains, lack of 

time was still a factor which restricted how much information we could gather and broad 

our experiences could be. This was exacerbated by Rhian’s illness which prevented her from 

climbing on all but two of the mountain days and restricted how many evenings we were 

able to spend talking to other guests and guides as Rhian was the only one who could speak 

French. 
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The Map 

The map had some fairly significant errors. Contour lines (which indicate the gradient of a 

slope) were often inaccurate, which made relating the map to the ground very difficult. The 

level of detail was low, and small valleys and spurs would often be absent on the map. More 

generally the representation of the terrain type was poor. Other than the gradient, there 

was no indication on the map of the type of ground that you would find yourself walking on. 

This meant that ground could be anything from an unstable outcrop of rock to a grassy 

knoll.  

The guide book 

The guide book descriptions were often difficult to follow, as timings were inaccurate and 

landmarks were so infrequently referred to, that it was almost impossible to work out what 

stage of the description we were at. 

The guide book we used also created certain issues regarding cost, and caused confusion 

over the difference between petit and grand taxis.  

The prices listed in one section of the guide book often contradicted those given in another, 

or were just wildly different to what could reasonably be achieved. Our lack of negotiating 

experience clearly played a big part in being overcharged, but if the guide book had been 

able to reliably provide a ball park figure, then this problem could have been mitigated.  
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Journal 
This documents our day to day activities during the practical part of the project.  The majority of the 

observations made during these activities are included in the findings and analysis section. 

Tuesday 3rd August:  

Travel to Marrakech: Upon arrival to the airport, we took a taxi to our first hostel, the Riad 

Massin, on the edge of the old town. The taxi rank was co-ordinated by one man, who 

promptly took our bags and directed us to a taxi, before we’d had half a chance to negotiate 

a price. This was a major mistake as once our bags were loaded up, we felt unable to 

bargain a lower price, and ended up paying 250dh, in contrast to the 120-150dh we were 

expecting Furthermore, the fact that Jake and Rhian had spent 8 hours in the airport waiting 

for Chris’ flight to arrive, didn’t 

generally boost the spirit of 

resistance amongst the team. We 

arrived at the Riad at approximately 

7.30pm, where we were offered 

incredibly sweet mint tea by the Riad 

owner, who also gave us some 

information about what to do in 

Marrakech. Since it was quite late by 

this point we decided to have dinner 

(tagine) in new town. 

Wednesday 4th August:  

Day in Morocco: As it is one of Marrakech’s main tourist attractions, we visited the main 

square (Jemaa El Fna) and mosque (Kasbah).  We walked there via some of Marrakech’s 

many back winding streets, which are crammed with locals selling their wares.  

A constant hazard was that whenever we stopped to take a look at the map we would be 

instantly assailed by someone offering to show us the way. Although we refused, as we 

knew they would expect money, they were remarkably insistent. We had a look around the 

stalls on the main square, which mainly consisted of orange juice sellers, snake charmers 

and monkey exhibitors, and (briefly) the souks. The mosque and gardens were beautiful but 

there were enormous amounts of litter around and all the bins were all full. We bought 

some orange juice from a stall and narrowly avoided being short changed by the 

permanently grinning vendor.  

We were careful not to take pictures of the animals around the square. If you do, you’re 

expected to pay the owner, and we didn’t wish to contribute to the notorious cruelty dealt 

out to the animals. We ate lunch in a cafe, and then proceeded to hunt for petrol to use as 

Figure 1: Riad Massin 
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fuel for cooking whilst in the mountains. We got some odd looks, but eventually we were 

able to fill up our fuel bottles from the main petrol station pumps.  

We then returned to the hostel to pack ready for the next day and rest from the unbearably 

hot smog (45-50oC), before heading back to the square to eat dinner at one of the many 

food stalls which spring up in the evening. This was an amazing experience as the square 

completely transforms itself at night. It’s impossible to move an inch without ‘waiters’ 

screaming in your direction, promising the tastiest, cheapest and most “air-conditioned” 

dining experience on the square.  Eventually we just picked a stall at random. The waiters 

put rolls and appetisers in front of us 

without being asked, for which we 

would have been charged, had we not 

put up a spirited defence in order to 

refuse them. We were advised later in 

the trip not to eat at stalls with all the 

food on display as these are specifically 

tailored for tourists, but often have 

poor standards of hygiene. With the 

benefit of hindsight, this perfectly 

describes the stall we chose. 

Thursday 5th August:  

Travel to Imlil: We left the hostel about 10am keen to escape the oppressive heat of the 

city. After a short wait we managed to hail a petit (local) taxi to take us to the grand taxi 

rank to pick up a taxi which would take us to Imlil. Once Chris had finished trying to talk to 

the driver in sign language, Rhian was able to haggle the price down to 30dh, slightly more 

than the 20 dh we’d been advised to pay at the Riad.  

As soon as we arrived at the grand taxi rank we were accosted by a tout, who seemed to 

rule the taxi station on account of the fact he spoke the best English. He told us it would 

cost 300dh, much more than we had anticipated (approximately 120dh). As we couldn’t 

really make ourselves heard over his yelling, we eventually gave in and paid, only to find the 

‘negotiator’ expected yet more money as a ‘tip’. We refused to give him any more and 

fortunately our driver eventually lost patience and drove off! We talked to the driver along 

the way about his job and the tourist industry.  

In Asni (half way to Imlil) the driver asked if we could give his cousin a lift. Conveniently, the 

cousin also owned a hotel in Imlil. We managed to ask this man a lot of questions about 

hikers and tourists, as he was also a qualified local guide. He seemed particularly proud of 

the region’s limited skiing facilities. Unsurprisingly he wanted us to come to his hotel, which 

Figure 2: The food stalls 
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we turned down, saying we had already decided to stay in the CAF refuge. The journey took 

approximately 1hr and we arrived in Imlil in time for lunch in the Cafe Soleil.  

The afternoon was spent exploring Imlil and talking with a group of French trekkers who 

were undertaking a popular circuit around the Toubkal region. We had dinner in another 

nearby restaurant. This seemed to be much more of a locals’ restaurant as there were no 

written menus. We were concerned that they had misunderstood our order for one beef 

and one mutton tagine, as each one seemed easily big enough for two people. We were 

only charged the expected price however. We stayed that night in the CAF refuge. 

Friday 6th August:  

Trek to the Toubkal Refuge: With the help of the guardian of the Imlil refuge, we obtained 

the services of a muleteer who took our large rucksacks, and began the hike up to the 

Toubkal refuge. We offered 180dh which was immediately accepted, making us suspect our 

offer was rather high.  

The walk was much longer than we expected and the heat and altitude made it feel 

particularly strenuous. In the end it took about six hours; we had failed to account for the 

heat and the altitude and had anticipated three to four hours. Luckily we had chlorine 

tablets and were able to refill our water bottles from a stream, although the deposits of 

rubbish everywhere made this a somewhat unnerving necessity. Locals stood selling bottles 

of coke almost every step of the way, and we had to repeatedly turn down offers to guide us 

up the rather obvious motorway of a path. The hut was very busy from the moment we 

arrived, and would remain so all week. We cooked dinner outdoors using the petrol from 

Marrakech, planned the next day’s route and headed to bed. 

Saturday 7th August:  

Akioud: Started out about 8am and headed north, aiming for Akioud (4030m). Rhian had 

been suffering from diarrhoea before leaving, and after about an hour began getting 

stomach cramps and significant discomfort so turned back, while Chris and Jake carried on. 

They made good time, though had some difficulty following the description in the guide 

book. During the entire day, a single Berber walking alone constituted the only observed 

company. This emphasised the remoteness of the area, in stark contrast to the long lines of 

visitors heading up Toubkal on the other side of the valley. The boys returned at about 1pm. 

Unfortunately Rhian had been suffering nausea, diarrhoea and vomiting during the day. As it 

turned out, this is a fairly standard manner in which to mark your arrival to the refuge. It is 

worth noting at this point that the toilet facilities in the refuge leave a lot to be desired in 

terms of hygiene. We didn’t spot anyone cleaning them during the entire stay, and given the 

amount of time Rhian spent in that area, they’re unlikely to have done it unobserved.  Due 

to rain we cooked inside using the huts facilities, despite Jake initially doing his best to burn 
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down the refuge by lighting his petrol stove within the kitchen area. Several British tourists 

arrived ready for climbing Toubkal the next day so were able to compare travelling 

experiences, and how much we had been charged for various services. 

Sunday 8th August:  

Ouanoukrim: Rhian again woke up with diarrhoea so decided not to start out, but recovered 

throughout the day. Chris and Jake again went north and climbed Ouanoukrim (4089m), 

making good time and following the route with few difficulties. There was a significant 

amount of rubbish along the valley up to the ridge, probably as the route shares its 

beginning with the popular path to Lake d’ifni.   

The summit ridge was fairly easy but high wind and low cloud gave the day an exciting feel, 

and reinforced the lesson that no matter how hot it was in Marrakech or on the walk up 

from Imlil, the Toubkal is a mountainous region with serious mountain weather to match. 

After hurriedly placing a foot on the summit, Chris and Jake hurried down before the winds 

succeeded in blowing them out to the Sahara. 

Monday 9th August:  

Toubkal (North Cwm): Since none of us were too ill to climb today (a rare event), we 

decided to go for Toubkal (4167m), though due to the effect of the altitude and lingering 

stomach problems we decided not to do the route we planned (which would have involved 

an extra 900m of ascent) and instead took the North Cwm route. The South Cwm is the 

usual and easiest route, though the North Cwm is not much harder, except that as it is so 

rarely used the path is less obvious and indeed does not always exist. A rather grisly 

highlight of the route is the scattered remains of a light aircraft which crashed into the 

mountain during the Spanish Civil War. 

As ever, the guide book wasn’t much help, and we discovered that the map has some 

serious flaws. We did not see anyone else on our way up, which is remarkable, considering 

that dozens of groups proceed up the South Cwm daily. The route involved climbing a lot of 

scree which was difficult in places, but otherwise the only real difficulty was the altitude 

which severely affected Chris and to some extent Rhian, both suffering from headaches, 

nausea and exhaustion, though Jake appeared to be fine! There was some scrambling on the 

final summit ridge, which led to the dubious reward of a large metal monstrosity perched 

upon the mountain’s apex. The views, at least, were worth suffering the altitude for. We 

descended by the South Cwm, a rather unpleasant scree slope. Why the guides choose to 

take people up this route rather than the North Cwm is a mystery. Rhian began to feel 

increasingly unwell again and vomited after dinner. 

Tuesday 10th August:  
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Rest Day: Rhian was once again extremely unwell and Chris and Jake were both still feeling 

tired from the previous few days, so all decided to take a rest day. We passed the time by 

chatting with other guests and some guides and planning the next day’s route. We also 

inadvertently managed to steal someone else’s mint tea and biscuits thinking that they were 

our own, leading to a rather awkward conversation with their guide. 

Wednesday 11th August:  

Afella: Chris and Jake headed out alone 

again for Afella but had significant trouble 

with the described route throughout the 

day. As the route became increasingly 

treacherous, they decided to take a more 

direct line to the top of the mountain, 

rather than traversing around further the 

mountain as the route stated in the guide. 

It is possible that rock fall has affected the 

described route. The new route provided a 

fun alternative, although going off track in 

this way is a calculated risk when no-one 

else is aware of the change of plan.  

This moderate amount of daring was eclipsed, however, by two Danish tourists who the 

boys met at the summit. The two adventurers had just ascended a relatively sheer cliff in 

sandals, without any climbing equipment, a map, or seemingly any common sense 

whatsoever. They happily walked on, however, after we had pointed them in the right 

direction. The views from the summit were fantastic with a clear view of Toubkal on the 

other opposite side of the valley. After lunch we descended via the recommended route in 

the guidebook in the hope that a way over the rock would be more obvious on the way 

back. Unfortunately this was not the case, which led to our route snaking around the 

mountain, avoiding sections of cliff and other areas of “interesting” ground. Travelling over 

loose sections of rock was unavoidable in places, and we certainly wouldn’t recommend 

other parties to attempt the same route. 

Thursday 12th August:  

Biguinoussene: All three of us made for Biguinoussene (3990m). Again the map and 

guidebook proved to let us down. The gully described in the guide book could have been 

one of a number present on the ground; none of which were marked on the map!2 We took 

                                                           
2
 Note: we did have a GPS with us to double check, so we can be reasonably sure that here and elsewhere, it 

was the map and the guidebook at fault, rather than ourselves! 

Figure 3: Chris searching for the route 
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the less overgrown option and were for once pleased to see litter on our route, as it 

suggested others had taken the same path before.  

Unfortunately after a few hours of good quality scrambling and endless nature photography 

by Jake, we were faced by sheer cliffs and had to turn back. We paid the guardian in the 

evening. This caused some confusion as he was surprised at how long we had stayed. It 

seems it is almost unheard of for visitors to stay any longer than it takes to complete 

Toubkal and perhaps an excursion to Lac d’Ifni.   

Friday 13th August: 

Return to Marrakech: As the hut was quiet in the morning before leaving we talked to the 

hut guardian and found out some interesting information about the hut and its history. The 

guardian had inherited the job from his father, and possessed a photo of the refuge from 

decades past. He claimed with some pride, that even with the opening of a rival refuge in 

the same valley, visitor traffic had continued to increase through his refuge. He also 

expressed exasperation at the litter problem in the area.  

We asked the guardian to help us find a muleteer to 

take our bags down to Imlil which he did, though he 

commented that it would have been better to ask the 

night before. This time we were better prepared for 

the length of the walk down and had plenty of food 

and drink which made the trek less arduous, though 

due to the heat we still found it hard work. The 

muleteer left our bags for us at the Imlil refuge.  

The Imlil guardian offered to find us a taxi for 400dh 

and tried to pressure us by saying drivers would soon stop going to Marrakech as it was 

Ramadan. By this point we were starting to become wise to such ruses, and instead we went 

to a cafe for lunch before finding ourselves a taxi for 300dh. On our return to Marrakech we 

found our hostel (Amour d’Auberge) and rested there a while before going out for a drink 

and some dinner in a restaurant overlooking the central square. 

Saturday 14th August: 

Marrakech and journey home: Today we returned to the souks to 

look for souvenirs. Stall owners can be rather aggressive in their 

bargaining, but we ended up paying fairly reasonable prices. As a 

departing gift from Morocco, we started to notice insect bites 

appearing on our arms and legs. It seems that humans were not the 

only guests sleeping in the beds of the Toubkal refuge. We 

attempted to change our remaining Dirham into pounds but we 

Figure 5: Insect bites on arm 

Figure 4: Toubkal Guardian with mule 
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were told that this was only possible at the airport, so after lunch we collected our bags and 

took a taxi.   

Findings and Analysis 

Sustainability 

One of the most obvious and worrying problems we came across was the presence of litter 

in Imlil, Marrakech and in the Toubkal region; both on the mountain routes and around the 

refuge. It is clear that in the mountains there is a lack of awareness among visitors that they 

should take litter away with them, as there is no litter collection from the Toubkal refuge. 

 

Figure 6: Litter near Toubkal refuge 

Signs in the refuge informing guests of this are not particularly obvious; in fact we didn’t 

spot one until our third day. Since the vast majority of tourists climb with a local guide, 

encouraging guides to inform their clients of the rule to take everything away would also 

help. The refuge staff often pick up litter left in the rooms and communal areas, and we 

asked what happens to it, but the guardian didn’t understand the question so we are still 

unsure. We did come across an old goat pen piled high with litter which suggests any 

rubbish left in the refuge may just be stashed away out of sight. 
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Figure 7: Old goat pen full of rubbish 

Empty water bottles are the most common item to be 

discarded. We wondered if it would be more sensible 

to charge a little more for water and use the extra 

money to pay for the removal of empty bottles. It 

would also make a huge difference if some sort of 

purification system or fresh water source could be 

introduced to the hut, so that visitors do not need to 

rely on bottled water. 

Tour groups which camp near the refuge must also 

take significant responsibility for the problem: we 

often found large stashes of litter at these camps. 

There is also a problem with such groups polluting the 

stream, next to which they usually set up camp. There 

seems to be a culture of burning the rubbish created in 

these groups. Unfortunately, this just makes matters 

worse as the result is half burnt piles of rubbish lying 

around. This makes it more difficult to handle the 

rubbish and remove it from the mountain. 

Figure 8: Pile of rubbish 
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Figure 9: Litter in the main stream that runs down the valley 

Travel companies occasionally organise holidays which combine climbing Toubkal with 

cleaning up litter from the mountains, such as the ten-day Mount Toubkal Clean-Up 2002 

organised by Travelbag Adventures (now the Adventure Company), in conjunction with The 

Expedition Company. The staff of the Toubkal National Park are well aware of the issue: 

there has been talk of a national park entrance fee being introduced which would go 

towards paying locals to bring the litter down to Imlil[5]. However, education of visitors is in 

our opinion the most sustainable and cost-effective solution. 

The most popular route up Toubkal, the South Cwm route, is extremely congested, with 

around 80 people making the ascent every day from the Toubkal refuge alone while we 

were there. Including those who camp before making the ascent, we approximate that 100 

people ascended each day. Since according to the hut guardian, the hut was usually full for 

several months in the summer, the total number ascending the same route in an average 

year is huge. This causes obvious problems of erosion and damage to flora and fauna, as 

well as contributing to the litter and graffiti problem on the summit itself.  
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Figure 10: View from summit of Toubkal scarred by graffiti 

It seems there is a common belief that dropping ‘biodegradable’ waste such as orange peel 

is acceptable, when in fact even in a relatively warm climate orange peel will take six 

months to a year to decompose, and given that the top of Toubkal is under snow for well 

over half the year, it is safe to assume that biodegradable waste dropped on the summit will 

remain there for many years. It appears that it is a common habit for people reaching the 

summit to build a small cairn. This should be discouraged as it is very bad for the natural 

environment, causes increased erosion, and spoils the sense of wilderness that people have 

come to enjoy.  

 

Figure 11: Graffiti and litter on top of Toubkal 
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There are several signs on the way to Toubkal 

telling people not to litter, however they don’t 

appear to have made much of an impact. Two of 

the signs that we came across even had posters 

obscuring part of them. Clearly, there is awareness 

that a problem exists, however, there needs to be a 

general attitude shift amongst all interested parties 

in order to make a sustainable difference. 

In terms of the local economy, it is 

unquestionable that the mountaineering 

industry has a hugely positive impact. 

Qualified guides are kept busy 

throughout the summer months with 

the number of tourists wishing to climb 

Toubkal, and in winter can make a living 

through ski guiding, as the ski industry in 

the Atlas Mountains begins to take off. It 

also brings visitors to Imlil, creating jobs 

in hotels and cafes, for taxi drivers and 

for muleteers. We met several local people who worked in more than one job in tourism, 

such as a hotel owner who also works as a guide. However, the economic advantages also 

bring certain disadvantages. As mentioned previously, the literacy rate of children living in 

rural communities is very low, and we believe the number of tourists in the area encourages 

families to use their children to bring in extra income by having them working in shops or 

restaurants or selling on the paths, rather than sending them to school. 

We observed that many new hotels and guest houses had been built in Imlil, the small town 

that acts as the main access point for the Toubkal region, and that the road into Imlil had 

been recently re-surfaced with tarmac. A taxi driver confirmed that only two or three years 

 

Figure 12: Sign on approach to Toubkal refuge 

Figure 13: Sign at entrance to National Park 

in Imlil 
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ago it had been a dirt track. Such improvements in infrastructure will benefit the local 

people as well as attracting more tourists.  

Mountaineering 

During our research it quickly became apparent that the Atlas Mountains are typically more 

of a tourist destination that a location where many serious mountaineers venture, and while 

in the mountains the people we met certainly confirmed this impression. Scenes of groups 

heading out in jeans and t-shirts are reminiscent of problems closer to home in the 

Snowdonia national park.   

The Atlas Mountains are, however, genuinely beautiful and apart from the South Cwm route 

on Toubkal, largely quiet, wild and unspoilt, as few trekkers go anywhere except Toubkal 

and the Lac d’Ifni. There are some serious alpine ridges, and potentially many unclimbed 

routes which should appeal to the experienced mountaineer. It is possible that the bias 

towards relatively inexperienced trekkers is part of the reason for the problems. 

Mountaineers, particularly those who have climbed in the Alps, are well aware of 

conventions such as taking litter back down to the valley, and keeping quiet in the 

dormitories between certain hours. In addition, mountaineers are on the whole passionate 

about the mountains and the natural environment, so they will go to some inconvenience to 

ensure they don’t leave a negative impact. 

Through our research, we knew that weather high in the mountains could be unpredictable, 

and that temperatures would drop relatively low at night. However we met several trekkers 

who had come expecting the heat of Marrakech and were dressed in lightweight clothes 

unsuitable for the summit of Toubkal. One British visitor had to borrow a long sleeved shirt 

from a complete stranger as he didn’t have anything apart from a light weight t-shirt. The 

weather should not be underestimated especially at the altitude of this area. It became 

extremely windy at times, and on one occasion several of the tents pitched near to the 

refuge were ripped free of the rocks used to weigh down the corners, probably causing a lot 

of damage to the tent material. 

Illness in the Toubkal refuge was very common: food poisoning appeared to be a significant 

problem, though it is worth noting that most people appeared to become ill before or soon 

after arrival, suggesting the problem is food consumed in Marrakech or Imlil rather than at 

the refuge itself. It is also possible that it is the effect of altitude combined with poor kitchen 

hygiene which makes so many people suffer on arrival to the mountains rather than before. 

There is no soap available in the Toubal refuge, so we would highly recommend bringing 

anti-bacterial hand gel and being diligent about cleaning hands before eating or drinking as 

well as after using the toilets. 
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We discovered that Imlil is very much set up for the tourists; this was of course expected, 

but we were surprised at how readily equipment and supplies could be rented and bought 

in Imlil or from the refuge. 

 
Figure 14: Small shop in the Toubkal Refuge 

The refuge in particular clearly makes quite a profit from selling items of food such as 

Pringles and Mars Bars, and from providing mint tea and hot meals to guests.  

As was mentioned above, the map and guidebook which we used were of quite poor 

quality. The map gave no indication of terrain and contour lines were definitely inaccurate. 

This is indicative of the lack of demand for maps and guidebooks for the area, since so many 

people hire a local guide. If more serious mountaineers chose to travel to the area it’s 

possible that as a result of increased demand the quality of mapping would improve. 

General Tourism 

We very quickly realised that European tourists, particularly anyone who doesn’t speak 

French, are highly vulnerable to being horrifically overcharged. Local service providers, 

particularly taxi drivers, are usually fully prepared to lie in order to put more pressure on the 

confused tourist and make their charges seem more reasonable. For example, when we 

were looking for a taxi from Imlil back to Marrakech, the guardian of the Imlil refuge offered 

to find one for us for 400dh. We refused as we knew this to be too much, and he followed 

up by saying that if we did not take his offer they would all soon go and since it was 

Ramadam there would be no more taxis that day. We still refused as at this point we had 



 

24 

 

been in Morocco long enough to guess he was lying, but there would undoubtedly be many 

others who would pay up rather than run the risk of being left stranded. 

As well as being overcharged for services you do want, as a tourist in Morocco you are 

overwhelmed with offers of services which you don’t. It is best to be ruthless in such 

situations and, on occasion, to lie. It is easier to say you don’t want to eat at a particular stall 

because you have already eaten, than trying to explain that you would just quite like to look 

around a bit first. In Marrakech, locals offered their services as guides every time we 

stopped.  

The main square in Marrakech is during the day full of orange juice sellers and monkey and 

snake charmers. The orange juice is good value and very refreshing. The animal charmers 

will expect payment if you take a photo of them or wish to hold the animals, but actually 

they are mistreated and kept in poor conditions, so it is better not to support this particular 

industry. At night the square is filled with food stalls. Some of these are aimed at locals and 

some at tourists, and in many ways it is better to go for the ones for locals. These are 

noticeable as they tend not to have all their food on display. 

General advice to future travellers to Morocco would be to always negotiate prices before 

making any show of commitment, such as letting a taxi driver take your bags, not to feel 

rushed or pressured into making decisions, and to walk away from a negotiation if the other 

party is refusing to co-operate. The latter is particularly true in the souks (markets) where 

stall owners are well aware that you can get the same products at many other stalls. If you 

walk away, they will usually chase you with a better offer. 

With the number of European tourists staying in the Toubkal refuge, it could be easy to 

forget that Morocco is, in fact, a Muslim country with the associated traditions and values. 

While it is clear that the locals tolerate a certain amount of ‘Western’ behaviour for the sake 

of not putting off potential tourists, it seems that dressing or behaving inappropriately 

might cause more offence than people realise. The end of our stay in the mountains 

overlapped with the start of Ramadan, during which a female trekker from another group 

was told to ‘cover up’ while wearing shorts in the hut. The rowdy behaviour of some tourists 

in Marrakech would be considered inappropriate in London, let alone North Africa. 
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Personal Reflection  

Did we meet our aims? 

Completing this expedition was a tremendous personal achievement for all of us. It was a 

mental and physical challenge and overcoming it has only inspired us to go on to have more 

adventures.  

As a result of this expedition we certainly feel far better equipped to undertake expeditions 

further afield and in more remote areas such as South America. We have gained significantly 

more understanding of the difficulties faced by mountaineers in less developed countries, 

and hence would be more likely to cope with the logistical and practical challenges of an 

expedition in such an area.  

Visiting a country influenced by both African and Muslim cultures has given a better 

appreciation of the importance of respecting the cultural differences of the people of the 

area you are visiting, for practical reasons as well as for not causing offence. For example, 

knowing the dates of Ramadan meant we knew that towards the end of our trip there 

would be certain restrictions on what we could do, and working hours may be different, so 

we were prepared for this. 

Hopefully, we managed to carry out our trip without making many of the mistakes that we 

saw made by others. In part this results from experience of mountaineering in the UK, but 

also from common sense and research before setting foot on board a plane. This project has 

allowed us to appreciate the respect that mountaineers and hill walkers have for the 

mountains in the UK. We feel that it is a real shame that this is not the case in Morocco, and 

hope that our website will be able to make a small difference to the attitudes and 

awareness of future visitors. 

Sustainability 

It is clear that the Atlas Mountains are extremely important to the Moroccan tourist 

industry. This is mainly down to Toubkal being the tallest mountain in North Africa. It is 

common for all the highest mountains to act as a tourist attraction, but sadly as result they 

often suffer from misuse.  

The difficulty with the Atlas Mountains is that there is not a balance between tourists and 

mountaineers. There is not enough knowledge passed on to visitors about how this type of 

area should be treated and respected. This mountain range has been depicted as a tourist 

attraction resulting in large quantities of litter and damage to the environment. There is a 

need to make some significant changes in order to preserve it for future generations. The 

current use of the Atlas Mountains is clearly not sustainable. Although this is currently an 

extremely popular area if things continue unchanged, tourists might start to be put off from 
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visiting. Tourists are attracted to mountains for the beautiful, wild and untouched 

landscapes, but, ironically as a result of tourism, parts of the Atlas Mountains increasingly 

fall short of this ideal. 

Recommendations 

There is always going to be some form of impact with such a large amount of interest from 

tourists. There are however several options to limit the damage. The main thing that needs 

to be changed is people’s attitudes. There is a huge potential to do this as the majority of 

people hire a guide while in the mountains. The guides need to be educated in ways to 

preserve the land around them. This knowledge will then be transferred to their clients. 

Simple things will make a huge difference. If everyone takes their rubbish back down with 

them then the situation will cease to escalate. If you encourage people to pick up a piece of 

rubbish if they see it (this is a part of the culture of UK mountaineering) and take it off the 

mountain, a real improvement could be made. 

There is a need to remove the graffiti from the mountain. Existing marks have a cumulative 

effect, as those that come after mistakenly believe that the graffiti is a sign that such 

behaviour is acceptable. Again guides could be used to monitor the situation.  

Better maps and guide books would allow people to venture up the other mountains 

surrounding Toubkal, which would spread the load away from the unsustainable pressure of 

the normal route up Toubkal. However, to warrant the expense of someone making better 

maps there needs to be a strong interest from mountaineers. This means that at least 

initially more mountaineers will have to be willing to venture out without the security of UK 

quality maps. The more information that can be made available to assist mountaineers, such 

as our website, the more likely this is to occur.   
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Accounting statement 
Personal Budget    

 Projected Actual  

Transport Costs    

Transfer to London Airport (estimate) 17 16  

Easy Jet flight to Marrakech 88 95  

Taxi transfer to Marrakech centre* 3.93 6.41  

Marrakech to Asni (bus) 1.57 7.7  

Asni to Imlil (minibus) 1.57   

Imlil to Asni (minibus) 1.57 7.7  

Asni to Marrakech (bus) 1.57   

Taxi transfer to Airport* 3.93 2.57  

Easy Jet flight to London 88 95  

Transfer to Oxford 17 16  

    

Accomodation Costs    

Hotel in Marrakech (3 nights) 24 19.08  

CAF Refuge Imlil (2 nights) 9.43 4.62  
CAF Refuge Toubkal (estimated 3 
nights) 21.68 37.73  

Showers 1.57 0.77  

Villiage House (1 night) 7.86 0  

Hotel in Marrakech (1 night) 8 5.5  

Bivying 0 0  

    

Mountaineering related costs    
British Mountaineering Council 
Insurance 48.61 30.69  

Maps* 10 9.9  

Mules and Muleteers* (2 days) 16.49667 9.75  

    

Food and actualities    

In Marrakech 50 28.16  

On hike 50 47.23  

 471.7867 439.81  

    

    

Additional costs    

Chris youth hostel for night on return  5.67   

Tips (Approx) 3   
Cash Withdrawal/Exchange Fees 
(Approx) 5   

  Total: 453.48 

 

This implies a total spend of 1360.44. In fact, we spent 1383.56 and believe the discrepancy to be 

due to both our own mistakes and variations in exchange rates. 
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Appendix 
We are still working on the website as there has been a significant learning curve involved in 

creating it. Below are some images of pages which will go on the completed website. 
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