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For more than 30 years 165,000 refugees
from Western Sahara have been forced to live
in camps in Algeria, while Morocco plunders
their land. The United Nations and Western g
countries have repeatedly ignored their plight.
But how much longer will the Sahrawis wait? Uit
OLGA YOLDI writes.
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WESTERN SAHARA: THE ROAD TO NOWHERE

pro-independence demonstrations calling
for the implementation of a long-overdue
UN-mandated referendum on self-deter-
mination have been followed by a harsh
crackdown. But Sahrawis have not given
up. “Their yearning for self-determina-
tion, their history of resistance to occupa-
tion, the plight of the refugees, and their
denial of justice because of long-neglect-
ed UN resolutions, have led many to call
the Sahrawi people ‘The Palestinians of
Africa’,” writes journalist Martin Frazier.

“To anyone visiting Western Sahara
for the first time, the landscape can seem
as hostile as the ocean would be to a
shipwrecked sailor,” writes Tony Hodges,
author of the book Western Sahara, The
Roots of a Desert War. He describes it as
being eerily silent and apparently lifeless
in its vastness. “In most Western Sahara,
there appears to be nothing but rocks
and stones, stretching interminably over
monotonous plains, for mile upon mile.”
In all, the territory covers 165,284 miles,
an area slightly larger than the United
Kingdom. Its borders extend for 1,271
miles, with the Atlantic Ocean on the
west, Morocco to the north, Algeria on
the northeast and Mauritania to the east
and south.

Many travelers have written about
the harshness of the Saharan climate.
Even on the coast, where the aridity of
the desert is tempered by the moisture
brought by the Atlantic winds, annual
rainfall is about two inches. Very often
it is even less. Temperatures soar to an
oppressive heat in the middle of the day,
then tumble during the night, dropping
to freezing point inland on winter nights.
Besides these dramatic temperatures the
Sahrawis have to contend with desert
winds and storms that sweep across the
great plains, reducing visibility and envel-
oping everything in a cloud of sand.

Despite the harshness of the climate
and terrain, people have always lived in
Western Sahara. There were nomads, who
travelled vast distances in search of water
and pastures for their camels and goats.
In the summer they would gather around
wells. In the winter months when some
rain fell they would migrate to the few
pastures. Nomads were at the mercy of
the weather. They knew no frontiers. No
wonder the camel riders called themselves
‘sons of the clouds’.

This nomadic existence came to an
end a few decades ago because of contin-
uous droughts and the development of
phosphate mining.

A tribal society, the Sahrawis were
governed by an Assembly of Forty, each
representing one tribe. Each tribe was
divided into sub-tribes, which had so
much autonomy that a colonial historian
from Spain described them as living in
“complete anarchy”.

Spain proclaimed the territory a
protectorate in 1885 and it was ratified
at the Berlin Conference, which led
to the partition of Africa between the
European powers. But Sahrawis fiercely
opposed the Spanish forces. Several liber-
ation movements were formed. The latest
one, the Polisario Front, was founded in
1973 in the struggle against the Spanish
occupation.
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Over one billion people have been
successfully decolonised over the past 50
years, yet Western Sahara is still recog-
nised by the international community as a
non-self-governing territory.

The Spanish government had been
reluctant to abandon the territory without
either holding a referendum or passing the
duty to the UN. But when both Morocco
and then Mauritania occupied parts of it,
the chance for a normal decolonisation
process turned into a desperate struggle
for survival, both for the Sahrawi people
and their country.

Morocco, which wanted to claim
sovereignty over the territory, based on
past tribal ties with the monarchy, knew
that the chances of winning a referendum
were slim to none, so Morocco’s King
Hassan decided to intervene before the
referendum could take place. In a delay-
ing tactic, he put his case before the Inter-
national Court of Justice (ICJ). But the ICJ
decided that Morocco did not have a legal
claim over the territory: “the materials and
information presented do not establish
any tie of territorial sovereignty between
the territory of Western Sahara and the
Kingdom of Morocco or the Mauritanian
entity.”

As a show of defiance, King Hassan
claimed the opposite. The Hague, he told

his subjects, had vindicated his irredent-
ism: 350,000 Moroccan civilians would
march into the Spanish Sahara in 1975 as
mujahedin to reclaim it for the mother-
land. The Green March, as it was to be
known later, stopped short of reaching
the Spanish ‘dissuasion’ line. The UN
urged Morocco to withdraw from Sahara,
but no effective action was taken when its
resolutions were ignored.

To make matters worse, the Madrid
Accord (signed without the knowledge
and sanction of the UN and without
consulting the population of the territory,
or following the procedures established
by the UN for the non-self-governing
territories) had transferred unilaterally the
interim administration for the territory
to Spain, Morocco and Mauritania, until
Spain’s formal exit. Self-determination
would take place later, through a simple
consultation with the colonially consti-
tuted body of tribal Saharan elders, the
Jama'a. But before that could happen, the
Jama'a dissolved itself declaring the Polisa-
rio the true representative of the Western
Saharan people.

The decolonisation of Western Sahara
could not have happened at a worse time
for Spain. The government was in disarray
as General Franco collapsed into a fatal
coma.

“A power struggle ensued between
those sympathetic to independence
and those worried about relations with
Morocco,” wrote journalist Jacob Mundy.
“While the latter pushed for the UN to
apply pressure to stop Hassan's Green
March, the former initiated a contrary
bilateral dialogue to arrange a mutually
face-saving agreement with Rabat. But
all around the leaderless Spanish cabinet
feared that a messy colonial war with
Morocco was at hand.”

Spain withdrew from the Sahara in
1976, in return for 35 per cent of the
phosphate mines and fishing rights
in Saharan waters for 10 years. A
low-intensity war followed. Much
of the population fled the territory
to Algeria.

Backed by Algeria, Polisario
launched attacks against Moroccan and
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Mauritanian forces. Although heavily
outnumbered, superior knowledge of the
terrain allowed Polisario to roam unchal-
lenged in most of the territory.

“Polisario became the most effective
guerrilla movement in Africa,” writes Tony
Hodges. “In military terms, it achieved far

conflict in Morocco’s favour.

The war lasted until 1991 when a
ceasefire agreement was established
with the help of the UN, which installed
a peacekeeping force called MINURSO.
Sahrawis were offered a chance at self-
determination, though this time Hassan

“The strong and respected position of women,
the high literacy rates and the democratic
government in exile could be an admirable role
model in the region” Annette O’Neill

more than the SWAPO in Namibia or even
Frelimo in Portuguese-ruled Mozambique.
In 1979, it forced Mauritania to abandon
its territorial claims and sue for peace. By
1982 it had driven the Moroccan army
into small enclaves near the coast covering
no more than one sixth of the territory’s
land area.”

In 1982, Polisario was on the verge of
winning the war against Morocco when
large-scale US and French military
assistance, including counter-insur-
gency equipment and training,
changed the equation of the

attempted to rig the vote by flooding the
polls with Moroccan settlers, which Polisa-
rio did not accept.

In 1997 the former US Secretary of
State, James Baker, was appointed by UN
Secretary General Kofi Annan, to put the
stagnated peace process back on track. In
2001, he presented the Framework Agree-
ment, a plan that included the integra-

tion of Western Sahara

into Morocco as an
autonomous  region
(without guarantee-
ing that the option
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for independence would be included). The
plan was inconsistent with the UN Charter
and was rejected by all parties.

In 2003, Baker came up with a new
proposal, the Baker Plan II, which included
a transitional period of four to five years of
autonomy under Moroccan administration,
followed by a referendum which would
include three options: integration into
Morocco, autonomy or outright independ-
ence. Sahrawis, Moroccan settlers and
refugees would participate in the vote.

Though initially rejected, the Plan was
later accepted by Polisario, but Morocco
rejected it, forcing the UN to extend its
mandate for the third time.

Morocco said the option of independ-
ence in the self-determination referendum
was incompatible with the unquestion-
able principle of territorial integrity of the
Kingdom and therefore should be elimi-
nated from the plan.

Observers said that Rabat could not
bear the loss of control over the future of
the territory during the autonomy period,
or the uncertainty over the unpredictable
outcome of the final status of the refer-
endum. Rabat also feared that a Sahrawi
autonomous region or a Sahrawi state
would trigger the development of nation-
alist movements in regions with a strong
identity such as the Rif and southern
regions. Morocco managed to block the
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plan without any legal sanction from the
UN because it was safeguarded by the
veto power of France, its close ally.

face other difficult conditions including
frequent sandstorms.

Administered by Polisario, the camps
have been acknowledged by foreign

charities and relief organisations to be
#$%&'(&)*$+ y - ./O*lhighly organised. The refugees elect their

The majority of the Sahrawi popula-
tion lives in refugee camps in Tindouf in
southwest Algeria since 1976. Journal-
ist Pascale Harter, who visited the area
near the camps, described it as dry and
desolate. "It takes nine hours of bone-
shaking off-piste driving across hundreds
of kilometers of barren desert. The only
landmarks are the very occasional tent,
inhabited by Sahrawi nomads, surviving
under the unrelenting sun with only a
deep well of water and if they are wealthy,
a few goats.”

More than 165,000 Sahrawi refugees
have survived in these harsh conditions
for the last three decades. Dependent
on humanitarian aid, they live in tents
or small houses made out of mud bricks.
Because conditions are not suitable for
either animal husbandry or agriculture on
a scale that could provide food for them,
almost all supplies, including water, are
brought in across huge distances.

Apart from the extreme tempera-
tures, 50 degrees during the day and
below freezing at night, the refugees
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own councils, which coordinate the work
of specialised committees for food distri-
bution, education, health care, crafts and
justice. Literacy rates are the highest in
Africa.

Initially the camps were populated
almost entirely by women, children and
the elderly, so women were called upon
to play a major part in the administration
of the camps and also benefited from
the mass literacy campaigns. “Women
contribute to play a very prominent role in
government,” says Annette O'Neill from
the Australia Sahara Association, who
recently visited the camps. “The strong
and respected position of women, the
high literacy rates and the democratic
government in exile could be admirable
role model in the region.”

The refugees constitute the power
base of Polisario, whichin 1976 proclaimed
the birth of a new state, the Sahrawi Arab
Democratic Republic (SADR). The Polisa-
rio Front became the SADR's government
in exile. The republic was proclaimed to
emphasize that the Sahrawi people “had
affirmed their sovereignty and that it was
no longer possible for a new colonisation
to take place”. Since then they have devel-
oped further their institutions and laid the
foundations for a free and democratic
society.

Morocco’s foreign minister reacted
furiously naming SADR “a virtual entity
without any attribute of a sovereign
state”. While some see it as a no-man’s
land, just a collection of refugee camps,
SADR is a member of the Organisation
of African Unity and has been recognised
as a state by 80 countries among them
Kenya and South Africa. Pedro Pinto Leite,
a specialist in international law, writes: “It
has all the attributes of a sovereign state,
which fulfils the legal criteria for statehood
provided by the Montevideo Convention:
a permanent population, a clearly defined
territory, a government and the capacity
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to enter into relations with other states.”

Apart from seeking an internation-
ally recognised, independent Sahrawi
state, the movement’s ideological profile
has been kept deliberately blurry and it
has kept silent about the kind of policies
and programs it might implement upon
achieving full independence. Yet time has
not been wasted. Apart from running the
refugee camps, SADR has built links with
other countries and put in place the infra-
structure for a smooth transition to power.

The establishment of SADR in the
eastern part of the territory impelled
Morocco and Mauritania to sign an

camps in Algeria,” he says. “Nobody really
knows what is going on in the occupied
area. Through the Internet we hear stories
of oppression. Lately there has been an
uprising in the occupied area. People have
been beaten, imprisoned and tortured.”
Amnesty International has been
consistently critical of Moroccan human-
rights abuses. It says human-rights viola-
tions have continued to be perpetrated
despite the presence, since 1991, of
the UN Mission for the Referendum in
Western Sahara. Amnesty says the mission
does not have a comprehensive provision
for monitoring the human-rights situation

The occupation has been bleeding Morocco
militarily, diplomatically and Pnancially

agreement to partition the territory. The
western, more populated, occupied side,
rich in resources, is under the de facto
administration of Morocco and the eastern
15 per cent of the territory is under the de
facto administration of SADR. Both sides
are divided by a military wall.

“This wall of sand over 2,600
kilometers long and four meters high is
surrounded by barbed wire, trenches and
between three to five million land mines,”
says Kamal Fadel, Polisario’s representa-
tive in Australia. “It has trapped Sahrawis
left behind who are unable to flee into
the liberated area, or into the refugee

in Western Sahara and that the limited
human-rights safeguards contained in
MINURSO’s mandate are not respected.
“The lack of an effective international
monitoring mission has enabled the
Moroccan military to act with impunity in
the region,” Amnesty says.

It is also the indifference of the inter-
national community that has enabled
Morocco to get away with it. Fadel
attributes this to the fact that Western
Sahara is a low-intensity conflict. “Because
we have kept a low profile, have steered
away from acts of terrorism, have never
violated the cease fire and have always

cooperated, the world has forgotten about
us,” he says. “International attention is
normally drawn towards high-intensity
conflicts like the war in Irag.”
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There is no doubt that the territory’s rich
natural resources have played an important
role in the occupation. Western Sahara has
vast fishing, phosphate, uranium, iron and
natural gas, and is believed to have signifi-
cant offshore oil deposits. There are large
French and Spanish economic interests in
the area, which have important strategic
aspects (oil routes).

Because it remains a non self-govern-
ing territory - divided and contested - the
exploitation of natural resources remains
highly controversial.

The quest for oil has attracted much
attention lately since Morocco announced
it had granted reconnaissance licenses to
US oil-and-gas giant Kerr-McGee, which
signed a potentially lucrative agreement
with the Moroccan government to map
Western Sahara’s offshore oil resources.

Yet the UN has ruled that exploita-
tion of oil without the consent of the
Sahrawis is illegal. Under-Secretary-
General for Legal Affaires, Hans Corell,
has made it clear that Sahara is a non-
self-governing territory and Morocco is
not the legal administrative power. Corell
concluded that “while the contracts are
not in themselves illegal, if further explo-
ration and exploitation activities were to
proceed in disregard to the interests and
wishes of the people of Western Sahara,
they would be in violation of the princi-
ples of international law applicable to
mineral resource activities in non-self-
governing territories”.

Last year, the Fisheries Ministry of the
European Union (EU) voted in favour of a
Fisheries Partnership Agreement between
the EU and Morocco. The legality of such
agreement has also been questioned and
criticised since it includes the waters of the
disputed Western Sahara. It is feared that
the agreement provides legitimisation to
Morocco’s occupation.
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It is not hard to imagine who the
main beneficiaries of such agreements will
be. As Jakob Mundy wrote in "#$%&"#
()*+%,-)/0 “Not only does Morocco
illegally earn billions of dollars each year
from the rich fishing off the coast, but top
generals in the Moroccan armed forces
now have controlling stakes in those key
industries. The confluence of economic
and military interests in the Sahara is one
of the major reasons behind Morocco’s
rejectionist attitude when it comes to a
referendum.”

While it is true that Morocco has
invested in infrastructure in Western
Sahara and has subsidised food and fuel
in the territory, the main aim has been to
attract Moroccan settlers. “Without such
policies it would simply not have been
possible for settlers to survive in such
numbers given the limited infrastructure
available under Spanish rule,” writes
Tony Shelly author of 1&'#2-,"#)&#.3"#
4"5."6&#7-3-6- . "Even with this expend-
iture many thousands of Moroccans
in the Western Sahara live in abysmal
conditions,” he writes. “When it comes
to resource exploitation, the benefits to
Sahrawis are increasingly marginal ... Oil
exploitation will follow the same pattern
except that the revenues will flow direct-
ly to the coffers of the Moroccan state.
And the employment generation will be
negligible.”

So far Western Sahara campaign-
ers have achieved notable successes in
persuading smaller players in the indus-
try to keep out of the territory. Western
Sahara Resource Watch, an international
coalition of 20 organisations on four
continents, is now mobilising the world
community against Kerr-McGee's role.
It says the company “puts profits before
principles and directly undermines the UN
peace process”.

Polisario and its supporters are
seeking to counter Moroccan exploitation
through a variety of strategies, including:
the threat of legal action against the EU,
lobbying campaigns against companies
working in or importing from the Western
Sahara, and issuing of exploration licenses
and options in the name of the SADR.
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Human-rights campaigners say that
Kerr-McGee's actions will be seen as a
green light for other industries to work in
the area. “"That would act as a backdoor
legitimation of Moroccan rule and would

assist Morocco to fund its project in the
territory; would run counter to apparent
US policy and undermine a UN process that
has already run into the sand,” they say.

section of the Polisario could emerge to
challenge the diplomatic efforts of its
current leadership, which could be enough
to tip the region once again into war. It is
not clear if Algeria would tolerate a return
to the violence. There is also doubt as to
whether Polisario would have the capacity
to sustain another full-scale war.

“It would be a guerrilla war that
neither Polisario nor Morocco are in a
position to win,” researcher Pablo San
Martin writes in 896)/-&# 899-)63 Polisa-
rio’s objective would be to destabilise
Morocco. It would also be a further blow to
the already damaged credibility of the UN
which, after years of unsuccessful peace
negotiations and more than 600 millions
of dollars invested, would have no choice
but to acknowledge its own failure.”

However the longer the stalemate
continues the more volatile the situation
becomes. Unrest is growing not only in the
refugee camps but also in the occupied
territories. San Martin writes that if there
were to be a referendum today, even
Moroccan settlers would probably vote
for independence. “If the growing social
discontent has fuelled the rise of political
Islamism in Morocco, in Western Sahara
it has contributed to increase the appeal
of the ‘secessionist’ movement among

sattlergy’ he writes. “Moroccan settlers
#$%&'(()*+$%&,'./,&$ed young native Sahrawis in the

Jacques Roussellier, a scholar from
the Middle East Institute, describes this
conflict as one of the most complex and
yet unresolved post-colonial issues faced
by the UN and the international commu-
nity. “This is a conflict,” he says, “that
continues to challenge even the most
seasoned international negotiators.”

Diplomatic efforts having failed,
a return to violence is always on the
cards. Polisario says that it is ideologically
opposed to terrorism and will only wage
a clean war of national liberation. “The
choice of the Sahrawi to follow the path
of peace stems from their peaceful nature
and the political conviction that underpins
our state,” SADR president, Mohammed
Abdelaziz, says.

Observers however say that a radical

revolts, demonstrating that their attach-
ment to the kingdom should not be taken
for granted.” San Martin attributes the
growing discontent to the king’s failed
attempts to modernise and democratise
Morocco.

The occupation has been bleeding
Morocco militarily, diplomatically and
financially. Its actual military expenditure
is US$2 million per day. “Morocco is a
poor country, it can hardly afford this. This
money should be used to build the country,
instead it is being wasted driving people
to desperation,” says Kamal Fadel.

There is a lack of political will from
the international community to bring
a resolution to the crisis. The Secretary
General of the UN said: “As long as
Western Sahara does not advance on the
political agendas, many countries will find

the status quo to be more tolerable than
any of the possible solutions. However the
international community cannot wait for
the conflict to deteriorate from being a
source of potential instability in the region
to being a threat to international peace
and security.”

The US is concerned that a political
vacuum in the militarily strategic triangle
of south-western Algeria, northern Mauri-
tania and Western Sahara, could play into
the hands of terrorist groups operating in
the Sahara’s vast expanses. The Pan Sahel
Initiative, which seeks to prevent Al Qaeda

to the different perspectives of the two
main players in this conflict: Morocco
and Algeria. "It is not merely a standard
post-colonial conflict among territorial
integration, independent statehood and
partition, the Western Sahara issue elicits
a deeper resonance of clashing national
and ideological identities ... of a deeper
rivalry between two competing national
identities and developmental approach-
es,” he writes.

Roussellier says Western Sahara
shares the characteristics of similar inter-
national conflicts: “A strong sense of

OPolisario became the most effective guerrilla
movement in AfricaO Tony Hodges

from using the lawless Saharan borders as
an operational haven, has intensified US
interest in resolving the issue. However
finding a political solution won't be an
easy task.

What makes the conflict so intractable
is subject of much debate. Carmen John
from MINURSO attributes this to the fact
that the parties involved have no common
ground. “Indeed, they do not even share
a vocabulary,” she said.

Jacques Roussellier also attributes it

identify, entrenched grievances (histori-
cal, political, economic), the continued
option of armed conflict as a possible
solution, the entanglement of complex
internal and external processes, resilient
vested interests in continuing antagonis-
tic approaches instead of exploring more
risk-prone solutions and the emergence
of new complicating factors (such as a
Sahrawi identity antihetic to Morocco’s
integrationist design).”

Last year the Moroccan government

signed a separate trade agreement with
the US and the EU. This could have been
used as strategic leverage to pressure
Morocco to seek a resolution, yet Western
Sahara was not part of the discussions.
While the US approach emphasizes
support for a negotiated political settle-
ment, it does not want to destabilise
Morocco.

At present no resolution over the
future of the territory seems imminent.
Polisario continues to push the moral case
for independence hoping that interna-
tional pressure will eventually break the
deadlock. “With remittances and overdue
pensions from Spain improving standards
in the camps, along with the rise of a small
economy and almost guaranteed support
from the international community, the
exiled Sahrawis can hold out for some
time to come,” writes Jacob Mundy. The
question is how much longer?

The biggest challenge will be to
find a formula that resolves the conflict
without vindicating one side and delegiti-
mising the other. We may need to wait
for future generations to come up with a
solution, for the time being it is hard to
imagine Morocco ever giving up Western
Sahara and Polisario ever abandoning
their claim to it. |



