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    Three men lie dead in the desert. The smoldering carcasses of their trucks, used to

perform a regular cement export route between the Mauritanian city of Nouakchott

and the Algerian city of Ouargla, are the product of two missiles, apparently fired by

a Moroccan drone. This, as usual, is denied by Rabat. Three men lie killed in the Bir

Lahlou region of Western Sahara, on November 1st. However, before extending on it,

it is necessary to frame this episode in the longstanding crisis to which this territory

serves as background. A crisis moved by irredentist ambitions and by a dream of self-

determination, again and again postponed and denied. 

    A dream shared by the Sahrawi people, native from the Western Sahara: the last

colony in Africa.

“A war doesn’t merely kill off a few thousand or a few hundred thousand young men . It
kills off something in a people that can never be brought back . And if a people goes

through enough wars, pretty soon all that’s left is the brute, the creature that we—

you and I and others like us—have brought up from the slime .” 
 

 John Williams,  Stoner
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   “Sahara” and “Sahrawi” designate respectively “desert” and “people of the desert”

in Arabic. Western Sahara covers 266,000 km2 and borders the Atlantic Ocean both

from the west and northwest. It shares a land border with Morocco to the north,

with Argelia to the northwest and with Mauritania to the south and east. It is mainly

comprised of desert and it is one of the most sparsely inhabited territories in the

world, with about 617 thousand inhabitants and only two people by km2. Of these

approximately 32% live in the capital and most populous city, Laayoune.

    It’s very difficult to establish exactly how many of these inhabitants are native

from the region since the last census carried out in the former Spanish colony dates

to 1974 and was still carried out by the Iberian metropolis. Currently it is estimated

that two thirds of the present population result from a gradual and intensive

process of colonization by the kingdom of Morocco. To this day, 80% of Western

Sahara is under Moroccan occupation. As this article will demonstrate, it is in clear

violation of several norms of international law.

  The remaining 20%, an impoverished strip of desert, are controlled by the Popular

Front for the Liberation of Saguia el-Hamra and Río de Oro, commonly known as

Polisario Front. Formed in 1973, the Front fights for the establishment of a Sahrawi

Arab Democratic Republic (SADR) which was announced three years after its

creation. It’s base of operations is on the Algerian province of Tindouf, as well as

around 174,000 refugees, spread across five camps highly dependent of

humanitarian aid for their most basic needs. Agriculture, habitation, education,

employment, future. All this seems like a mirage for the Sahrawi refugees.

 

(1) The Former colonial divisions of the Spanish Sahara, constituting the northern and the south parts

respectively.

The Land and people of the Desert
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     Despite their plight, the territory occupied by the Maghrebi kingdom is widely rich

in natural resources, namely phosphates and fish reserves. According to the United

States Geological Survey, the combined area of   Morocco and Western Sahara holds

reserves of 50 billion metric tons of phosphate rock. Both regions combined hold

more than 70% of the world's production of this resource, indispensable to produce

artificial fertilizer. Thanks to the world's largest conveyor belt system, tons of

phosphate rock are extracted from the ground at the Bou Craa mining complex and

taken to Laayoune, with both the mining and extraction processes under the tutelage

of the Moroccan government. Equally important for the Moroccan economy is the

fishing activity on Western Saharan waters, with Laayoune being the third-largest

port for landings and in terms of production, in accordance with official Moroccan

data. 63,14% of Moroccan catches come from the coasts of Western Sahara,

according to the Western Sahara Resource Watch. Finally, the potential of giant wind

energy complexes is highlighted, such as the Tarfaya wind farm, built in 2015 and

comprising 131 windmills, capable of supplying every day an area equivalent to

Marrakesh. The cited article states that complexes like this, spread across the region,

would be capable of constituting a quarter of Moroccan renewable energy. In turn,

this would be about 40% of the kingdom's total production.
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A Sea of Red and Golden Sand

    November 6th, 1975. 350 thousand Moroccans, armed simply with the red flag of

the their kingdom and copies of the Quran, converged in the city of Tarfaya and

crossed the border in the direction of the then Spanish Sahara, determined to “free”

the territory. Although it had every intention of appearing so, this demonstration was

anything but organic, being planned by King Hasan II of Morocco. Spanish troops still in

the region were ordered not to fire. Eight days after the so-called "Green March" , the

so-called Madrid Accords were signed, according to which Spain gave up the territory

it had held since 1884, to be divided between Morocco and Mauritania.

(2)Green is a color highly associated with Islam
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    Officially called the Declaration of Principles on Western Sahara, this treaty had

two main objectives: the first was to mitigate Spanish losses in the region, as the

winds of decolonization and the eventual death of the dictator Francisco Franco on

20 November made it increasingly difficult to safeguard Spain's interests; secondly, it

was intended to placate the irredentist desires of both African states, both of whose

visions of a “Great Nation” implied the incorporation of Western Sahara. This

irredentism on the part of Morocco, as well as the unclear borders set by French

colonial authorities, had led to the so-called Sand War of 1963-1964, in which

Morocco unsuccessfully invaded the Algerian provinces of Tindouf and Béchar.  

     At first, this would imply that the matter would be settled with all parties satisfied,

both the metropolis and the claimant states. However, the big drawback is evidently

the absence of any consent by the Sahrawi people to this transfer of territory.

Indeed, the United Nations has never recognized the Madrid Accords, making clear in

a statement by the International Court of Justice that neither Morocco nor

Mauritania had sovereignty over Western Sahara. This sentiment was reaffirmed in

2002 by Hans Corell, then UN Under-Secretary-General for Legal Affairs, in a letter

to the President of the Security Council. In it, he reaffirmed Western Sahara's status

as a non-self-governing territory since 1963 and noted that the treaty "did not

transfer sovereignty over the territory, nor did it confer on any of the signatories

the status of an administering power – a status that Spain alone could not have

unilaterally transferred”.

    The proclamation of SADR led to a guerrilla war which resulted in the signing of the

Algiers Agreement on 10 August 1979, in which Mauritania gave up its territorial

claims and recognized the Saharan state. Unfortunately for the Polisario Front, this

meant not the end of its troubles, but the beginning, with Morocco invading Western

Sahara in December and annexing the territory it holds to this day as part of its

Western Provinces. 

(3)Ashford, 1968

(4)Farsoun, Paul, 1976
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    From 1980 to 2020, gradually and coinciding with Moroccan consolidation over

Western Sahara, an imposing sand wall was built, covering some 2700 kilometers, and

guarded by nearly 100,000 Moroccan troops, as well as what is understood to be

the longest minefield in the world.

    The war for Western Sahara caused an estimated 14,000 deaths and raged until a

ceasefire was signed in 1991, with Security Council Resolution 690 establishing the

United Nations Mission for the Referendum in Western Sahara, or MINURSO. As the

name implies, its purpose would be to monitor the peace process and create

conditions for an eventual referendum for the Sahrawi people, in which they would

vote between integrating with Morocco or forming an independent state. However,

this agreement - the so-called Settlement Plan – despite securing a ceasefire that

lasts until the date of this article, failed to ensure the holding of the referendum.

    To understand this failure, it is enough to raise a simple question: who could vote?

The Polisario Front relied on the 1974 Spanish census, considering that only those

identified as natives of the region were eligible to vote in the referendum. Morocco,

on the other hand, sought to extend the definition to cover thousands of individuals

with tenuous or even non-existent links to Western Sahara. The October 1995 Human

Rights Watch report details the long process of obstruction and even sabotage of

the referendum by Rabat, highlighting the transfer of between 35 and 40 thousand

individuals from Morocco to Western Sahara, in clear violation of the Plan and Article

49 of the Geneva Convention. Equally serious are the human rights abuses recorded

by the report, such as intimidation of tribal leaders or the arrest and alleged torture

of hundreds of Sahrawis by the Moroccan authorities.
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     With the frustration of the Settlement Plan, the proposals of former US Secretary

of State James Baker followed – the Baker Plans I and II. Baker, appointed UN Special

Envoy by Kofi Annan in 1997, sought to oversee the establishment of a period of

Sahrawi self-determination under Moroccan administration, after which a

referendum would follow, which would include the previously mentioned settlers.  Each

of the alternatives to independence meant a concession by the Polisario Front: first

the option of integration with Morocco and later the option of autonomy.  However,

the death of Hassan II and the coronation of Mohammed VI in 1999 meant a total

rejection of the possibility of independence for the territory. Baker stepped down in

2004, citing irreconcilable differences between the parties involved.

    Two years later, Morocco proposed a plan for political autonomy for Western

Sahara. The new Sahara Autonomous Region would have its own legislative and

executive powers, but would remain subject to the Moroccan crown, which would

remain in control of the region's natural resources and internal and external security.

Although legitimized by the Manhasset negotiations and supported by France and the

United States, this plan risked setting a dangerous precedent in international law, as it

legitimized Moroccan occupation and annexation, widely rejected by the UN, the

Court of Justice, the African Union, and other international organizations

The Current Situation (2008-2021)
    November 6th, 2015. Celebrating the 40th anniversary of the "Green March",

Mohammed VI gave a speech in Laayoune. His message was clear: Sahrawi

independence was out of the question, and autonomy was defended as a

compromise, "the most Morocco could offer". As well as reaffirming his support of the

autonomy proposal, he promised major economic development efforts for the

territory and compared them to the conditions in the refugee camps run by the

Polisario Front.

(5)Shelley, 2003

(6)Lovatt, Mundy, 2021

(7)idem
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    Five years later, the Trump administration formally recognized Morocco's

sovereignty over Western Sahara. The official US proclamation stated that

independence for the territory was not a "realistic solution" and that the only option

would be "genuine autonomy under Moroccan sovereignty". This decision served in

part as a bargaining chip for the opening of diplomatic relations between Rabat and

the State of Israel, as well as for a US arms deal worth around $1 billion. This deal,

which completely ignored both the Polisario Front and the governments of Algeria

and Mauritania, as well as previous efforts to hold a referendum, came under sharp

criticism from Trump's former Secretary of State, John Bolton. In an article for

Foreign Policy, Bolton sharply attacked the former president's inability to understand

the complexity of international scenarios, stating that for him "everything is a

potential deal, understood in very narrow terms through the attention span of a fruit

fly."

   Since then, there has been a further escalation of tensions. Allegations that

Moroccan forces had broken the ceasefire and entered SADR territory, seeking to

disperse a Sahrawi protest in the Guerguerat area, together with US legitimization of

Morocco's claims, led to the end of the ceasefire. On 8 November 2020 the Front's

leader, Ibrahim Ghali, announced a return to armed struggle, blaming Morocco for

breaking the truce that had lasted for approximately three decades.

    In August 2021, citing "hostile actions" by Morocco, Ramtane Lamamra, Algeria's

Foreign Minister, declared a severance of diplomatic relations between the two

countries. In addition to the historical rivalry that has Western Sahara as its

backdrop, Lamamra accused Rabat of being behind separatist movements

considered as terrorists, which in turn were allegedly behind fires that had victimized

90 people, as well as attacking Algerian forces with the Pegasus spyware tool. In July,

also the French government and Amnesty International had accused Morocco of

using this tool against journalists and lawyers. A month after the severing of relations,

Algeria barred its airspace to all Moroccan aircraft, justifying its decision as an

appropriate reaction to "continuous provocations and hostile practices coming from

the Moroccan side".
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     Thus, with all this information in mind, we return to the initial point. According to

the military information website MENA Defense, on 1 November 2021, three truck

drivers on two trucks were attacked by two missiles coming from a drone, according

to several local witnesses. These trucks were located 35 km from the Moroccan wall

and carried nothing, being responsible for exporting white cement to Mauritania. The

investigation carried out by the site, which in addition to the witnesses mentioned

includes satellite images, concludes that this attack was probably deliberate. Its

reasoning stems from the fact that the use of a drone would have to be authorized

by Moroccan military officers and carried out by their inferior pilot officers. Thus, the

drone would have taken off from the Smara air base, situated in the zone occupied

by Morocco, 230 km from the site of the attack.

Final Considerations

    Describing Western Sahara as the last African colony is no mere sensationalism.

Since 1963, the United Nations has integrated it as the largest non-autonomous

territory. The organization also sees the Polisario Front as the legitimate

representative of Sahrawi interests since 1979. This people's right to self-

determination has been reaffirmed over the decades. A myriad of official positions

has been taken over the decades on the matter, but Moroccan weapons continue to

weigh more than paper. After thirty years of ceasefire, the return to armed struggle

and the new cooling off in relations between Algeria and Morocco can lead to a new

conflict. In addition to the three deaths, warning that “they would not go unpunished”,

Algerian President Abdelmadjid Tebboune decreed the closure of the Gaz-Maghreb-

Europe (GME) gas pipeline. It, crossing the Moroccan border, has served Spain and

Portugal since 1996.
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    It can be hardly considered that Tebboune’s Algeria finds itself in a position of

strength. The eruption of the Hirak (“movement”), a large series of peaceful political

demonstrations culminated, in 2019, in the resignation of the then President Abdelaziz

Bouteflika. Tebboune's government, however, symbolized a kind of evolution in

continuity. Many of the reasons for the original protests, namely high levels of

unemployment and widespread corruption in the main parties, still endure in the

public's mind. Besides this is the poor pandemic management, with only 14% of the

Algerian population vaccinated against COVID-19.

    The new Biden administration has not yet shown signs of backing down from its

predecessor's decision. Both Turkey and China have taken advantage of the situation

to sell arms to Rabat and Algiers, respectively. The European Court of Justice recently

canceled two trade agreements between Brussels and Morocco once they would

cover agricultural and fishery products from Western Sahara. Finally, luck seems to be

on Morocco's side, having this country returned to the African Union in 2017, but a

wounded enemy always takes the risk of being more aggressive, more desperate. The

Sahrawi population is young, impatient and wants blood.
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