
Western Sahara 

Background: 

In 1975, Spain relinquished its hold in the Western Sahara. Three days later, Morocco 

invaded, and has occupied the territory since then. In 1973, a group known as the Popular Front 

for the liberation of Saguia el-Hamra and River of Gold (Polisario Front) was nominated by the 

indigenous people of the Western Sahara. These indigenous people are known as the Sahrawis, 

and they speak for the for the entirety of negatively affected people in the Western Sahara. They 

are currently fighting against the country of Morocco to win back the lands they lost in 1975. 

Their goal is to eliminate Moroccan residency in the area of the Western Sahara. The Sahrawi 

Arab Democratic Republic (SADR) was the government elected by the Polisario Front in 1976. 

The SADR claims all of the land in Western Sahara as their own, when in reality, they only 

control about twenty percent of what they claim. As for the rest of the land, it is under the control 

of Morocco and is recognized as the Southern Provinces. The force that the Polisario Front is 

using to combat the Moroccan army is called the Sahrawi People’s Liberation Army (SPLA). 

Normally, there are anywhere from 6,000 to 7,000 soldiers in the SPLA. In times of war, 

however, that number swells to about 20,000. The Polisario Front is backed by mainly three 

countries. The three countries are Algeria, due to their close proximity and historical alliance, 

Libya, since Polisario fighters fought in the Libyan civil war, and Cuba, because of the close 

relations between the leaders of Cuba and the Polisario Front. The government of Morocco and 

the Polisario Front have both set up refugee camps to house those that have been displaced from 

this conflict. As of June 2015, there are 117,638 people that have displaced by the situation, with 

the majority living in the camps set up by the Moroccan Government and the Polisario Front. 



90,000 of these refugees have fled to Algeria and are being supported by the United Nations 

High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR), leaving over 37,000 refugees to be taken care of in 

Western Sahara. Those that reside in camps set up by Morocco are living in safe and healthy 

conditions, whereas refugees living in camps set up by the Polisario Front are living in 

unsanitary and dangerous circumstances due to the surrounding area. Given that these camps are 

in the desert, there is little to no vegetation growing in the camps. Flash floods and rain are a 

constant threat to the camps, given that in 2006, one refugee camp was nearly destroyed by these 

natural disasters.The occupants of the camps have inconsistent food and medical supplies. There 

is always a threat to the physical, emotional, and mental well-being of the refugees. The safety 

and wellbeing of those currently living in camps implemented by the Polisario Front hinges 

solely on humanitarian aid, given by the United Nations Mission for the Referendum in Western 

Sahara (MINURSO), and other organizations. MINURSO calls for the self-determination of the 

Sahrawi people, and to hold a referendum in which case this can take place.  

UN Involvement: 

 In 1990, two resolutions were passed regarding the situation in Western Sahara. These 

were the United Nations Mission for the Referendum in Western Sahara (MINURSO), which 

was established by Security Council Resolution 690 (S/RES/690), and Resolution 658 

(S/RES/658). When MINURSO was first suggested, it called for a ceasefire and referendum for 

the self-determination of the Sahrawi people. The UNHCR has been very involved with the 

conflict, given that they are the largest organization giving aid to the camps located in Tindouf, 

Algeria, and in Mauritania; the two areas where the refugees are finding sanctuary. Their 

purpose, as stated in a report by the UNHCR, “is to provide basic material/life-sustaining 



assistance to the 90,000 refugees out of a total camp population of 165,000 Sahrawi refugees”. 

The UNHCR has provided the camp, particularly women and children, with basic necessities, 

which include suitable food, clean water, and shelter, with the addition of primary education and 

basic medical care. The UNHCR created the Confidence Building Measure (CBMs) program to 

work collectively with the government of Morocco, and the Polisario Front. They have stated 

that this program is “nonpolitical and is designed, in line with UNHCR’s mandate, to address the 

protracted situation of Sahrawi families separated by the conflict”. This program has proven to 

be effective. The United Nations has begun to implement a settlement plan over Western Sahara, 

between the Polisario Front and the government of Morocco. Part of the settlement plan involved 

a referendum among those residing in Western Sahara, in which they themselves would choose 

to either be a sovereign nation controlled by the Polisario Front, or to become annexed into 

Morocco to officially become the Southern Provinces. This referendum was held in 1999, but 

due to a controversy between the Polisario Front and Morocco, it was halted a year later, and has 

yet to resume. The subject of the controversy was that neither party could decide who should be 

eligible to vote. Up until 2012, the World Food Programme (WFP) and the UNHCR, (along with 

the governments of Spain, Algeria, and the European Union) were providing substantial 

humanitarian aid to the camps in Mauritania and Algeria, but due to financial complications, 

those donations have been considerably reduced. The Sahrawi Red Crescent was also created to 

aid in the conflict in Western Sahara. The group’s goal is to reunite families who have been 

separated due to this conflict, and to provide donations to the UNHCR. They have brought 

together thousands of families, and continue to support them with basic life necessities. 

Questions to Consider: 



1. What does Morocco gain from maintaining the territory? 

2. What has caused the Western Sahara to be under control for so long? 

3. What is the extent of humanitarian aid provided by the UNHCR? 

4. How does MINURSO continue to work in the area? 
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