The new challenges of the conflict in the Western Sahara

The terrorists attacks in New York and Washington that took place on the 11th of September, and the USA’s response against Afghanistan represent a new world-wide political order for the 21st century. Its main aim should be to define new ways of listening and satisfying the claims of those excluded, as well as to resolve matters of the international current situation, stagnant conflicts, injustice and social differences between the Western world and the outlying regions. In this new political layout that should arise, is where the evolution of political and social problems still unsolved has to take place. One of these problems being the conflict in the Western Sahara.

The next 30th of November is a key date. The term of office of the delegation to the UN for the Western Sahara (MINURSO), that has been postponed so many times before, comes to an end. We will know if the statu quo that postpones a final decision indefinitely will remain, or if, on the contrary, there is a new boost for the resolution of the conflict. It was at a standstill because of the lack of agreement between Morocco and the Frente Polisario to establish an electoral roll, until June 2001. On this date the UN assumed the so called Plan Baker, a project to build an autonomy in Morocco for the Western Sahara. This plan has already been accepted by Rabat, but has been rejected by Algeria and the Frente Polisario. The new report of the secretary general in the UN will provide us with new clues about the state of negotiations of the third proceeding. We will see then if, in spite of the differences, the UN goes further with this proposal –that responds to the USA and France’s interests in the area- or if, on the contrary, it finally decides to put into practice the Plan of Peace that the UN itself devised in 1991.

The events that are taking place these days also come to prove that the US or any other government cannot take decisions that do not include the international community, and vice versa. Washington cannot keep imposing its hegemony in the world at the expense of the democracy and of the rights of minorities, creating social injustices. The international community should not allow it. In the meantime, the UN must assume once and for all its role as an organisation that represents all the countries in the world, begin to impose more strongly policies that help to remove the division between rich and poor countries. Sharing the democracy and the human rights is the only way to eradicate problems like underdevelopment or terrorism. It is not possible to keep with this hypocrisy that allows to impose sanctions to regimes that violate human rights only because the US need a coalition of agreement to fight for their interests. Neither is it to appeal for democracy in one part of the world and forget about it in the other. 

Regarding the UE, it must create a common exterior policy independent from the guidelines of the USA. The main places where this policy should act are the North of Africa and the Near East. Europe must collaborate in an active and effective way with its neighbour countries in order to try to lessen the causes of the discontent that feeds social instability, violence, economical and political backward state. Resolving the situation of the Saharan and Palestinian people is essential to make the coexistence of multiethnic societies in Europe easier.

And within the UE, as a country that aspires to be in the vanguard of Europe, Spain must assume its historical responsibilities. The Spanish government cannot allow the people of an old colony, that was recognised in the past as a Spanish province, to be forgotten in the middle of the desert. At the same time the Spanish population is calling for  more implication of their government in favour of the Saharan people, putting the government’s performance on a level with the solidarity and commitment of the population. Spain has a historical debt with the Saharan people that tarnishes  the 25 years of democracy that Spain so proudly shows off.

Also, this is an opportunity for the Saharan people to reivindicate their rights more strongly, so that they are not excluded from the international community and no decisions are taken without counting on their representatives. The Saharan leaders must show the UN why the third proceeding that it advocates for is not a lasting solution. It does not help solving the problem because it leads to the annulment of a cultural identity that is different from the Moroccan identity. The Plan Baker eliminates a basic right of the Saharan people: their right to self-determination. It banishes the idea of the referendum that was promised by the UN since the elaboration of the Plan of Peace. And this, of course, is not going to help in the democratisation and economical development of the Maghreb.

The Saharan people must also ask their government for a strong commitment to work even more in their democracy. Only this way will it be better recognised as lawful, in order to pressure the international community to force the referendum to take place. The leaders of the Frente Polisario know that the resolution of the conflict determines the establishment of a real democracy in Morocco. This democracy would force the regime of Mohamed VI to change the “majzén” (the old machine of the government), and to guarantee the basic rights of its subjects. We should not forget that 22% of the population in Morocco is unemployed, and more than half of the population is illiterate. Poverty is increasing –almost  20% of the Moroccan people live today in very poor conditions, whereas in 1991 it was 13% of the population- while the king owns a private fortune of approximately 86.000 millions of pesetas. In an obsolete regime that does not guarantee the welfare of its population, democracy is the best weapon outside the Frente Polisario.

Around the middle of this year, the Commission of the UN for the refugees (UNHCR) and the World Programme for food (PMA) issued an urgent appeal to the international community. They need 1,2 million dollars per month in order to guarantee the necessities of the more than 180.000 Saharan refugees in the camps of Tinduf. The PMA warned of the risk that exists of an alarming shortage of food by the end of this year. Today, several months after their call, the UNHCR and the PMA have new emergencies to attend, like the massive exodus of Afghan refugees after the US bombings, or the humanitarian crisis in Central America due to the drought. The action of these organisations in the Saharan camps has been therefore reduced. And this should be a new reason to force the application of the Plan of Peace of the UN. If this Plan of Peace does not take place, the refugees are in risk of being neglected by these organisations that soon won’t have enough funds to cover their most basic needs.

Without any doubt, the US, the UE and the UN have changed after the events that are still affecting the world deeply these days. In their positions they seem to be more committed to democracy. It will be, therefore, a good exercise for the international community to provide a fair, peaceful and long lasting solution for the conflict of the Western Shara.

