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Basic Overview of the Issue

Facilitating the process and establishment of Western Sahara settlement proposals
has been largely complicated by various geopolitical, historical, and legal factors. One of the

main aspects of the growing tension around
MOROCCO |

y : acema  Western Sahara was due to divergent
olasyoune  _J , ,
f.f 3 declarations for autonomy and sovereignty. The
L Ay : initiation of various settlement proposals for the
__.; ongoing Western Sahara conflict, including
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those supervised and authorized by the UN, has

been restricted by issues like political tension
Mevocn-controliad Sarviars I and dispute, a lack of agreement amongst

— important parties, and humanitarian concerns.

A ing th troied by the Mo e he Polisario . . . .
e dioplaying the arses contralled by the Morosean gavemment andt The issue needs immediate attention by the

international community and calls for international efforts to end uncertainty for the indigenous

Sahrawi people and Moroccan authorities.

Explanation of Important Terms

Self-determination
A notion derived from liberal nationalism in which a nation or imagined community has
the right to form its political structure. Self-determination has influenced many
nationalist movements throughout history. It claims that a nation should achieve

statehood and determine how they are governed.

Polisario Front
Polisario Front, a political and military organization aiming to end Moroccan control of
the former Spanish territory of Western Sahara, in northwestern Africa, and win
independence for that region. The Polisario Front is formed largely of the indigenous

tribal inhabitants of the Western Sahara region, the Sahrawis. (Britannica)

Decolonization

The process by which a country that was previously a colony becomes politically

independent. (Cambridge)
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Territorial Integrity
A principle in international law that emphasizes the invincibility of a state's borders.
Morocco claims that Western Sahara is an integral part of its national territory, while

the Polisario Front argues for its independent status.

Detailed Background of the Issue

Aftermath of Spain’s withdrawal from Western Sahara

The Start of the Dispute Between Morocco and the Polisario Front

Spain withdrew from Western Sahara in 1976, ending its 92-year-long reign over the
region. Following Spain’s withdrawal, Morocco, Mauritania, and the Polisario Front affirmed
their claim on the Western Sahara. However, Mauritania renounced all its claims on Western
Sahara in 1979 due to the military pressure of the Polisario Front, leaving the
Algerian-backed Polisario Front and Morocco as the two parties claiming control over the
region. Morocco argued that the Western Sahara was initially its own territory and it had the
right to reintegrate Western Sahara after Spain’s withdrawal. In contrast, the Polisario Front
argued that since many Sahrawi people lived in Western Sahara, a new independent nation
had to be established. In the end, although being challenged by the Polisario Front, Morocco
reintegrated the Western Sahara territories. As a result, fighting broke out between the troops
of the Polisario Front and the Moroccan army in order to determine who would assume

control of the region.

Initial International Efforts to Ensure Peace

The UN has facilitated efforts since the withdrawal of Spain in 1976. Yet, first
significant measures were taken in 1988 through the UN’s cooperation with the Organization
of African Unity (OAU) when settlement proposals drafted by the cooperation were accepted
by Morroco and the Polisario Front. In order to ensure the peaceful and pleasant application
of the settlement, the UN established the United Nations Mission for the Referendum in
Western Sahara (MINURSO) forces, which contained around 1,700 personnel, and the

security unit of about 300 police officers (MINURSO, 2004). Initially, the settlement aimed to
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declare a formal ceasefire in September 6, 1991, and organize a referendum amongst the
people of Western Sahara next. The purpose of the referendum was to determine whether

the people of Western Sahara would

Control of western Sahara
territory

[ Saharawi Arab Democratic
Republic (Polisario)
controlled territory

Il Moroccan controlled territory be held at the planned date because of

prefer to be reintegrated within Morocco
or establish an independent Sahrawi

nation. However, the referendum couldn’t

factors like civil unrest and increasing

:;",';"_':“' political tension between the parties,
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declaration of a formal ceasefire.
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Nevertheless, a formal ceasefire was
obtained through the deployment of

s s wmsewe . MINRUSO personnel in 1991, but still,
g @ gy en e A igemiar
et s mpmmn e the referendum could not be completed
Ll Rl LT ]
. due to the parties disagreeing on
fundamental aspects of the referendum.
For example, regardless of the UN'’s
measures, both parties were not able to
A map depicting areas controlled by the Polisario and Maorocce,
agree on the criteria for the eligibility of
the voters. As a result of various factors,
such as constant disagreements between the parties and the repatriation of many refugees,
major developments were not able to be achieved regarding both the referendum and all

other sorts of settlement measures.

The Reescalation of the Dispute

The Resumption of Armed Conflict
After almost 30 years of ceasefire and diplomatic negotiations, the conflict escalated
again when the Moroccan army broke the ceasefire by organizing a military operation to clear

a strategically important road against pro-Polisario protestors whom have blocked the road
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near the Mauritanian border within the buffer zone. Following this event, the Polisario Front
declared that the ceasefire is no longer binding and announced that they will respond against
the Moroccan army through armed resistance. Following these events, tension between the
sides escalated each passing day, and the armed forces of the sides regularly engaged in

fighting.

Humanitarian Issues

The resumption of armed activities has triggered many humanitarian issues throughout
the region. First of all, the intensification of the fighting has resulted in many people fleeing
the Western Sahara, thus creating a substantial number of internally displaced people (IDP)
refugees and asylum seekers with nowhere to go. Additionally, the armed conflict has also
created severe living conditions for those who have decided to stay within Western Sahara or
haven’t had the opportunity to escape. Moreover, since the region is currently subject to
armed conflict, it is nearly impossible for most NGOs to provide humanitarian aid to those

stuck in areas of conflict.

Major Parties Involved

Morocco

Morocco took control over the Western Sahara region in 1975 after Spain withdrew.
Morocco’s stance on the issue takes precedence over complete independence for the region,
as it contends that the Western Sahara region is a part of its ruling territory. Morocco initiated
the Autonomy Plan in 2007 to grant Western Sahara autonomy under Moroccan sovereignty
and jurisdiction, but without full liberty. With this plan, Moroccan authorities targeted
self-determination within a framework of Moroccan sovereignty. The initiatives taken by
Morocco along this dispute are backed and supported by several nations, including the Arab

world and long-standing countries like the United States and France.

Polisario Front

The Polisario Front is the national liberation movement that calls for the
independence of Western Sahara. The movement was established by the Sahrawi people
in 1973 to advocate for the region's independence from both the Spanish colonization. After

Spain withdrew from Morocco, the sovereign state started to take autonomy initiatives over
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the Western Sahara region, which the Polisario Front fought against. The movement
established the Sahrawi Arab Democratic Republic (SADR), a country recognized by
several states in Africa, like Algeria. The Polisario Front has argued for a referendum on

self-rule for Sahrawi people in recent years.
Mauritania

Mauritania was one of the most significant parties in the early stages of the Western
Sahara dispute. Its primary interest in occupying the region was rooted in economic and
historical circumstances. Mauritania’s involvement in the southern portion of Western Sahara
caused military operations and direct disputes between the Polisario Front movement.

Therefore, Mauritania withdrew from the region, leaving its significant portion to Morocco.
Algeria

Algeria insists that the issue is not a domestic Moroccan one, but that it is about a
decolonization that has to be completed through a fair and neutral referendum. It has a
regional rivalry with Morocco that has made it an important actor in terms of easing or

obstructing resolution efforts.
Spain

Spain, it being the principal colonial power in Western Sahara as well, has historical
liability for the unfinished business of the decolonization of that territory. When it pulled out in
1975, it was unable to hold a referendum that would have provided a mechanism for conflict
resolution. Spain’s position has recently shifted to support of Morocco’s Autonomy Plan, at
least when confronted by migration and energy challenges. Spain’s dual role as a neutral
observer, yet also a strategic partner, makes it a fraught but essential player in implementing

any settlement proposal.
United States

The United States is one of the key actors on the global stage engaged in the issue of
Western Sahara. In 2020, it became the first country to recognize Moroccan sovereignty over
the disputed territory of Western Sahara in return for Morocco normalizing its relations with

Israel. Although the U.S. still backs a UN-led political process, its acknowledgment has been
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treated like a big diplomatic pivot. Washington sees Morocco’s Autonomy Plan as a

“serious and credible” basis for negotiation and remains an influential factor in the discussion

of what constitutes acceptable settlement terms.

France

France is one of Morocco’s major allies and has consistently backed the Autonomy

Plan as a practical solution. France’s vote, or lack thereof, as a permanent member of the

UN Security Council, is crucial to determining international responses to proposed actions

regarding Western Sahara. While it retains its political solution demand under UN

frameworks, it still supports Morocco’s territorial integrity, and has not pressed Rabat for a

referendum.

Chronology of Important Events

August 30th, 1988

Morocco and the Polisario Front agreed in principle to the
United Nations' settlement proposals, which aimed to establish a
ceasefire and conduct a referendum for the people of Western
Sahara to choose between independence and integration with

Morocco.

April 29th, 1991

The UN Security Council adopted Resolution 690, establishing
the United Nations Mission for the Referendum in Western
Sahara (MINURSO) to monitor the ceasefire and prepare for

the referendum.

September 14, Under the mediation of UN envoy James Baker, the Houston

1997 Agreement was reached

2001 James Baker proposed a framework agreement (Baker Plan )
offering autonomy to Western Sahara under Moroccan
sovereignty.

2003 A revised proposal (Baker Plan Il) suggested a period of

autonomy followed by a referendum. This plan was accepted by
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the Polisario Front and Algeria but rejected by Morocco. Where,
from this point on, fighting resumed with limited actual effort

done.

Relevant International Documents
Resolution 621: 20 September 1988 (S/RES/621)
https://digitallibrary.un.org/record/94688?In=en

Resolution 690: 29 April 1991 (S/RES/690)
https://undocs.org/S/RES/690(1991)

Resolution 2440: 31 October 2018 (S/RES/2440)
https://undocs.org/S/RES/2440(2018)

Resolution 2548: 30 October 2020 (S/RES/2548)
https://undocs.org/S/RES/2548(2020)

Resolution 2654: 27 October 2022 (S/RES/2654)
https://undocs.org/S/RES/2654(2022)

Past Attempts to Resolve the Issue

Initiatives taken to solve the territorial dispute have significantly centered around the
international community and diplomacy, nevertheless, no brief and actual conclusion has
been reached to this day. The first attempt to combat this conflict was through the Madrid
Accords in 1975, an initiative where Spain had regulatory control over the region without
consulting the Sahrawis. This attempt wasn’t successful and it didn’t acknowledge the
people's right to self-determination around the region, so it wasn’t recognized by the United
Nations.

In 1991, after Mauritania renounced the Western Sahara, the United Nations
attempted a ceasefire between the Polisario Front and Morocco through a settlement

agreement called MINURSO to implement a referendum on the region’s status. Nevertheless,

Ko¢ JMUN 2025 — Commitment to Innovation — Research Report



https://digitallibrary.un.org/record/94688?ln=en
https://undocs.org/S/RES/690(1991)
https://undocs.org/S/RES/2440(2018)
https://undocs.org/S/RES/2548(2020)
https://undocs.org/S/RES/2654(2022)

Committee: United Nations Department of Political and Peacebuilding Affairs
Agenda Item: Facilitating the application of Western Sahara settlement proposals
Student Officer & Role: Beliz Ramazanoglu & Deputy Chair

the referendum was never initiated due to the rising conflict and Morocco’s opposition,
meaning that the attempt has failed.

In the early 2000s, UN envoy James Baker proposed several settlement plans,
including the Baker Plan |, which suggested restricted autonomy under Moroccan
supervision, however, this was immediately rejected by the Polisario Front, as it opposed their
stance on gaining independence over the region. After the first plan failed, another plan, The
Baker Plan Il, was suggested, a five-year autonomy time and then a referendum open to all
residents, including the Sahrawis, but Morocco rejected this offer.

After these, Morocco offered its settlement plan, the Autonomy Plan in 2007, which
suggested limited independence under Moroccan rule, just like the Baker Plan I; however,
again, this was rejected by the Polisario Front. Meanwhile, diplomatic efforts have stalled,
with the United States recognizing Moroccan sovereignty in 2020, a move that further
polarized international actors. Despite continued UN efforts, a lasting solution remains
elusive, with Morocco insisting on autonomy and the Polisario Front demanding full

independence.

Solution Alternatives

In contrast, imaginative and realistic approaches that are constructive and
outward-looking and provide a fair balance between Morocco’s efforts at preserving its
desire to be the sole ruler of the region, and the rights of the Sahrawi people to
self-determination, are needed to ensure that such plans could be put into practice in the
West Sahara context. To be more realistic, it is a follow-up initiative, where Western Sahara
would be awarded a progressive range of self-governance, but they will always remain
under the sovereignty of Morocco for a controlled period of change. While this would take
place, local Sahrawi institutions could be developed and made stronger, overseen by
international monitors evaluating established standards of governance, human rights, and
development. At the end of the transition, an internationally supervised referendum could
give the population a choice between multiple options, including full independence but also
integration or remaining as a semi-autonomous territory. There must be international legal
enforcement of the referendum process, strict criteria of voter eligibility, and neutral
logistics. At the same time, confidence-building measures such as mutual ceasefire

commitments, cross-border family reunification and humanitarian access to refugee camps
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can gently persuade an end to hostilities, rebuilding trust. Such a long-term solution may
involve the establishment of joint administrative zones, especially in territories that are
contested or of crucial economic importance, in which Moroccan and Sahrawi authorities
mutually collaborate in regulating and developing areas of governance and economic
development. Not only must these approaches resolve the conflict, but ensure peace that
will oversee a future of cooperation and harmony in the region and its surrounding states,

and will be heavily established under international law, amounting to human rights.

Useful Links

The UN Proposes to Divide the Region Between the Two Sides:

The UN Expresses Concerns Regarding Potential Human Rights Abuses and Urges for a
Referendum, displays the point of view of the UN, which can most certainly be crucial :

Outline on How to Diplomatically Convince Morocco of a Just Partition:
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