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On the 8th of March 2019, the Government of South Africa, joined by members of the diplomatic corps, civil
society, and the broader citizens of South Africa hosted an International Women’s Day Colloquium in
celebration of the role played by women in the Western Sahara struggle for self-determination. Women play
a significant role in the forgotten struggle for independence. The aim of the policy brief is to amplify the need
for more practical action and innovative ways of women empowerment. Moved by the sufferings, human
rights violations and inhumane conditions of women, South Africa pledges to support the women of Western
Sahara.

Introduction
South Africa understands the everyday challenges faced by women in the illegal occupation of Western Sahara
because they are similar to what South African women endured during apartheid. Moreover, South Africa and
Western Sahara share a common history of the struggle for self-determination. It is in this context that South
Africa shows resonance with the struggle for independence of the people of Western Sahara.

One of the defining factors of the Sahrawi community is that women have actively participated in the Polisario
independence movement as both fighters and peaceful protesters, including acting as leaders in the National
Union of Saharawi (NGO Working Group on Women, Peace & Security). The high levels of equality within
Sahrawi is commendable, women’s equality was a key founding feature of the Polisario Front’s social
organising and Sahrawi camps are primarily run by women while1. This can be attributed to the Sahrawi’s
moderate interpretation of Islam, the freedom derived from their nomadic roots and, ironically, the prevalence
of traditional gender roles which they say gives women time to demonstrate2.

Brief History of the Conflict
Morocco invaded Western Sahara after the Spanish withdrew as a colonial power in 1975 starting the Sahrawis
long struggle for independence3. However, even during the 30-year struggle with Spain, the involvement of
women was quite outstanding. Women were the first to organise a demonstration against the occupier, Spain.
Many Sahrawis fled to refugee camps in Algeria. The Saharawi women took charge of the major towns of
Western Sahara and organised shelter, supplies and protection for the refugees who were mostly women and
children4. After the camps had been built in Algeria, the Polisario Front officially established itself as the
Saharawi Arab Democratic Republic (SADR) in 1976. War between the two countries continued until 1991
when a cease-fire was signed.

Key Issues Raised
Lived Experiences: ‘‘Through my Eyes”
Despite the success of the mandate of the United Nations (UN) Peacekeeping Mission ceasefire in Western
Sahara in maintaining a ceasefire between Morocco and the Polisario Front, the situation in Western Sahara
is no closer to being resolved5. A large territory of Western Sahara is still illegally occupied by Morocco.
Moreover, women have paid a high price for their role in the independence struggle, many have spent years
in detention centres and have become victims of forced disappearances. Women are living in bad conditions
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in the refugee camps built in the middle of desserts and face health challenges as there is inadequate access to
primary health services.

Beyond Slogans to Concrete Action
The biggest critique of the UN has been its inability to adequately address the conflict in Western Sahara, and
particularly, its effect on women and children. A thorough impact assessment on the victims needs to be done.
Thus, in order to evaluate the human right situation in Western Sahara, a peace process should be reached.
Though UN Women has been at the forefront of reflecting the strides that have been taken thus far in the
advancement of gender equality and the advancement of women’s struggle, women of Western Sahara still
need assistance in the development of education, health and economic livelihood. There needs to be more
practical initiatives that are being done beyond the solidarity affirmations with Western Sahara’s struggle for
self-determination.

Recommendations


Equip the women with the necessary educational and communication skills to develop themselves
further.



Bilateral meetings between South African civil organisations and delegations of women of Western
Sahara present in the country to strengthen solidarity.



All activities to push for the referendum and the self-determination of Western Sahara through the
UNSC have to be advanced.



More has to be done within the African Union (AU) since the re-admittance of Morocco, the AU has
to ensure that the communication lines of engaging on Western Sahara with Morocco are opened.



Monitoring the AU’s Silencing the Guns resolution and more importantly its impact on women and
children.



Address human right violations and gender-based violence as well as raise awareness of the health
challenges experienced within the camps. This includes organising the Medical Brigade in partnership
with Algeria to lobby within the AU structure particularly through FemWise-Africa.



Transform the role of women in peace and conflict on the continent, including providing training and
information to the women of Western Sahara. AWED can assist with training women in Western
Sahara in mediation.



The dissemination of information of the struggles of women in Western Sahara, especially those
oppression is still insufficient despite the great work that has been done thus far. As such, the use of
technology must be maximised to advance the fight for self-determination in Western Sahara and the
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significant role women play in it. This includes filming and showcasing their stories on various
platforms.


Strengthen the people-to-people solidarity through the use of technology as a tool to not only advance
the liberation movement but also raise awareness and communicate with people across refugee camps.



Lobby the Government of South Africa to encourage more the young people to participate in
engagements with Western Sahara.



The Western Sahara Solidarity Forum, which will be launched this year, can be viable platform for an
action-oriented movement.



SAWED has pledged to help develop and strengthen the SMME and familiarise itself with the
economic development of Western Sahara to be able to liberate them economically.

The analysis and recommendations included in this Policy Briefing do not necessarily reflect the view of SALO or
any of the donors or conference participants, but rather draw upon the major strands of discussion put forward at
the event. Participants neither reviewed nor approved this document. The contents of the report are the sole
responsibility of SALO, and can under no circumstances be regarded as reflecting the position of the donors who
provided financial assistance for this policy dialogue session.

About the Southern African Liaison Office:

The Southern African Liaison Office (SALO) is a South African-based not-for-profit civil society organisation which,
through advocacy, dialogue, policy consensus and in-depth research and analysis, influences the current thinking and
debates on foreign policy especially regarding African crises and conflicts.
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