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Western Sahara
North Africa’s 
disputed thorn
GENEVA: Western Sahara is a former Spanish colony
that is mostly under Morocco’s control but is claimed
by an Algerian-backed independence movement which
has campaigned for a vote on self-determination
through decades of war and deadlock. Here is some
background on the sprawling, desert territory-the only
one on the African continent whose post-colonial status
has yet to be resolved-as the United Nations prepares
to convene new talks in Geneva on Wednesday.

Between desert and ocean 
The north African territory sits on the western edge of

the vast Sahara desert, stretching along about 1,000 kilo-
meters (620 miles) of Atlantic coastline. At 266,000 square
kilometers it is relatively large but its inhospitable terrain
supports only around half a million people. Bordering
Morocco to the north, Algeria to the east and Mauritania
to the south and southeast, it boasts large reserves of
phosphate and rich offshore fisheries. Its largest city is
Laayoune, which is administered by Morocco and where
about 40 percent of its population lives. 

As Spain withdrew in 1975, Morocco moved in,
claiming that the territory was an integral part of the
kingdom. It was opposed by the Polisario Front, which
took up arms to fight for independence. The dispute
was referred to the International Court of Justice in
The Hague which ruled in favor of self-determination.
In November 1975, 350,000 Moroccans, took part in
the so-called Green March to the border to press the
kingdom’s claim. In February 1976, the Polisario Front
proclaimed the Sahrawi Arab Democratic Republic
(SADR), with the support of allies including Algeria
and Cuba. 

Separated by sand wall 
The Polisario initially gained the upper hand before

being pushed back into the interior. During the 1980s,
Morocco built a series of concentric walls in the desert,
most made of sand, to keep Polisario fighters out of ter-
ritory where it had established control. The outermost

defensive line runs for 2,700 kilometers across the
desert, ringing the 80 percent of the Western Sahara
now under Moroccan control.

It is fortified with barbed wire and trenches and
forms one of the world’s largest minefields. A UN-bro-
kered ceasefire in 1991 perpetuated the line of control.
The SADR is a member of the African Union but con-
trols just 20 percent of its territory, mostly empty
desert. Morocco rejoined the African bloc last year
after a 33-year absence under the cloud of the dispute.
The conflict has long poisoned its relations with neigh-
boring Algeria. Their common border has been closed
since 1994, and between 100,000 and 200,000
Sahrawi refugees live in camps around the Algerian
desert town of Tindouf.

UN setbacks
The United Nations has repeatedly failed to broker a

settlement. It deployed its Minurso mission in 1991 to
monitor the ceasefire and organise a referendum on the
territory’s future status. The vote was set for 1992 but
was aborted when Morocco objected to the proposed

electoral register, saying it was biased. Headquartered
in Laayoune, the mission has had strained relations with
the Moroccan authorities. The authorities now refuse to
accept any vote in which independence is an option
and say only autonomy is on the table. Morocco and
the Polisario have not held direct talks since 2012. In
October, the UN Security Council voted to extend the
mission for six months, setting a deadline for progress
in a renewed push for a settlement.

The latest UN report on Western Sahara cited
accounts of “serious human rights violations” commit-
ted by Moroccan police, such as arbitrary arrest, ill-
treatment and torture against those pushing for self-
determination. Last month’s evaluation also referred to
reports of “excessive surveillance operations” targeting
journalists and human rights campaigners. It additional-
ly highlighted the Polisario’s de facto authority over the
Tindouf camps and concerns over rights abuses there.
The UN envoy to Western Sahara, former German
president Horst Koehler, has invited the two sides along
with Algeria and Mauritania to Geneva for talks on
December 5-6. —AFP

Yemen’s city fights 
to resurrect itself 
after Qaeda defeat
MUKALLA: In azure waters off Yemen, newly minted
coastguards stormed a fishing boat in a mock exercise
as part of a war-scarred city’s struggle to resurrect
state institutions two years after Al-Qaeda’s ouster. In
a nation torn by conflict, the former jihadist bastion of
Mukalla stands out as an oasis of stability, offering
what many call a blueprint for post-war Yemen. In a
ceremony last week on a beach littered with rusted
Soviet-era tanks, dozens of Yemeni officers took
charge of securing the 350-kilometre coast of south-
ern Hadramawt province, infested with drug and
weapons smugglers.

The handover in Mukalla included management of
local ports, with a Saudi-led military coalition giving
maritime equipment and surveillance boats to the new
coastguard trained by Saudi, Emirati and American
officials. “The real answer to the humanitarian crisis
(in Yemen) lies in bringing about an end to the conflict
in a way that will restore the institutions of the state,”
said Matthew Tueller, the US ambassador to Yemen.
“We cannot afford to see Yemen continue in this failed
state status,” he added at the ceremony also attended
by Saudi envoy Mohammed al-Jaber.

Al-Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula (AQAP), seen
by the United States as the militant network’s most
dangerous franchise, was expelled from Mukalla in
April 2016. It was a rare success for coalition-backed
Yemeni forces locked in a bloody stalemate with Iran-
aligned Houthi rebels. Militants who stoned women
adulterers and enforced an austere vision of Islam no
longer roam Mukalla’s corniche and its squares no
longer serve as venues for public executions. But offi-
cials concede that the conditions that facilitated the
militants’ takeover of the poverty-stricken city of
nearly 500,000 — mainly a lack of services and gov-
ernance-still prevail. —AFP

DAKAR: Assane Diallo is making final preparations for
a journey he knows could cost him his life: one thou-
sand miles across open ocean from Senegal to the
Canary Islands in a 50-foot wooden boat held together
with rusty nails. The 35-year-old fisherman hopes to
push off this week from a beach in the capital Dakar
with water, dried food and potentially dozens of pas-
sengers. He just needs two motors and enough petrol
for the week-long journey and also to patch up a three-
foot gash in the hull.

Diallo is part of a resurgence in African migrants tak-
ing the treacherous Atlantic route to the Spanish territory
this year in search of jobs and prosperity that they cannot
find at home. Many migrants see the chain of islands off
the Moroccan coast as the only viable option left as the
European Union spends millions of dollars cutting off
land routes through north Africa. They consider it a
launchpad for asylum in mainland Europe.

“Some, if they see a canoe, do not even consider stay-
ing here. They will leave at all costs,” said Diallo, looking
over the litter-strewn beach where listless teenagers mill
about at dusk, some fixing fishing nets or painting boats
in bright reds and blues. Over 1,200 migrants arrived in

the Canary Islands between Jan 1 and Nov 14, Spanish
Interior Ministry data show, the highest in nine years and
a four-fold increase over the same period in 2017.

It marks the revival of a worrying trend. In 2006 -
when 30,000 migrants managed to reach the Canary
Islands - some 7,000 people
died trying to make the cross-
ing, rights groups say. In the
decade that followed, Spanish
patrols slowed the pace. Land
routes through Niger and
Libya to Italy became more
popular. But the Italian gov-
ernment has focused on stop-
ping the Libya route. With
migrants detained in slave-like
conditions in Libya, the num-
bers arriving in Italy have
dropped off dramatically from a peak of 181,000 in 2016.

Still, migrants’ will to leave remains. The fall in
arrivals to Italy has corresponded with a surge in
attempts to reach Spain, where a record number of
migrants has reached the mainland in recent months.

“Managing... migratory flows is very much like squeez-
ing a balloon. When one route closes, the flows
increase on another,” said Izabella Cooper, spokes-
woman for EU border agency Frontex. “The only solu-
tion to migration is to eliminate the root causes: wars

and poverty.”

‘Very, very big’ sea
Migrants face many dan-

gers on the open ocean,
including mountainous waves,
blistering heat and starvation.
While the numbers remain
small compared to arrivals on
the Spanish mainland, authori-
ties in Senegal and Gambia
said there has been a rise in
boats attempting the crossing

to the Canary Islands this year. The lack of data on
departures makes it impossible to calculate how many
die. In October, Guinea Bissau’s coastguard discovered
the empty wreckage of a boat that had been carrying
dozens of migrants. That same month, a boat with 72

Gambians and Senegalese heading for the Canary
Islands was rescued off Guinea Bissau after an engine
failure.

One of the migrants, Alieu Gaye, said he went by
boat because he heard that land routes had become too
dangerous. “People are afraid to take the road. They
prefer to take canoes to travel by the Atlantic Ocean,”
he said. Policing a coastline hundreds of miles long is a
tough task, coast guards say. Spain’s Guardia Civil has
worked with the Senegalese Coast Guard since 2006 to
intercept migrants. They have two 100-foot boats, one
of which goes out every day, but crew members say
they rarely find anything. 

“The sea is very, very big. And they can leave from
wherever in Senegal, Gambia or further south,” said
Rafael Carballo Abeger, an attache at the Spanish
embassy in Dakar. Assane Diallo is confident he can
evade the coast guard when he leaves before dawn in
the coming days. It is worth the risk, he says. Fish
stocks are depleting and he can no longer provide for
his wife and two children. “It’s hard to come back and
bring nothing home,” he said. “It hurts the heart, that’s
why I want to leave.”  —Reuters

Migrants attempting perilous voyage to Canary Islands

African migrants turn to deadly 
ocean route as options narrow

Spanish-run 
islands seen 

as launchpad 
for EU asylum

Deadly invasion 
shows land-use 
conflicts in Kenya 
NAIROBI: Renewed invasions of private ranches by
herders in Kenya’s northern Laikipia region a year
after similar invasions led to deadly conflicts is a sign
of cracks in the country’s land use system, experts said.
A herder was shot dead when police tried to confiscate
his cattle after they invaded one of the ranches last
week, police and ranchers said. “That herder was killed
as a matter of self-defense by the police,” Martin
Evans, chairman of the Laikipia Farmers Association
said. Dozens were killed and injured in Kenya’s
drought-stricken Laikipia region last year as armed
herders searching for scarce grazing land drove tens of
thousands of cattle onto private farms and ranches
from poor-quality communal land.

“Right now, it is very dry out there,” Evans said.
“The November rains have failed and if it doesn’t rain
between now and April the situation is going to get
worse.” Francis Munyambu, the Rift Valley police com-
mandant, said the shooting was under investigation but
security in the region had returned to normal.
Increased droughts due to climate change, as well as
population growth and the enclosure of public lands,
have pushed many traditional nomads to move onto
grazing land on private ranches.

“This is really putting pressure on normal pastoral-
ists in terms of where they are going to access pasture
and water,” said Nyangori Ohenjo, program manager
at Centre for Minority Rights Development. Each cow
needs at least 10 acres of land to be healthy, Evans
said, but the large herds of cattle kept by pastoralists
was leading to depletion of grazing land. “All the land
in the north is already destroyed and that’s why they
are moving southwards,” he said. The conflict in
Laikipia highlights the struggle for land between
indigenous communities and conservationists across
the world, Ohenjo said, and is partly a legacy of
Kenya’s colonial past.—Reuters

AL-MAHBES: Saharawi men hold up a Polisario Front flag in the Al-Mahbes area near Moroccan soldiers
guarding the wall separating the Polisario controlled Western Sahara from Morocco. —AFP


