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Abstract 

After the fall of the USSR and Yugoslavia, the international recognition regime changed from being 

based on largely descriptive criteria to increasingly adding normative criteria. The role of the great 

powers – here defined as the US, the UK, France, China, and Russia/USSR – in deciding which 

entities manage to obtain independence and become a member of the UN has gained scholarly focus in 

the same period. This thesis seeks to add to the growing scientific knowledge by identifying what the 

motivations of the great powers are when approaching a conflict where an entity seeks independence. 

Specifically, this thesis investigates the case of Western Sahara. While claiming the whole territory, 

the Sahrawi Arab Democratic Republic (SADR) controls over approximately 20% of the territory, 

with Morocco controlling the remaining 80%. It is an interesting case as international law and several 

UN resolutions state that the people of the territory should be given the right to self-determination. 

The question then is why this is not the case. 

This thesis finds that instrumental motives are far more important than affective when the great 

powers decide on their approach to the Western Sahara conflict. To the great powers, Morocco is a 

partner too important to provoke. Although different reasons have been of different importance for the 

great powers since the start of the conflict in 1975, economic, security, and international political 

considerations are the three dominating motives. The significantly higher involvement from the great 

powers on the side of Morocco leads to a lack of commitment that manifests itself in a lack of 

recognition of the SADR. 

 

Keywords 
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recognition, the United States (US), the United Kingdom (UK), China, France, Russia, USSR 
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Topic characteristics/Research Question(s): 
 

My thesis will be based on the following general research question: Why is the Sahrawi Arab 

Democratic Republic (SADR) not internationally recognized as a sovereign state? SADR is widely 

regarded (UN list of NSGT, 2020) as the last colony of Africa and has been subject to various degrees 

of attention since the peace treaty in 1991. Today the entity has yet again gained the attention of the 

world – particularly other AU members – after war broke out in November between Sahrawis and 

Moroccan forces reliving 29 years of tense peace. The conflict was once more actualized after 

President Donald Trump decided to recognize Moroccan claims over the Western Sahara territory 

(Raghavan, 2020). 

 

The entity has been recognized by 84 states, of which 45 have withdrawn or frozen their recognition 

afterwards. However, the number varies as some states have suspended their recognition. The SADR 

is still not recognized by most countries and is thus still struggling to become a full-fledged member of 

the international society of states. Scholars such as Coggins (2014), Sterio (2009), Riegl & Dobos 

(2018) and Heraclides (1990) have in the last decades highlighted the importance of great powers in 

determining which entities are to become full-fledged members of the international society. This thesis 

will offer a comprehensive analysis of the importance of external actors in establishing international 

recognition for the SADR. 

 
 

Working hypotheses: 

 

1. Hypothesis #1: Recognition/support from permanent members of the UNSC is a requirement 

for SADR to become a sovereign state. 

2. Hypothesis #2: The geopolitical importance of Morocco prevents the Great Powers from 

extending recognition to the SADR. 

3. Hypothesis #3: The SADR does not satisfy the requirements for statehood, and therefore lacks 

recognition from the Great Powers. 

 

Methodology: 

 

The methodology that will be applied in the first part of the thesis is qualitative literature review, often 

named meta-analysis. Through the meta-analysis I will gather information relevant to the case of the 

Why the Saharawi Arab Democratic Republic (SADR) is not internationally recognized: an 
analysis of the SADR and the Great Powers 
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SADR. The second part will take the form of a case study. A case study seeks to understand an 

outcome based on the traits of the case under investigation. 

 

The theoretical groundwork and literature review will look at the link between recognition and 

secession and theories which explain the role of external players, their motivation etc., and particularly 

be based on theory of M. Sterio highlighting the importance of external players in gaining full 

international recognition for quasi-states such as SADR. I will gather empirical data in different forms, 

including speeches, academic articles, books etc. Finally, I am going to apply the chosen theory, work 

out whether it fits with the empirical data and use it to strengthen or weaken my hypotheses.  
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Introduction 
 

You might have thought that the Odd Fellows are an exclusive club. However, it is nothing as 

exclusive as the club of world states. The current world order is defined by states responsible 

for their own territory and populations, usually without external interference. Since the peace 

of Westphalia in 1648 ended the Thirty Years War (1618-1648), the most important 

achievement for every entity in the international society has been to obtain Westphalian 

sovereignty. The status of statehood entails the inviolability of borders and expectation of 

non-interference in domestic affairs from foreign actors, and perhaps become a member of the 

exclusive club of states: the United Nations (UN). The United Nations General Assembly 

(UNGA) is a forum of 193 member states where important international decisions are taken. 

However, it does not have a seat for everyone. 

There are several political entities around the world that seek – or already enjoy limited – 

international recognition. These entities go by many names and labels, although unrecognized 

states (Kolstø 2006), contested states (Geldenhuys 2009), and de facto states (Pegg 1998; 

2017), are three definitions that scholars have largely agreed on. These entities might not 

fulfill criteria for statehood under international law, or political considerations might obstruct 

their road to statehood and independence.  

Recognition has historically been linked to formal criteria under international law. However, a 

change to politically tailored criteria has occurred over the last three decades. Scholars such as 

Coggins (2011; 2014), Sterio (2013), Riegl and Doboš (2018), and Heraclides (1990) have in 

the last decades increasingly highlighted the importance of great powers in determining which 

entities are to become full-fledged members of the international society. Although the case of 

Western Sahara is one of decolonization, not secession, theories of great power rule are useful 

to understand why most of Western Sahara remains occupied by Morocco. 

Western Sahara is widely regarded (United Nations 2020) as the last colony of Africa, or even 

the world (Shelley 2004), and has been subject to various degrees of attention since the cease-

fire agreement in 1991. Morocco-controlled Western Sahara is today what the political 

geography nestors Glassner and de Blij (1989) would classify as an occupied territory1. 

Moroccan forces occupy and control roughly 80% of Western Sahara and shows no sign of 

 
1 The term “occupation” is also applied both by the UNGA Resolution 34/37 (1979) and the CJEU (2018b). 
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leaving any time soon. The Sahrawi liberation movement, Popular Front for the Liberation of 

Saguia el-Hamra and Río de Oro (Polisario) controls the rest through the proclaimed political 

entity Sahrawi Arab Democratic Republic (SADR).  

Western Sahara has been mostly occupied since 1884 when Spain took control. The modern 

conflict started in 1975 when Morocco and Mauritania occupied the territory as Spain 

withdrew. Currently, Western Sahara is part of the UN list of Non-Self-Governing Territories 

(NSGT). The list is compiled by the UN Special Committee on Decolonization, consisting of 

territories with a permanent population that are yet to be decolonized and with the right to 

self-determination. Western Sahara is on the list because the former administering power 

Spain failed to honor its obligations under the UN Charter, by not allowing the people of 

Western Sahara to decide on the status of the territory through an act of self-determination 

(Soroeta Liceras 2014). Through the UNGA Resolution 1541 (1960a), Principle VI, a NGST 

can exercise its self-determination through: 

“(a) Emergence as a sovereign independent State;  

(b) free association with an independent State; or  

(c) integration with an independent State.” 

This is to be decided by free and fair elections by the electorate agreed upon, but the Sahrawis 

have never gotten the opportunity to vote for self-determination.  

The SADR has been recognized by 84 states, of which 45 have since withdrawn or frozen 

their recognition2. A total of 73 states at the most recognized the SADR at the same time, 

although only one of them situated in Europe (Joffé 2010). The SADR is still not recognized 

by most countries and is thus still struggling to become a full-fledged member of the 

international society of states. Today the entity has yet again received the attention of the 

world – particularly other African Union (AU) members – after war broke out in November 

2020 between the Sahrawi liberation movement and Moroccan forces reliving 29 years of 

absence of war. The conflict was once more actualized after former President Donald Trump 

 
2 Article 6 in the Montevideo Convention explicitly states that “Recognition of a state simply means that the 

state recognizes it accepts the personality of the other with all the rights and duties determined by international 

law. Recognition is unconditional and irrevocable” (Seventh International Conference of American States 1933, 

4). Thus, once recognition is extended it cannot be withdrawn, frozen or suspended. 
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decided to recognize Moroccan claims over the Western Sahara territory, making the US the 

first country in history to do so (Raghavan 2020). 

Since the Sahrawis’ normative case for self-determination is clear, it provides a good case for 

research at what priorities might take precedence over international law and decide the great 

powers’ approach to the conflict. As the reasons for external involvement in a secessionist 

conflict can be many, this thesis follows Heraclides (1990) in separating between affective 

and instrumental reasons. He cites four instrumental motives that are a central part of the 

research question in this paper: (1) international political factors, including strategic ones; (2) 

economic considerations; (3) domestic or internal politics/motives; and (4) military concerns. 

Ethnicity, irredentism, historic injustice, religion, and ideology are subgroups within the 

affective group. 

This thesis suggests that it is primarily instrumental reasons that make the great powers 

overlook international law. It seeks to contribute to an understanding of what these 

instrumental reasons are and why they dominate the presence of the great powers in the 

Maghreb region. There has been a great deal of scholarly writing on secession during the last 

three decades, but the focus on the great powers is rather young. There is little academic 

writing on the relationship between the great powers and territories on the NSGT list. 

Hopefully, this thesis can contribute to fill that void.  

The thesis will be based on the following general research question: How did instrumental 

interests of the great powers prevail over the principle of self-determination for the Sahrawi 

people? The instrumental reasons of the great powers are the dependent variables while 

international recognition of the SADR is the independent variable. 

Hypothesis 1: The instrumental importance of Morocco and the lack of commitment of the 

great powers towards securing self-determination for the Sahrawi people prevents the great 

powers from extending recognition to the SADR. 

Hypothesis 2: Instrumental reasons are more important than affective reasons when 

the great powers decide on their approach to the Western Sahara conflict. 

The thesis is structured as follows. The first part will review the existing literature and present 

the theories applied in the thesis, looking at the decolonization question of Western Sahara, by 

analogy, through the lenses of theories of secession. It continues with laying out the 
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methodology. Afterwards, there is an examination of the empirics of the SADR and the great 

powers’ reasons for involvement in the conflict. Finally, the hypotheses will be tested against 

the theoretical and empirical backgrounds to see if there is any hold in the claims presented. 

The paper ends by concluding that the hypotheses gain support from the findings, showing 

that instrumental reasons are dominant when the great powers decide on their actions towards 

Western Sahara, and that this is central to the explanation of why the SADR is not fully 

internationally recognized. 

 

 

Literature review and theory 
 

The literature on entities seeking international recognition has grown extensive in the last 

three decades. As there are dozens of entities aspiring to one day become independent and 

preferably full-fledged members of the international society, it is important to provide an 

understanding of what they are, how they work, and what their place in the world system is. 

However, this field of geopolitics is a messy one. As these entities are profoundly diverse in 

nature, they have been given labels such as para-states (Stanislawski 2008), states-within-

states (Kingston and Spears 2004), quasi-states (Jackson 1993), pseudo-states (Kolossov and 

O'Loughlin 1998), de facto states (Pegg 1998), and informal states (Isachenko 2012), but this 

listing is far from exhaustive.  

Eventually, scholars have mostly come to agree on the three terms unrecognized states 

(Kolstø 2006), contested states (Geldenhuys 2009), and de facto3 states (Pegg 1998). Still, 

different classifications are not mutually exclusive. Fernández-Molina & Ojeda-García (2020) 

calls the SADR a combination of a parastate and state-in-exile, referring to the duality of 

controlling around 20% of the territory it claims, but with a government located in Tindouf, 

Algeria. Following the criteria of the Montevideo Convention, the SADR could arguably be 

defined as a de facto state as it has a defined territory (although it does not control all of the 

territory it claims); a government (in exile); a permanent population, despite the Sahrawis 

 
3 “The de facto state is a secessionist entity that receives popular support and has achieved sufficient capacity to 

provide governmental services to a given population in a defined territorial area, over which it maintains 

effective control for an extended period of time” (Pegg 1998, 2). This is basically the counterpart to a de jure 

state, which enjoys international recognition but lacks internal sovereignty (Jackson and Rosberg 1982). 
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historically being a nomadic people (Geldenhuys 2009); and a capacity to enter into foreign 

relations, exemplified by the high number of countries that has recognized the entity and the 

widespread diplomatic presence (Lavoie 2020). 

Internal sovereignty is everything regarding a government’s activities that is not linked to 

foreign affairs, thus activities confined to its own territory (Crawford 2006). External 

sovereignty is exercised when a state is a part of the international society of states and without 

interference from other states (Jackson 1999). To become a member of this society, the 

central concept is recognition. In the international law discourse, there are mainly two 

dominating theories regarding international recognition: the declaratory and the constitutive 

(Fabry 2013). The former is favored by international law scholars and implies that statehood 

is a legal matter independent of recognition. It states that the existence of a state should be 

about effectiveness and not legitimacy and reflects how recognition was practiced before the 

1950s, when it was based on de facto self-determination (Fabry 2010). The latter entails that 

the duties and rights of statehood are derived from recognition (Crawford 2006). This 

highlights recognition as an essential component of statehood (Sterio 2013; Worster 2009). A 

third way, the intermediary theory, attempts to unify the two by positing that recognition is a 

political act, but that states have a duty to recognize an aspiring state when the latter fulfills 

the four traditional criteria for statehood (Sterio 2013). 

Historically, the act of recognition has belonged to the declarative realm, positing 

effectiveness criteria as the requirements for recognition, although this changed with 

decolonization (Fabry 2010; Fabry 2013; Jackson and Rosberg 1982). The traditional 

effectiveness criteria are largely based on the Montevideo Convention. The Montevideo 

Convention has since its creation in 1933 played a crucial role in determining which states 

should be granted recognition. It separates clearly between fulfilling formal criteria for 

becoming a person under international law and the act of one country extending recognition to 

another, as demonstrated by Article 34.  

 
4 Article 3 informs that “The political existence of the state is independent of recognition by other states. Even 

before recognition the state has the right to defend its integrity and independence, to provide for its conservation 

and prosperity, and consequently to organize itself as it sees fit, to legislate upon its interests, administer its 

services, and to define the jurisdiction and competence of its courts. The exercise of these rights has no other 

limitation than the exercise of the rights of other states according to international law.” (Seventh International 

Conference of American States 1933, 3-4) 
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The first article of the convention lays forward the formal criteria for existing as a person 

under international law. It contains of the following four criteria: 

a) The area has a permanent population. 

b) The area has a defined territory. 

c) The area has a government. 

d) The area is capable of having relations with other states. 

Fulfilling the above-mentioned criteria implies the juridical existence of any entity under 

international law. However, the practice of recognition has changed, particularly after the 

dissolutions of the United Socialist Soviet Republic (USSR) and Yugoslavia, to criteria based 

increasingly on normativity. Thus, recognition based partly on normativity is challenging the 

traditional effectiveness criteria. The issue with the former is that it suffers from 

inconsistency, which provides the possibility for states to be selective in which criteria they 

want to apply to different cases, potentially leading to states imposing impossible or 

unachievable criteria for aspiring states they do not want to obtain recognition. As such, that 

regime favors existing states regardless of a state’s internal situation (Fabry 2010). The 

recognition regime in the world is largely based on a pragmatic approach, and it is very hard 

to find a sole ruling principle or aspect of recognition that is universally prevalent in 

secessions. As a result of this, the recognition regime has become more unpredictable in 

recent decades. 

What might happen if a territory of a state is dissatisfied with the current situation, is a 

process of secession. There is no clear consensus in the literature on what secession is 

(Pavkovic and Radan 2007), and there are many types and definitions of secession. Pavkovic 

and Radan (2007) write that secession occurs when a new state emerges from within an 

existing state, while Emizet and Hesli (1995, 494) state that “[s]eparatism (or secession) is a 

subcategory of nationalism that has territorial reorganization as the primary objective.” 

Coggins (2011) defines a secessionist movement as one that declares independence, has a 

flag, claim a certain territory larger than 100 sqm, has a population, the campaign lasts longer 

than one week, and is constituted by more than 100 people. The issue with the latter definition 

is that it seems rather arbitrary. 
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Secession and self-determination are two concepts tightly linked, but usually applied to 

somewhat different situations. While secession is applied to all kinds of detachment from a 

parent state, self-determination has more recently been used in relation to decolonization. 

There are essentially two types of self-determination: internal and external. Internal self-

determination implies that each group within a state have their rights respected, be it political, 

cultural, social, and so on. If this is the case, there will normally be no need for a minority to 

seek secession from the parent state. On the other hand, if a minority is consequently 

oppressed over time by the political majority in a state, the oppressed entity will have a right 

to external self-determination including right to a remedial secession (Vidmar 2010), as in the 

case of Kosovo. 

Coggins (2011) has made some good attempts to explain what factors or attributes make a 

secessionist bid more likely to succeed. She presents four factors typical for domestic-level 

explanations of secession that strengthen a secessionist movement’s claims: (1) that a 

minority group mobilizes and seeks independence; (2) the entity has been colonized or a share 

of an ethnic federation; (3) the entity is powerful and manages to challenge its parent state; 

and (4) the parent state gives its consent for a secession to take place. 

However, one of the most influential aspects of secession theory in recent years is the role of 

external actors, which Coggins (2011) also touches upon. Milena Sterio (2013) argue that 

there are four conditions that must be fulfilled for an entity to experience a successful 

secession: (1) The people has been oppressed; (2) the central government is relatively weak; 

(3) the area that wants to secede has been controlled by an international organization/group; 

and (4) the entity has support from the great powers. Sterio argues that the fourth criterion is 

the most important and demonstrates that using some cases. However, her definition of who 

the great powers are is somewhat weak and she does not differentiate between different levels 

of support from the great powers. 

Heraclides (1990) separates between levels of involvement from external actors and argues 

that this is central for a secessionist entity to be able to gain independence from its parent 

state. Initially, he splits support from a state to a secessionist movement into two groups, 

tangible and political-diplomatic/moral support. Then, tangible support has three types of 

involvement: (1) material aid, encompassing for instance medicine, food, arms, aircraft, and 

ammunition; (2) admission to networks like communication and transportation; and (3) help 

and services provided both inside and outside the territory, like bases, military personnel, 
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training, and advisers in addition to occasional on-the-ground direct military assistance. These 

three categories contribute to an understanding of the three levels of involvement that 

Heraclides thus presents: (1) low involvement, from transactional to humanitarian; (2) 

medium, typically nonmilitary involvement like admission to communications and 

transportations networks, financial help, and access to bases; and (3) high, where there is an 

intervention, ranging from providing arms in the beginning to possible war. 

The other type of support is the political-diplomatic/moral support. Heraclides divides the 

open support into a four-level scheme: (1) verbal demonstration of unease with the conflict; 

(2) using the framework of territorial integrity, attempt to make the parties sit down and 

conduct peace talks; (3) seek to make the parties sit down for open-ended peace talks or just 

state that the secessionists claim to self-determination is legitimate; and (4) public 

recognition.  

Finally, in terms of the reasons for external involvement, he identifies four main groups: (1) 

mainly or fully instrumental; (2) mainly or fully affective; (3) mixed, so that the former two 

have more or less equal weight; and (4) unclear. The instrumental motives he identifies are (1) 

international political considerations, involving strategic ones; (2) economic; (3) internal or 

domestic motives/politics; and (4) military. Within the affective group are subgroups such as 

ideology, religion, irredentism, historic injustice, and ethnicity. 

While Heraclides is examining the level of and reasons for involvement with secessionist 

entities, this thesis is somewhat doing the opposite. It looks at the motivations for why the 

great powers are not sufficiently engaged on the side of the secessionist movement and the 

relation between the great powers and the parent state. The analysis section will provide a 

review of the arguments and test how well they are applied in this case. 

Riegl and Doboš (2018) draws on both Sterio (2013) and Heraclides (1990) to present a 

strong case for what they call the modified (super)power rule. They deem the three first 

criteria in Sterio’s theory superfluous and argue that it is the support from (super)powers that 

is the only necessary condition for a secessionist bid to succeed. They include Heraclides’ 

three levels of involvement to examine how much tangible support has been given to certain 

secessionist entities and how it has impacted the strength of their claim to independence. 

Nonetheless, there are some aspects of external involvement that they do not investigate, that 
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will be assessed in this paper. First, this thesis also discusses the level of moral support by the 

great powers. Second, it includes the reasons for involvement in the conflict. 

This paper builds on the former authors to better try to understand what the motivations of the 

great powers are, in this paper defined as the P5 of the UNSC. It builds on Sterio’s theory 

modified by Riegl and Doboš but incorporates several aspects of Heraclides’ theory. As 

mentioned, he writes about the three levels of involvement, which the Czech scholars use in 

their paper. They also only discuss the tangible support. However, this thesis will also include 

what Heraclides calls the diplomatic-political/moral support, which in this paper will from 

now be termed moral support. Most importantly, the paper will analyze the different 

instrumental and affective reasons for (non-)involvement and assess how much weight they 

have for the great powers, in an effort to answer the research question. 

 

 

 

Methodology 
 

In this thesis the deductive method is applied. The methodology that will be applied in the 

first part of the thesis is a qualitative literature review. This part will look at different 

scholars’ discussion on topics in and relevant to the theory applied in this paper. They include 

important discussions on issues such as sovereignty, secession, recognition, and great power 

rule. Heraclides (1990) assesses the level and type of involvement from external powers to a 

secessionist entity and finds that affective reasons dominate their involvement. This thesis 

investigates whether this holds for the great powers while looking at their reasons for non-

involvement on the side of the Sahrawis. It considers the regional dimension and role of the 

parent state when the great powers decide how to act. 

The second part will take the form of a single-case study. A case study seeks to understand an 

outcome based on the traits of the case under investigation. A within-case study might be 

conducted either on an “inside-case” analysis or longitudinally. This thesis is an example of 

the former. Although it is interesting to investigate the case of the SADR through time, the 

goal of this paper is to investigate in-depth what lies behind the non-recognition policies of 
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the great powers towards the SADR. The inside-case analysis allows for a deeper 

investigation into the mentioned reasons for non-involvement. As the great powers are 

defined, there are many actors to be examined. A longitudinal analysis would – due to limited 

time and space of this paper – necessarily lead to a narrower definition of the great powers. 

As the recognition regime is tied to interstate influences, it is more fruitful to include as many 

great powers as the length of the thesis allows for. 

The observational case study is the superior method to apply in this thesis for several reasons. 

First, choosing between an observational and an experimental study the former is better 

mainly due to one aspect: it would be very difficult – if not impossible – to conduct an 

experimental study to figure out the importance of the great powers and the motivations 

behind their actions. Second, having established this, it is more fruitful to conduct a case 

study than a large-n analysis because with the former method it is often easier to examine in 

what ways the independent variables cause the dependent (Van Evera 1997, 54-55). To put it 

rather simplistic, large-n methods have the strength of telling whether a hypothesis hold while 

the case study’s strength is explaining why is holds. 

Furthermore, for the large-n method to be a feasible option, more comparable entities such as 

the SADR would be needed. Important to note, there are dozens of secessionist movements 

around the world dreaming of independence, but there is likely only a few that have a real 

chance of obtaining it. Certain secessionist entities could be possible to compare with the 

SADR, but the case of Western Sahara is rather unique. 

The presence of Western Sahara on the NSGT list provides heavy support for the SADR’s 

normative claim to the whole territory of Western Sahara. Entities on the 17-member NSGT 

list – the list of territories where the UN policy is that these entities should be decolonized and 

where the people have a right to self-determination – are thus in a quite unique situation. With 

the centrality of the argument that self-determination of the peoples of colonized territories is 

crucial, the other 16 members of the list could have been feasible as comparisons with the 

situation of Western Sahara.  

However, there are a few issues that make the case of Western Sahara special (Smith 2015). 

Many of the members on the NSGT list have either a small population, small territory, or 

both. In addition, they are usually to a smaller or larger extent dependent on a bigger state 

(Dumieński 2017). 12 out of the 17 NSGT members have less than 70 000 inhabitants. 
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Western Sahara’s population is disputed in terms of numbers and identification but could have 

a population of around 580 000 (United Nations 2020). The territory of Western Sahara is 

266 000 m2. The second largest on the NSGT list is New Caledonia with 18 575 (United 

Nations 2020). 13 of the 17 members have a territory smaller than 1000 m2. Apart from 

geographic and demographic dimensions, another important one is the question of willingness 

to become independent. Several of the territories have already had the opportunity to vote for 

independence, but rejected it (Tokelau, Gibraltar, Falkland Islands, Bermuda, New Caledonia, 

US Virgin Islands5, and Guam), while the indigenous people of Western Sahara never had the 

chance. In some of the other entities such as American Samoa and Turks and Caicos Islands, 

the question of independence is simply not very pressing (Sunia 2006). Finally, and by far 

most importantly, Western Sahara is the only one without an administering power that takes 

on its role to decolonize the territory in line with Article 73 of the UN Charter. Spain, the 

former administering power, has since the time of the Franco government, refused to assume 

these responsibilities. Spain had no right to transfer the administration of the territory to the 

neighboring countries of Morocco and Mauritania (United Nations Security Council 2002).  

Even though the NSGTs are de jure separate and distinct from any of the independent states 

of the world, and that the UN and the international community do not consider the NSGTs as 

part of the national territories of their administering powers, the theories of secession still 

provide a framework that is useful in order to understand the process of decolonization and 

self-determination.  

The theoretical groundwork and literature review will look at the link between recognition 

and secession and theories which explain the role of external players, their motivation, what 

these motivations are, and particularly be based on the theory of Heraclides (1990) who 

highlights the importance of external players and the level of their commitment in gaining full 

international recognition for partially recognized states such as the SADR. Trying to look 

behind the theory, this thesis will seek to assess the reasons behind the ways the great powers 

act. Identifying the reasons of the great powers is instrumental to understanding secessions 

and help predict where the next successful secession might occur. 

The external actors in this paper are limited to the five permanent members of the UNSC, 

which is what the great powers are defined as. This is partly due to limitations regarding the 

 
5 Although the result was invalidated because of low turnout (Sakou 1994). 
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size of the thesis. As the thesis conducts an in-depth investigation into the reasons for 

involvement of all five countries, there is hardly space for expanding the number of countries 

to for instance include the G8 countries. Furthermore, the Security Council is a politically 

heavier and more important forum than the G8. One of the most important features of the P5 

is that they all have veto power that can block any attempt in the UNSC to actively engage on 

the side of the Sahrawis or get the weight of the whole Security Council or General Assembly 

to back a solution based on self-determination. Riegl & Doboš (2018) argue that support from 

a (super)power6 is sufficient for a secessionist entity to obtain de facto independence, while 

support from the permanent members of the UNSC is essential in determining the de jure 

recognition and possible accession to the UN. 

The literature is, naturally, much larger for EU policy towards the Maghreb than for the single 

members France and the UK7 as both were members of the European Communities when the 

conflict broke out in 1975. Therefore, EU is mentioned several times where this is important 

without referring specifically to the UK or France, but instead implicating them when talking 

about EU policy. However, the two are primarily mentioned alone to present a clear picture of 

the national policies and actions towards the conflict. 

The thesis will include empirical data in different forms, including reports, academic articles, 

books, quality journalism articles etc. However, limited time, length of thesis, and language 

barriers limits somewhat the amount of information accessible to the author. Additionally, a 

more active role by some of the great powers towards the conflict is contributing to more 

information. Thus, it is possible that some relevant elements are left out of this paper. 

The empirical part of this paper is presented under thematic headings. There are multiple 

reasons for this. One is because of the partial lack of data on some of the external actors. 

Another is because the thematic divide presents a framework within which the analysis can be 

presented more clearly and in a more fruitful way than what could have been done by dividing 

by country. 

 

 

 
6 Not necessarily a great power as defined in this thesis. 
7 Which left the Union in 2020. 
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Historical and political background of The Sahrawi Arab Democratic 

Republic (SADR) 
 

Rule by Spain 
 

Until the colonization of Western Sahara by Spain in 1884, the territory was mostly populated 

by different tribes that never properly succumbed to a central authority (Rousselier 2007). 

Exactly 50 years later Spain constituted it a province and gave it the name Spanish Sahara. In 

1956, newly decolonized Morocco laid claims on the territory, but supported the voices 

calling for self-determination in Western Sahara (Mohsen-Finan 2002). A few years later, in 

1963, the UN agreed to include Western Sahara on the NSGT list (2020) as enshrined in 

Chapter XI of the UN Charter (United Nations General Assembly 1945). Wanting to fight for 

independence for the Sahrawi people from Spain, the Polisario was born in 1973. Crucial to 

its formation was the discoveries of phosphate and other natural resources at the time, an 

aspect that made Polisario believe in the viability of a Western Saharan state and consolidated 

the nationalist movement (Le Billon 2004). The UN sent a visiting mission to the territory in 

1975 to prepare for decolonization. The mission found a unison support for Polisario and 

independence. 

 

Spain withdraws and war breaks lose 
 

In early 1975, the International Court of Justice (ICJ) made a monumental decision regarding 

the case of Western Sahara. The court ruled that neither Morocco nor Mauritania had legal 

rights to the territory and that any deal between any countries would have to be approved by 

the native population of the territory; the Sahrawis: 

“[…] the Court’s conclusion is that the materials and information presented to it do 

not establish any tie of territorial sovereignty between the territory of Western Sahara 

and the Kingdom of Morocco or the Mauritanian entity. Thus the Court has not found 

legal ties of such a nature as might affect the application of General Assembly 

resolution 1514 (XV) in the decolonization of Western Sahara and, in particular, of the 
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principle of self-determination through the free and genuine expression of the will of 

the peoples of the Territory” (International Court of Justice 1975, 1). 

King Hassan II of Morocco did not have any intention of respecting the decision. In 

November 1975, the king staged the infamous “Green March”, sending about 350 000 

Moroccans into Western Sahara in a bid to push the Spanish authorities to withdraw from the 

territory (Weiner 1979). The move was even given green light from the US government (Y. 

H. Zoubir 2018). Over the coming years, the new Moroccan settlers were tempted by 

promises of subsidized fuel and food, money to the unemployed, and double salaries for 

public officials (Shelley 2006). The timing of the march was good for Morocco as Spain at 

that moment was experiencing a political crisis with the 36-years reigning Francisco Franco 

on his deathbed. Having watched Portugal engage in colonial wars resulting in domestic 

political turmoil, Spain was eager not to start a war with Morocco despite superior military 

forces. Quickly after the march, a vast group of countries manifested their condemnation of it 

in UNGA and UNSC (S/RES/380 1975) resolutions.  

The Green March culminated in the signing of the Madrid Accords between Spain, Morocco, 

and Mauritania (United Nations 1975). According to the parties, the deal transferred 

administration – but not sovereignty – over the territory from Spain to the other two parts of 

the treaty but leaving Spain precious fish and phosphate resources (Omar 2008). The deal 

assigned the northernmost two-thirds of Western Sahara to Morocco and the last third to 

Mauritania. Spain notified the UN Secretary-General on the 26 February 1976 that it had 

ended its presence in Western Sahara and thus did not have any further responsibilities there 

(Rousselier 2007). It is important to note that France confidentially had a hand in the creation 

of the Madrid Accords. France’s motivations were mainly due to economic reasons, personal 

friendship between the leaders, Morocco’s pro-Western attitudes, and stability of the 

monarchy (Naylor 1987). Transferring administering role of a NSGT from one state to 

another is not recognized by the UN, hence, Western Sahara is today still enlisted without an 

administering power by the Special Committee. According to the UN Legal Counsel (2002), 

Spain had no right to do such transfer. 

Immediately after the signing of the Madrid Accords, Polisario officially declared the Sahrawi 

Arab Democratic Republic (SADR) and picked up weapons to resist the invasion (Gardner 

2000). It was the beginning of years of warfare between the Polisario and Moroccan and 

Mauritanian forces. With military support from particularly the US and France, Morocco 
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managed to expel most of the Sahrawi population from the territory, using cluster-bombs and 

napalm, resulting in their retreat to Algeria where the refugee camp is still in place four 

decades later. Due to their rivalry with Morocco, Algeria started supplying the Polisario with 

military equipment. 

 

Morocco takes control 
 

A few years after the Madrid Accords, in 1978, Mauritanian leader Ould Daddah was 

overthrown in a military coup. The coup happened after France got involved on the side of 

Mauritania in the fight against the Polisario. Operation Lamantin was an unsuccessful attempt 

by France to halt the increasing influence of the USSR in several African countries and at the 

same time trying to prevent the collapse of Mauritania (Falola and Thomas 2014). What 

followed was a 180 degrees turn in the case of Western Sahara and led to the signing of a 

peace treaty between Mauritania and the Polisario, handing over a third of the occupied 

territory to the Polisario. Mauritania even went on to recognize the SADR in 1984. However, 

Morocco still saw the whole territory as a part of the “Greater Morocco” area. Moroccan 

forces went on to occupy the last third of territory, rendering the monarchy with full control 

over about 80% of the territory.  

From now on, Polisario only had one enemy instead of two, but the one that was left was 

powerful and enjoyed support from important allies. Nevertheless, Morocco had its issues. In 

February 1982, the SADR was admitted to the Organization of African Unity (OAU, later 

African Union [AU]), securing its first big accession to a considerably sized organization of 

countries (Naldi 1982). This decision wreaked havoc on Moroccan claims to the territory, led 

to noise in the OAU and finally a Moroccan withdrawal of membership at the twentieth 

summit in 1984 not rejoining the succeeding organization African Union until 2017 (Gänzle, 

Leruth and Trondal 2020). 

In 1985, a collective initiative by the OAU and the UN Secretary-General negotiated the 

Settlement Plan approved by the UNSC through resolution 690 (United Nations Security 

Council 1991), which subsequently in 1988 was accepted by both Morocco and Polisario. The 

full implementation plan and proposals were completely worked out in 1990. It paved the way 
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for the UN to mandate the United Nations Mission for the Referendum in Western Sahara 

(MINURSO) on 29 April 1991 (Mays 2021). 

 

After the ceasefire 
 

It was decided by the UN Secretary-General that there would be a ceasefire entering into 

effect in 1991 (Daadaoui 2008). Until this day, the ceasefire has for most of the time been 

held, but the transitional period has yet to start. There are several reasons for this, but at the 

core lies the disagreement over who should be eligible to vote in the referendum. Despite 

multiple devoted attempts by the UN to solve the issue during the 90s, and despite both 

parties at various occasions having accepted the UN-negotiated plans for eligibility, the plan 

has not yet been put into action. 

Interestingly, it was the US under Democratic President Bill Clinton that – at least until 1996 

– moved closer to Moroccan wishes after the settlement plan was confirmed, arguing that the 

best solution might be that Western Sahara became a part of the Moroccan kingdom (Zoubir 

and Benabdallah-Gambier 2005). Nevertheless, at the same time the administration admitted 

that a solution in accordance with the UN resolutions would probably be the most peaceful, 

least costly and the best way to achieve political stability in the region. A lack of funding 

from the US of the MINURSO helped fuel claims that the US had moved closer to Morocco 

(ibid.). 

When Kofi Annan took office in 1997 as the UN Secretary-General, he immediately 

announced his goal to end the Western Sahara conflict. Wanting a credible and solid 

American statesman, Annan appointed James Baker, former US Secretary of State, as his UN 

special envoy to Western Sahara. It was an instant success in the US. The House of 

Representatives showed through Resolution 245 its support for a free, fair, and transparent 

referendum in Western Sahara (House of Representatives 1997). Particularly important was 

the Houston Accords from 1997, where an agreement was reached between the two 

conflicting parts. They agreed to deliver on their commitments regarding the referendum 

process, but no action was taken (Zoubir and Benabdallah-Gambier 2005). Notably, the UK 

hosted a meeting in June 1997 that would serve as a breakthrough in the negotiations, 

demonstrating its neutrality towards the conflict (Chopra 1997).  



29 
 

 
 

As Morocco continued to refuse to hold the referendum, the UK, France, and the US 

spearheaded an initiative in the UN called the “third way”. It was a solution that was supposed 

to be neither full independence for Western Sahara nor full integration with Morocco (Zoubir 

and Benabdallah-Gambier 2005). However, Russia – who had just started to show interest in 

the conflict – still supported self-determination (Mohsen-Finan 2002). Annan saw the many 

obstacles that would have to be overcome before a referendum could be held. He authored a 

report and got approval from the UNSC through resolution 1301 to start exploring how the 

dispute could be settled in the new way (United Nations Security Council 2000a; 2000b). It 

generated concern among many members in the UNGA who were in favor of the settlement 

plan, and the Polisario clearly stated that it saw the new approach by the UN as a breach of 

that plan. 

Subsequently, Baker made his effort through the Baker-plans I and II of 2001 and 2003. They 

were the greatest attempts by the UN Special Envoy to find a compromise between the two 

parties (White 2015). Baker I was presented as a Framework Agreement (FA) and would 

function as that for future negotiations. The plan sketched how Western Sahara would be an 

autonomous part of Morocco for five years before a referendum would take place. However, 

Polisario and Algeria rejected the plan as it favored Morocco and did not envisage any chance 

for self-determination (Mohsen-Finan 2002). The biggest issue was that there was no clear 

plan for what options there would be in the referendum (Yildiz 2013). This was addressed in 

Baker II of 2003. The most significant change from the former plan was that there would be 

three options in the referendum: full integration with Morocco, independence, or autonomy. 

This time the Polisario accepted the plan – despite it including that all current Moroccan 

settlers in the territory would be allowed to vote – but Morocco rejected it (Yildiz 2013). 

Morocco has solid support from France, but the US was dissatisfied with the decision and 

almost activated the UN Charter’s Chapter VII8 (Y. H. Zoubir 2018). Baker resigned in 2004 

due to the failure of his plans. 

In 2007, the Polisario presented a possible way forward for the conflict. One day later, 

Morocco announced its own plan for the future of the occupied territory, produced in 

cooperation with the US and with France as a supporter (Y. H. Zoubir 2018). It was very 

similar to the Baker I plan as it included vast autonomy for Western Sahara within Morocco 

 
8 Chapter VII clarifies the powers of the UNSC to maintain peace: https://www.un.org/en/about-us/un-

charter/chapter-6  

https://www.un.org/en/about-us/un-charter/chapter-6
https://www.un.org/en/about-us/un-charter/chapter-6
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but did not say anything about options in a future referendum (Yildiz 2013). Thus, the 

Polisario rejected the plan and released a counter-proposal similar to the one of Baker II. 

Naturally, the plans only served to push the two actors further away from each other. 

As mentioned, there have been several and long attempts to have the two sides in the conflict 

sit down and try to negotiate a solution since the ceasefire. Still, prospects are not good, 

particularly after the UN appointed envoy to Western Sahara Horst Köhler resigned due to 

health reasons in 2019. There has been not new appointment after Köhler stepped down, some 

arguing that the reason for this is strict requirements for who that person would be, coming 

from both sides, but allegedly highly stringent from Moroccan side (International Crisis 

Group 2021). Although the MINURSO mandate normally was prolonged for one year at a 

time, in 2018 the UNSC prolonged it only for six months in an effort to put pressure on both 

sides of the conflict (Dibie Ike 2018). Nevertheless, it returned to one-year intervals in 2019. 

In November 2020 Moroccan military personnel intervened in in the so-called buffer zone in 

the southern parts of the territory, in what constitutes a breach of the ceasefire negotiated in 

1991 (Dahir 2020). The operation was a consequence of Sahrawi protesters having blocked an 

important road connecting Western Sahara and Mauritania for almost a month. Stakeholders 

in the conflict – like Algeria, the US and Russia – remain mostly silent, as does the UNSC. 

Since November 2020, low intensity warfare has been going on along Morocco’s separation 

wall through the territory. 

 

Reasons for the non-recognition of the SADR 
 

There are many reasons determining why the great powers have chosen not to extend 

recognition to the SADR. Despite international law being clear on the issue of self-

determination for the people of Western Sahara, realpolitik creates a more complex situation. 

Security, strategic, and economic aspects are among the higher priorities that dictate the 

behavior of the great powers towards the Maghreb, specifically Western Sahara, Morocco, 

and Algeria. Historically, and to this date, the most central players in the conflict from the 

UNSC permanent members are the US and France (Zoubir and Benabdallah-Gambier 2005). 

However, as will be showed, the other three: China, the UK, and Russia are not without 

leverage in the conflict. In this chapter, different areas of political, economic, and strategic 



31 
 

 
 

interest will be examined in order to present a thorough picture of the motivations of the great 

powers in this discourse. 

 

Strategic 
 

The international political considerations of the great powers, hereunder strategic choices, 

regarding the conflict in Western Sahara is key to understanding why the great powers act the 

way they do. Morocco and Western Sahara are rich in natural resources, and this is crucial to 

understanding their roles in the conflict. This subchapter will present some of the most 

important elements. 

One of the key reasons for the importance of Western Sahara to Spain and subsequently 

Morocco and Mauritania since the 1950s is the abundance of natural resources. Indeed, in 

1974 the World Bank called Western Sahara the richest in the Maghreb, referring to the 

abundance of natural resources (Leite 2006). While particularly important due to phosphorus 

and fish, there are also undetermined amounts of gold, iron, titanium, uranium, and sand, 

while salt has been reported to be transported to France from the occupied areas (Haugen 

2007). Additionally, it is suspected that there are rich deposits of oil and gas belonging to the 

territory. It is a difficult task to assess the total value of the resources extracted from Western 

Sahara, but Kamal9 (2015) estimates the revenue streams annually would account for around 

$1260 million. Some scholars have stated that the high level of resource exploitation and 

geopolitical battles related to it has led to a de facto recognition of Moroccan claims to 

Western Sahara from many states (White 2015). 

Shelley (2006) argue that the time after Morocco started looking for oil and discovered big 

new phosphorus reserves has been the toughest for the Sahrawi liberation movement as the 

stakes are raised for the occupying power. According to Shelley, the Sahrawi people was and 

are facing the most serious repression since the establishment of the Polisario movement. He 

draws a parallel to the first Palestinian intifada that provided new opportunities for a 

Palestinian state, and that this might be the only viable option for the Sahrawis to create 

change to the locked situation. However, as long as the resource wealth of the territory 

 
9 The number might be speculative, and it is important to note that Kamal is a representative for the Polisario 

when assessing it. 
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continues to increase, Morocco will intend to crush any resistance against its exploitation of 

Western Sahara. For the Polisario to succeed in its fight, external monitoring and perhaps 

intervention could be necessary (ibid.). 

 

Fossil fuels and mining 

 

In Western Sahara there are two main geological parts where petroleum and mining activities 

are performed. Those are the El Aaiún/Coastal basin and the Reguibat Shield, with the latter 

having the best prospects for extracting gold, iron, and some other metals, while the El Aaiún 

basin is where most of the very valuable Bu Craa phosphate mine is situated (Kamal 2015), 

which is discussed in more depth later.  

Western Sahara increased in importance to its colonial power when oil was discovered in the 

1950s (White 2015). Still, it was not until 2001 that the quest for oil truly started in Western 

Sahara, when the Moroccan government awarded reconnaissance licenses to the US-based 

company Kerr-McGee and the French oil company TotalFinaElf (Shelley 2006) and raised the 

stakes in the conflict significantly. This decision led the UNSC to ask for a legal opinion on 

the case from Under-Secretary-General for Legal Affairs, Hans Corell, who in his response 

stated that: 

“The conclusion is, therefore, that, while the specific contracts which are the subject 

of the Security Council’s request are not in themselves illegal, if further exploration 

and exploitation activities were to proceed in disregard of the interests and wishes of 

the people of Western Sahara, they would be in violation of the principles of 

international law applicable to mineral resource activities in Non-Self-Governing 

Territories.” (United Nations Security Council 2002, 6). 

Thus, although there has not yet been found oil on- or offshore Western Sahara, an eventual 

discovery would have to be treated according to the wishes of the rightful people of the 

territory. However, that raises the question of who the people of the territory are. On the one 

hand, Morocco would claim that since people living in the territory mostly will be the ones 

working in the industry, it is following the legal opinion. On the other hand, Polisario would 

claim that the resources belong to the Sahrawis living in the territory before the Moroccan 
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occupation started in 1975 and their successors. Of the companies operating within the fossil 

fuel business in Western Sahara, many have stated that they believe that they are operating in 

accordance with the Corell Opinion. That said, parties on both sides of the conflict freely use 

the Opinion to promote their case (Shelley 2006). Shelley argues that it is highly possible that 

there are oil deposits, but that it is not at all likely that the local population will have their 

wishes heard after a potential discovery of oil. He draws parallels to Mauritania where oil has 

been discovered and to which the seafloor outside of Western Sahara is similar. 

The companies that have come farthest in the exploration of the oil potential in Western 

Sahara have been Kosmos Energy and Cairn Energy PLC, the former having its headquarters 

in the US with the latter being UK based. While Kosmos operated the Cap Boujdour block 

offshore Western Sahara in cooperation with the Moroccan institution Office National des 

Hydrocarbures et des Mines (ONHYM) since 2006, it teamed up with Cairn in 2013 (Kosmos 

Energy 2014). Kosmos insists that it is working in accordance with the Corell Opinion and 

international law, and that a future discovery will be acted upon according to the wishes of the 

people of the territory (ibid.), the same as Kerr-McGee reassured everyone of when they 

started looking for oil in the early 2000s (Shelley 2006). As demonstrated by the countries 

where these companies are based, Morocco is and was seeking not only the economic benefits 

from oil exports, but also to tie the great powers closer and make them more dependent on 

Morocco (Campos 2008). The government of the SADR on the other hand, has also signed 

contracts with oil companies. The breakthrough came in 2006 when it signed contracts with 

no less than eight companies (Haugen 2007), all of which were to take effect as soon as the 

Western Sahara conflict is solved. 

To fill the energy needs of the Moroccan interests and population in Western Sahara, fossil 

fuels arrive to the territory, including from French ports, reportedly (Western Sahara Resource 

Watch 2020b). Nonetheless, due to the conflict, many companies have not dared to enter the 

territory or have withdrawn after external pressure (Campos 2008). Above all, the Western 

Sahara Resource Watch (WSRW) and its Norwegian branch have put heavy pressure on many 

companies (ibid.). It is likely that there might be oil outside of the coast of Western Sahara, 

but there would be a need of political stability and possibly a solved conflict before more 

companies dare to take the chance to proceed from exploration to exploitation. 
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Phosphorus 

 

Phosphorus is an essential part of all life and a crucial component in modern agriculture all 

over the globe, as agriculture is dependent on fertilizers containing phosphorus. The 

increasing demand seen globally has led many scholars to believe that the reserves of this 

finite resource might be depleted within a matter of decades (Cordell, Drangert and White 

2009). Morocco has control over some of the biggest known phosphorus reserves in the 

world, some of which is extracted from Western Sahara (Walan, et al. 2014). 

While this might be bad news for the world in general, it will give more leverage to Morocco, 

in which 72% (Office Chérifien des Phosphates 2019) to 85% (Allan 2016) of all the known 

phosphorus reserves in the world are located, the value of which is extracted from Western 

Sahara was estimated to be US$170,8 million in 2020 (Western Sahara Resource Watch 

2021). Although the phosphorus reserves in Western Sahara only account about 10% of the 

total in Moroccan-controlled areas, that fact will allow Morocco to have something close to a 

monopoly on phosphorus mining in the future (Camprubí 2015). According to the most recent 

data from the US Geological Survey, Morocco was behind approximately 13,5% of the 

world’s output of phosphate rock, rendering it the second largest producer and the largest 

exporter in the world (Taib 2019). Considering the amounts of phosphorus coming from the 

Western Sahara territory, an independent Western Sahara would be one of the largest 

suppliers in the world (Haugen 2007). This leaves Morocco with increasing bargaining power 

in negotiations over the occupied territory, perhaps most importantly when facing the biggest 

consumer of phosphorus in the world: the US (Zunes and Mundy 2010). It might also affect 

Russia, as its most important phosphorus supplier is Morocco (Schumacher and Nitoiu 2015).  

The Soviets had extended interest in the rich phosphorus reserves in Morocco and Western 

Sahara. In early 1970s, the USSR sealed a valuable deal with Morocco. In fact, it was one of 

the biggest barter deals that the Soviets had ever conducted with a country from the Third 

World (Y. H. Zoubir 1987). It gave the Soviets right to extract 10 million tons of phosphorus 

a year from a new mine in Meskala, beginning in 1990. 

Currently, the price of phosphorus is not high enough for the great powers to be dependent on 

Moroccan and Western Saharan deposits (Kasprak 2016), but with increased scarcity this 

could change in the future. It would give Morocco considerably more leverage in the conflict. 

In this regard, as Morocco gains more power, the great powers should take into account that 
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an independent Western Sahara, with its own phosphorus production, would increase 

competition in the market which would make it easier for other countries to buy this necessary 

but scarce good (Elser and Bennett 2011).  

 

Renewable energy 

 

Renewable energies are important to Morocco, and increasingly so as the world is 

transitioning from producing energy based on fossil fuels to renewables such as wind, water, 

and solar. It is good news for Morocco and equally bad news for the Sahrawis. No oil, gas, or 

coal is to this date found in Morocco or Western Sahara. On the other hand, both territories 

are suitable for renewables, something Morocco has understood, considering that it for years 

has been planning and constructing wind and solar plants in both Morocco proper and the 

occupied territory. Morocco needs energy itself and might at the same time export surplus to 

EU, making the Union more dependent on its southern neighbor and increasing Morocco’s 

dependency on Western Sahara (Allan 2020) – a smart strategy that Morocco has pursued 

since the 2010s. 

Wind power is one of the renewables with the biggest potential in the territory. Today there 

are three wind farms in Western Sahara, with one under construction and an additional one in 

the planning stage (Western Sahara Resource Watch 2020c). Together the windfarms amount 

to a future capacity of 855 MW, which is 95% of all the energy required to run the 

phosphorus industry in Bu Craa (Western Sahara Resource Watch 2020c). Although the EU 

has promised that its energy imports from Morocco will not include energy produced in 

Western Sahara (European Parliament 2017), it is a difficult task to know the different sources 

of energy in a mix exported through subsea cables out of Morocco. In a report from WSRW 

from 2016, it demonstrated how Moroccan plans would mean that 22,5% of all the Moroccan 

wind power generated would come from Western Sahara in a few years (Western Sahara 

Resource Watch 2016). 

The great powers thus have economic incentives not to push their own businesses out of the 

occupied territory. The Aftissat wind farm in Western Sahara was constructed by a UK 

company, Windhoist (Western Sahara Resource Watch 2020c); it was reported by Moroccan 

media in 2020 that the French company Voltalia SA will build a wind farm in the El Aaiún 
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area (Amrani 2020); and the French companies Alstom and Groupe VINCI have helped with 

supplies and construction, respectively, while UK vessels have transported windmill parts to 

the occupied territory (Western Sahara Resource Watch 2016). 

Solar power has increasingly been an area of focus for Morocco and equally a source of 

dispute with the Sahrawis. The “Moroccan Solar Plan” was announced towards the end of 

2009 and indicated substantial investment in the renewable power source. It suggested a 

capacity increase of 2GW before 2020, 30% of which would be generated in Western Sahara 

(Western Sahara Resource Watch 2016). The country was also a part of the Mediterranean 

Solar Plan which had a goal of elevating production to 20GW by the same year 

(Komentandova og Yazdanpanah 2017).  

 

Economics 
 

It is hard to get around that whoever wants to do business in Africa should have good 

relationships to Algeria and Morocco. According to economic data from the World Bank, 

with GDPs of $171,1 billion and $119,7 billion respectively, they are the 4th and 5th largest 

economies in terms of GDP on the whole continent of Africa. In North Africa they are only 

surpassed by Egypt (World Bank 2019c). Morocco reaps great benefits from its location and 

size and is the biggest investor in West Africa and the second largest in the whole of Africa. 

After Mohammed IV took seat as the new Moroccan king in 1999, a new and more aggressive 

form of foreign policy slowly started to materialize.  

Except from Egypt, Morocco is the Arab country that has obtained the most aid from the US 

after its independence in 1956. Furthermore, between 1975 – starting with the Western Sahara 

war – and 2005, Morocco received more than 20% of all US aid to Africa (Zoubir and 

Benabdallah-Gambier 2005). One reason for the increased support the US demonstrated for 

Morocco in the 90s was the introduction of massive privatization and several reforms 

liberalizing markets, resulting in access for American companies to invest in Morocco (Zoubir 

and Benabdallah-Gambier 2005).  

Among the non-EU countries bordering the Mediterranean, Morocco is one of the countries 

that are the tightest knit with the union. Already in 1995, the EU saw the need to ally itself 

with surrounding neighbors in the wake of the Cold War and created the Euro-Mediterranean 
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Partnership (EMP) to be better able to curb potential problems such as terrorism, illegal 

immigration, proliferation of WMD, and trafficking of humans, drugs, and guns (Yildiz 

2013). Morocco was awarded an “advanced status” within the European Neighborhood 

Policy10 (ENP) in 2008 while a new action plan and the EU-Morocco mobility partnership 

were confirmed in 2013. These deals were created in an effort to deepen bilateral cooperation 

and enhance political and economic performance in Morocco (Jongberg and Trapouzanlis 

2021). 

For the UK and France, a large part of their relations to the Maghreb goes through the EU. 

Yet, they mirror the EU in the way that they have different views on the conflict, especially if 

one follows what is said publicly. For Morocco, there lies a huge importance to tie themselves 

closer to the EU – politically, but especially economically. The Moroccan leadership 

understand that the closer they are tied to the EU in these two dimensions, the harder it will be 

for EU countries to get more engaged in the conflict on the side of the Sahrawis (Noutcheva 

2020). Through multiple agreements the last two decades, Morocco is more closely integrated 

with the EU than ever before. 

 

Fishing 
 

While the rich deposits of phosphorus might have been one important reason why Morocco 

chose to enter Western Sahara in the first place, the last decades have seen fishing and oil 

become more important than before (Shelley 2006). Morocco has faced depleted fish stocks in 

its own waters and the EU has for decades wanted to take part in fishing outside the coast of 

Western Sahara. The cooperation increased through the EU-Moroccan Fishing Agreement 

from 2006 (European Union and Morocco 2006). France, Morocco’s closest ally among the 

P5, was one of the actors that pushed the hardest for the EU agreement, as its own fishing 

industry would benefit heavily (Shelley 2006). The fact that Western Sahara and its related 

EEZ contain up to 11% of all global fish reserves (Jeifets and Dobronravin 2017), makes it a 

lucrative area of cooperation and influence for the great powers. From all the annual fishing, 

38,6% of all Moroccan exports comes from outside the city of El Aaiún alone (Haugen 2007).  

 
10 To read more about the ENP see https://ec.europa.eu/neighbourhood-enlargement/neighbourhood/european-

neighbourhood-policy_en  

https://ec.europa.eu/neighbourhood-enlargement/neighbourhood/european-neighbourhood-policy_en
https://ec.europa.eu/neighbourhood-enlargement/neighbourhood/european-neighbourhood-policy_en
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There are essentially three reasons why Morocco has turned to Saharan waters: Employment 

and income to the state; a constantly growing international demand for seafood; and the huge 

and increasing proportion of Moroccan catch coming from would-be Saharan waters (Shelley 

2006). Today, Morocco is seen as the world’s biggest exporter and producer of sardines, 

while being one of the largest in terms of fishmeal and seaweed. 85% of all seafood is 

exported. The catch and processing industries related to fishing account for a solid 12% of the 

total Moroccan exports and some 50% of the total agri-food exports (Fathi, et al. 2020). 

A fisheries agreement between the EU and Morocco entered into force in 2006 (Court of 

Justice of the European Union 2018a). In 2018, the ECJ ruled that the Fisheries Partnership 

Agreement between the EU and Morocco did not apply to Western Sahara. It stated both that 

Western Sahara is not a part of Morocco nor do the waters outside of Western Sahara belong 

to the Moroccan fishing zone (Court of Justice of the European Union 2018b) 

After the Arab spring, Russia developed an interest in the Maghreb. The fields of tourism, oil, 

energy, and phosphorus are areas where Russia could benefit from Morocco, the latter getting 

a guarantee for the status quo in the Western Sahara conflict in return (Smith 2015). However, 

it is within fishery that the cooperation is closest. Through an agreement between Morocco 

and Russia from 1992, around ten Russian trawlers are annually sailing outside of the coast of 

Western Sahara, averaging something like 140 000 tons of catch each year (Western Sahara 

Resource Watch 2020e). Chinese vessels have been reported to cross the sea border from 

Mauritania to fish (Western Sahara Resource Watch 2020e). 

 

Trade and investment 
 

Morocco is an important trading partner for the great powers, and increasingly so. 

Additionally, it has improved as a host for investments from abroad. Since 2014, Morocco has 

jumped 34 places in the World Bank’s Doing Business 2020 report, now seated as number 53 

(World Bank 2020). 

In 1995, the EU created the EMP with the long-term goal of turning it into a Euro-

Mediterranean free trade area (European Commission 2020). Currently, Morocco is the most 

important trade partner in the EU’s Southern Neighborhood, accounting for 25% of the total 

trade in goods that these countries have with the EU (European Commission 2021). However, 
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Morocco and the EU have had some issues, and the relationship has been strained over the 

last five years. In December 2015, the CJEU ruled that the EU-Morocco trade agreement was 

invalid since it included the territory of Western Sahara (Front Polisario v Council 2015). It 

reaffirmed its decision in 2016. 

The economic relationship between the US and Morocco has always been good and is getting 

increasingly closer. Essentially, Morocco and the US signed an FTA with effect from 2006 

that boosted trade between the two. Between 2005 and 2019 the value of exports from the US 

to Morocco increased more than sevenfold, from $481 million to $3,496 billion. At the same 

time, the value of Moroccan exports to the US more than tripled, from $446 million to $1,582 

billion (United States Department of State 2020). Today there are about 150 US companies 

operating in Morocco. 

Zoubir & Benabdallah-Gambier (2005) argue that one of the foremost goals for the US in 

North Africa is to revive the Arab Maghreb Union (UMA). To be able to achieve this goal, 

the US is dependent on a closer relationship between the two counties who make up the 

political and economic spine of the region. The authors do not see a possible closer 

integration without first solving the Western Sahara conflict. Perhaps did the US learn from 

when it started to put pressure on Morocco for a solution of the conflict in the late 80s. The 

Americans had decided that Algeria was no longer as radical or left leaning as it used to be, 

and the US ushered Morocco to hold the referendum in a hope that it would pull Algeria 

closer and thus further away from its foe, the USSR (Y. H. Zoubir 1990). The initial 

diplomatic normalization between Morocco and Algeria – which happened due to Morocco 

promising that it would hold a referendum for the Sahrawis in Western Sahara (ibid.) – led to 

all Maghrebi countries coming together to create the UMA. 

Although the US Department of State claims that the relationship between the US and Algeria 

has never been closer than it is today (United States Department of State 2021), there are 

several deep obstacles that must be overcome before a further improvement of relations can 

take place. Among the most prominent ones are historical alignment with and support for 

oppressed independence movements like the Palestinians and the Sahrawis; US support to 

France during the Algerian liberation war; and what the US perceives as Algerian radical 

foreign policy (Y. H. Zoubir 2011).  
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Contrary to US policy towards the Middle East and the Gulf, in the Maghreb it has no 

intention of controlling the region politically. For the US, one of the main examples of its 

economic motives is demonstrated by several chambers of commerce in addition to what is 

called the Eizenstat Initiative (Zoubir and Benabdallah-Gambier 2005). The Eizenstat 

Initiative is another name for the US-North Africa Economic Partnership, established in 1999 

and with an objective to tie – what the partnership calls – the three countries of North Africa 

closer together in terms of trade and investment, while tearing down border walls and trade 

barriers.  

As with other great powers, China has vested economic interests in the region. In the last 

years it has manifested itself mainly through the massive Belt and Road initiative. In the 21st 

century, there are two main goals of operating in the Maghreb: politics and economics, the 

latter further divided into trade and investment. As for the political goal, the importance lies in 

the geography. China holds that the Maghreb has a very strategic position on the verge of the 

European, Asian, and African cultures, demonstrated by Algeria, Morocco and Western 

Sahara being members of influential organizations, such as the former two being members of 

the Arab League and all three being a part of the African Union. Morocco and Algeria also 

have connections to China through the powerful China-Arab States Cooperation Forum 

(CASCF) and Forum on China-Africa Cooperation (FOCAC) (Wanjun and Sobral 2018). 

The last decades have witnessed China rise as one of the two major economic powers in the 

world. Assumed to surpass the US as the biggest economy in the world within 10-15 years 

(CEBR 2020), the Chinese trade is massive, which also incorporate the states of the Maghreb. 

It kicked off when China became member of the World Trade Organization in 2001. Only 

from 2002-2003, the China-Morocco bilateral trade increased by 33,4%, reaching $552,9 

million. In the same period, China-Algeria bilateral trade rose by a whopping 45,1%, resulting 

in a total value of $608,2 million (Wanjun and Sobral 2018). Between 2008 and 2014, Algeria 

and Morocco were the 4th and 6th biggest African importers from China, hitting values of 

$43,7 billion and $27 billion, respectively. At the same time Algeria was the 9th largest 

African exporter to China for a value of $12,9 billion (Nowak 2016). In 2017, Algeria’s 14th 

largest export market and the largest import market was China. For Morocco, the numbers are 

13th and 3rd, respectively (Wanjun and Sobral 2018). 

In the years before the conflict would escalate in 1975, trade relations between the USSR and 

Morocco were good and constantly improving. They were trading a lot of phosphorus, and 
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Morocco saw around 60% of its oil imports coming from the Soviets (Y. H. Zoubir 1987). 

Energy relations still dominate the Russian presence in the region (Schumacher and Nitoiu 

2015). 

While Soviet strategy towards northern Africa during the Cold War was basically twofold, 

fighting capitalistic influences and promoting economic interests, in the last decades the latter 

has dominated. The arms trade has been very important both now and then, considering that 

between the 60s and 90s Algeria imported about 80% of its arms from the USSR 

(Schumacher and Nitoiu 2015). It was central to the Soviets’ economic interests there and still 

is for Russia, which seeks to expand its market in the region. Between 2003 and 2012, Algeria 

was the third largest importer of Russian arms, increasing by 10% in the period. Therefore, 

Russia was much more reluctant to support the revolutions in the region during the Arab 

Spring, as it had lucrative defense contracts with several countries, accounting for losses of 

around $10 billion during the revolutions (Schumacher and Nitoiu 2015).  

Russian trade relations with Morocco have deepened over the last years, and there is an 

increasing number of Russian companies in northern Africa nowadays (Schumacher and 

Nitoiu 2015). While Russia is now able to export tons of wheat to Morocco, other agricultural 

products go the other way (Schumacher and Nitoiu 2015). Further, the hope is that increased 

sales of arms, oil, and gas can make Morocco rely more on Russia and less on the Western 

powers. In 2019, there was held a Russia-Africa Summit and Economic Forum in Sochi. At 

the summit, Russia announced around 50 agreements within primarily natural resources and 

infrastructure worth more than $10 billion, of which the biggest was a $2,2 billion project on 

building an oil refinery in Morocco (United Nations Conference on Trade and Development 

2020). Russia also has some interest in nuclear energy in Algeria. Putin used his influence to 

create a bilateral agreement between the Russian agency for nuclear energy cooperation, 

Rosatom, and the Algerian state, meaning that Russia will take part in every part of the 

nuclear power process all over Algeria (Schumacher and Nitoiu 2015).  

Relations with the once-so-close ally to the USSR during the Cold War, Algeria, was an early 

priority of the presidency of Putin. Already in 2001, a strategic partnership agreement was 

signed between President Bouteflika and President Putin, an agreement primarily aimed to 

increase arms sales from Russia to Algeria and a closer cooperation in oil and gas 

(Schumacher and Nitoiu 2015). There has been greatest success in the arms sales, where 

Russia has increased its supplies, while the cooperation in oil and gas manifested itself in 
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2014 when Gazprom was invited to participate in a tender for 30 fields, accounting for 20% of 

the Algerian territory (ibid.). 

Algeria is also significant to another of the great powers: France. The beginning of the 80s 

marked a time where Francois Mitterrand was elected president, which was the start of a 

rapprochement between the two which are historically, economically, and socially close. An 

accord on LNG gas from Algeria to France in 1982 was the first step in that direction – 

although France continued supplying Morocco massively with arms (Naylor 1987). 

The EU is a huge investor in Morocco (European Commission 2021), while France has 

historically been the biggest single country investor in Morocco (Darbouche and Zoubir 

2008), having thousands of companies present. Additionally, about 25% of all tourists that 

come to Morocco annually are French (Darbouche and Zoubir 2008), demonstrating close 

historical, cultural, and economic ties between the two. Several French banks have been 

reported to be present in the occupied territory (Western Sahara Resource Watch 2020b). In 

2011, the value of trade between Morocco and France reached €7,8 billion, €4,6 of them 

being the value of imports to Morocco and €3,2 the value of exports (Yildiz 2013). In the late 

2000s, France accounted for about 70% of all FDI in Morocco (Darbouche and Zoubir 2008). 

President Sarkozy highlighted this when he visited Morocco in 2007, signing contracts worth 

€3 billion (ibid.) and underlining how French companies are employing more than 180 000 

people in Morocco (Benabdallah 2009). 

The UK is also a significant economic partner to Morocco. In 2017, their bilateral trade 

reached a value of £2 billion. UK imports from Morocco had a value of £594 million, while 

the exports amounted to £479 million (United Kingdom Foreign, Commonwealth & 

Development Office 2017). The UK is relatively neutral to the conflict, but still has no policy 

of advising its own companies not to conduct economic activities in Western Sahara (ibid.). 

Egypt is the only country in Northern Africa that exceeds Morocco and Algeria in terms of 

net inflows of foreign direct investment (FDI), while both countries are safely situated within 

the top 10 in Africa (World Bank 2019b). Since 1985, both have experienced a steady growth 

of FDI to their respective countries, although there have been big annual fluctuations (World 

Bank 2019a).   
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Security 
 

For many decades, Morocco has been an important ally for the US in the northern African 

region. Between 1975 and 2005, the money it received to spend on the military accounted for 

more than $1bn, and in 2004 Morocco became a MNNA, a major non-NATO ally (Y. H. 

Zoubir 2018). Through military and economic aid, logistical help, and advisers, the US played 

a big role in tilting the Western Sahara dispute in favor of Morocco (Zoubir and Benabdallah-

Gambier 2005). The US shut down its four air bases in Morocco in 1963, but they have 

maintained a close relationship, including currently having two centers for telecommunication 

for intelligence and military purposes (White 2015).  

During the Cold War, Morocco was of particular interest to the US as a member of the Safari 

Club11 and central to the US in fighting Soviet influence in Africa. Although the US was not a 

member of the club itself, it was regularly briefed together with Israeli intelligence (Boussaid 

2021). At this time, the US was concerned that there would pop up a state that was friendly to 

the Soviet regime, despite the USSR never having supported the Polisario movement (Zoubir 

and Benabdallah-Gambier 2005). That pushed the US closer to Morocco, making it a closer 

ally in northern Africa in the fight against Soviet influence. This aspect is crucial in the 

decision of the US to eventually agree to supply Morocco with arms. James Baker, who for 

several years was the UN Personal Envoy to Western Sahara, further argued that since the 

Polisario had been closely aligned with Libya and Cuba during the Cold War and Morocco 

had kept a close relationship to the US, the US was justified in supporting Morocco rather 

than trying to solve the conflict (Zoubir and Benabdallah-Gambier 2005). 

Initially in the war between Morocco and the Sahrawis, the US administration was reluctant to 

sell arms to Morocco despite its attempts to demonstrate its anti-communist and pro-western 

stance. Algeria was backing the Polisario and was fed military equipment by the USSR and 

Libya. Therefore, it was pressing for Morocco to get some support from its allies to help 

counter the tough guerrilla warfare going on in Western Sahara in the late 1970s. For the 

Carter administration, it was unacceptable to provide military support as long as the Western 

 
11 The Safari Club was an alliance initially between France, Morocco, Saudi Arabia, Iran, and Egypt that aimed 

to combat Soviet influence in Africa and fight terrorism (Boussaid 2021). 
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Sahara dispute remained unresolved. Eventually France, another good friend in the West 

came to the rescue and supplied 137 helicopters and jets (Boussaid 2021). 

However, the US did not follow its own argumentation for long. After being under heavy 

pressure from France, Egypt, and Saudi Arabia, the US agreed to provide military support on 

the condition that Morocco agreed to sit down by the table to negotiate a solution to the 

Western Sahara conflict. France and the US have provided heavy financial and military 

support for Morocco since the conflict started (Allan 2016). In return, Morocco notified the 

US that they would be allowed to use Moroccan bases as support and transit facilities in the 

US response to the Soviet invasion in Afghanistan (Boussaid 2021). Considering the 

developments in Afghanistan, the fall of the Iranian Shah, and elevated Soviet activity around 

the Horn of Africa, the US Congress would soon come to stand behind the strategy of the 

Carter administration. 

This example made it clear that US policy towards the conflict was ambiguous. It felt a need 

to get closer to Morocco by supplying arms while understanding that moving closer to one 

part in the conflict meant moving away from the other. Decolonization was not the primary 

concern for the US in the area but guaranteeing for the survival of the Moroccan monarchy 

was, since with it followed stability and friendliness towards the great power (Zoubir and 

Benabdallah-Gambier 2005). This was the way to achieve regional stability according to the 

US and Western allies. The King of Morocco had barely survived two coup d’état attempts in 

the 70s, and the US assessed that losing Western Sahara would be the end of the current King 

and potentially destabilize the region (Y. H. Zoubir 1990). Some scholars argue to this day 

that the main reason why Morocco is holding on to Western Sahara is not economic, but 

rather political and historical (Barreñada-Bajo 2021).  

In the 70s, other events attracted attention from the North American great power. The 70s was 

a decade of great political turmoil in Morocco’s neighbors on the Iberian Peninsula as the 

nationalist and authoritarian governments in Spain and Portugal – having reigned for more 

than half a dozen decades in total – started to crumble, eventually seeing their fall in 1975 and 

1974, respectively. The fall of these stable governments concerned the US, as there was a big 

fear that leftist or even communist victories in the following democratic elections would lead 

to a weakened support for NATO, thus significantly reducing its viability and strength in its 

south-western flank. In this context, the geopolitical location of Morocco was crucial to the 
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US, and increased support was necessary to make sure to have a strong ally close to Spain and 

Portugal, no matter what would happen in the elections of these two countries. 

Unlike Morocco, Algeria has always been opposed to the idea of American military bases on 

their soil, despite it being a long-time wish for the US. Algeria regards foreign military bases 

within their borders as a breach of sovereignty and have consequently held that position. 

Although the US was concerned about Soviet influence in Algeria during the Cold War, 

Algeria always said no to Soviet military bases in its country (Zoubir and Benabdallah-

Gambier 2005).  

Towards the end of the Cold War, during the reign of President George H. W. Bush, the US 

attitude changed and turned into one more balanced between Morocco and Algeria. According 

to Zoubir & Benabdallah-Gambier (2005), the reason for that was threefold: (1) the 

recognition that Algeria was not a revolutionary entity working against the US and Morocco, 

thus improving US-Algerian relations; (2) the Western Sahara conflict gained more attention 

in the US Congress, leading to change in perceptions of the conflict in both Republicans and 

Democrats; and (3) since 1988, the US has to a greater or lesser extent embraced the 

settlement plan put forward by the UN. Bush started encouraging political and economic 

reforms in Morocco and even urging European leaders to put pressure on the Moroccan king 

to follow through with the referendum (Zoubir and Benabdallah-Gambier 2005). After the 

Cold War, Morocco’s strategic importance to the US decreased. The USSR was dissolved, 

and the threat of communism saw a dramatic retraction in Africa, resulting in no need for 

Morocco to help fight left-radicals on the continent. 

However, Morocco understood the value of having the US as a close ally. Hence, the 

tendency of Morocco’s reduced significance to the US did not last for long. Despite 

previously cooperating with the Iraqi government, Morocco decided to assist the US in the 

1991 Gulf War by sending 2000 troops to Saudi Arabia (Zoubir and Benabdallah-Gambier 

2005). It also supported several UN peacekeeping missions around the world, including 

Somalia and Bosnia. Still, one of the most important aspects of the good relationship – that 

has gained new traction recently – is Morocco’s long standing solid relationship to Israel 

compared to other Arab states. 

The Israel-Palestine conflict has been a headache for the US since WWII. Showing its support 

for and maintaining a good relationship with the Israeli authorities has proved itself a difficult 
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stance, leading to challenging relations with the Arab world, where the vast majority 

historically has been supporting the Palestinians. However, the US has some allies among the 

Arab countries that can function as crowbars to help Israel making closer connections to its 

Arab neighbors. Recently it has been evident as the US in late 2020 brokered a peace deal 

between Israel, Bahrain, and the UAE, called the Abraham Accords (The State of Israel, The 

Kingdom of Bahrain 2020). In the wake of the deal, both countries opened consulates on the 

occupied territory, followed by Jordan which normalized its relations with Israel decades ago 

(The Arab Weekly 2021).  

To the Sahrawis, the crowbar became painfully visible when the US in December 2020 

brokered yet another deal, this time between Morocco and Israel, leading to Morocco 

becoming the sixth country in the Arab league to normalize relations. The core of the deal was 

that Morocco agreed to resume diplomatic relations with Israel in exchange for the US 

acknowledging Moroccan claims over the Western Sahara territory as the first country in 

history to do so (Jakes, et al. 2020). The deal received widespread praise from allies in the 

Middle East and heavy criticism from others. Russia, among others, joined the latter group 

calling the decision “unilateral”, a breach of international law and going against multiple 

Security Council resolutions and the MINURSO mission (Agence France-Presse 2020b). The 

UK released a statement saying that it welcomed the normalization but that it retains its 

position that self-determination is needed for both the Palestinians and the Sahrawis (United 

Kingdom Foreign, Commonwealth & Development Office 2020). 

After the death of Mao Zedong, China changed its security approach towards the rest of the 

world. Despite following its perceived desire for non-intervention and neutrality, a change 

occurred in the 80s and 90s. In 1981, China for the first time voted in favor of prolonging a 

UN peacekeeping mission and at the same time agreed to contribute financially (Vörös and 

Tarrósy 2020). 1992 was the year when China premiered in supporting a peacekeeping 

mission where there was disagreement between the actors, potentially leading to use of force 

(ibid.). Per March 2021, China is the country with the most peacekeepers among the P5 with 

2469, far ahead of France, coming in second with 750 as the 29th highest contribution in 

general among the UN members (United Nations 2021). In total, China is the 9th largest 

contributor, having advanced consistently on the list over the last decades and jumped two 

places since 2019 (Vörös and Tarrósy 2020; United Nations 2019). Second only to the US, 

China is the most eager contributor to both the UN regular and peacekeeping budgets (Vörös 

and Tarrósy 2020). 
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Vörös and Tarrósy (2020) argue that there are several reasons for the seemingly large change 

in strategy. Accoring to them, the primary motivation is political and economic. China places 

its peacekeepers mainly where they have regional ambitions, just want to strengthen their 

position, or develop a closer relationship with the receiving country. China does this due to 

their interests in raw materials and energy sources, which are abundant in both Morocco, 

Algeria, and Western Sahara. 

Secondly, there is a security component in the Chinese strategy. Peacekeeping missions allow 

China to train their forces and gain knowledge about military operations in a peaceful and 

acceptable manner far away from their own homeland (Wanjun and Sobral 2018), where 

China’s neighbors could feel seriously threatened by military activity. Countries have voiced 

concern over the growing capacities of the People’s Liberation Army in China, and training 

on other continents is a good way for China to tackle these concerns. 

A third dimention to highlight is the identity building side of peacekeeping missions. Being 

the only developing nation among the P5, China sees itself as assisting its fellow developing 

nations “friends”, promoting the image of China as a responsible power while it can rise to 

global power slowly and peacefully. By underscoring its past, it frames itself as a country 

with no neo-colonialist or imperialist history, unlike other fellow members of the UNSC like 

the US, the UK, and France (Vörös and Tarrósy 2020). Thus, it is easer for China to get 

acceptance for having its peacekeepers on foreign soil. 

 

Terrorism and migration 
 

Morocco plays an important role to the great powers in combating and preventing terrorism in 

North Africa, Europe, and the rest of the West. It heads the Global Counterterrorism Forum 

(GCTF) together with Canada (Global Counterterrorism Forum 2021), is a central member of 

the Trans-Sahara Counterterrorism Partnership (United States Department of State 2019b), 

and has close cooperation with the US in addition to European countries such as France and 

Spain. However, tensions between Morocco and Algeria continue to impede the potential for 

cooperation in the region (United States Department of State 2019a). 

Between 2002 and 2017, the US spent 16% of its total budget on fighting counterterrorism 

(Stimson Center 2018). Avoiding attacks on its own homeland and its citizens around the 
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world is crucial to demonstrate that the US has no weaknesses; a country that cannot be 

attacked or showed to be fragile. At the same time, in light of Islamic suicide bombings in 

Casablanca in 2003 and the Madrid terrorist attacks in 2004, predominantly executed by 

Moroccans, it has been important for the US to help its allies in Europe against Islamic 

terrorism (Zoubir and Benabdallah-Gambier 2005). Security and terrorism have been at the 

core of EU policy for a long time, even more so after 9/11. The importance of Morocco in this 

regard is one of the main reasons for the EU’s gradual acceptance of the claims of Morocco 

over Western Sahara (Suárez-Collado and Contini 2021). Both for the US and the EU, the 

“geopolitical face value” (White 2015, 9) – that is having control over the strategically 

important Strait of Gibraltar – is an essential component in their cooperation with Morocco. 

In the 1990s, the volatile security situation in Algeria made a big impact on the dynamics of 

the Western Sahara conflict. Plagued by radical Islamism and a fear of what a victory of 

ideologically similar political parties could achieve in elections, the US and Europe were 

driven closer to Morocco. Morocco was seen, particularly by the US and France, as stable and 

a fortress against radical Islamism. To these great powers, the biggest importance in 

supporting Morocco lay in preventing the fall of the monarchy, which they feared would 

make it easy for radical Islamists to gain ground in Morocco as well, paving the way for a 

completely unstable region and massive inflows of migrants and possible terrorist attacks in 

Europe (Darbouche and Zoubir 2008). The prevailing insecurity in Algeria was the main 

reason why status quo in the Western Sahara conflict came to be more than acceptable at the 

time for the great powers (Zoubir and Benabdallah-Gambier 2005). Still, at the same time, it 

was important for the US to vouch its support for a peaceful resolution of the conflict south of 

Morocco.  

Like most other parts of the world, Morocco was not unaffected by the US political decisions 

in the time after the terrorist attacks on 9/11. The US saw the Sahara and Sahel regions as 

crucial in the “War on Terror”, and Morocco is one of its closest allies in that regard in the 

area (White 2015). Indeed, one of the main chapters and objectives in the 2006 US National 

Security Strategy (NSS), is to “Strengthen Alliances to Defeat Global Terrorism and Work to 

Prevent Attacks Against Us and Our Friends” (United States 2006, 8). Scholars argue that 

both Algeria and Morocco are pivotal in ensuring peace and stability in Northern Africa 

(Zoubir and Benabdallah-Gambier 2005). However, a close relationship between the two 

would be favorable; a situation far from the current one. 
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Scholars have tried to understand why the great powers do not recognize this part of the 

security aspect more. Instead of providing a solution to the Western Sahara conflict and tying 

the north African countries closer together in cooperation, they exacerbate regional tensions. 

North African countries seem to have an arms race against each other (Darbouche and Zoubir 

2008), while countries such as the US, France, and Russia continue supplying them with 

arms, and have done so for decades. As Al-Qaeda and other Islamist organizations are gaining 

ground, the great powers keep supporting the status quo, hindering much needed cooperation 

to fight extremism and terrorism in the Maghreb. 

A big concern for the US and France is seeing Western Sahara becoming a haven for terrorist 

organizations and recruitment to them (White 2015; Yildiz 2013). France has been skillful in 

promoting this fear, especially after 9/11, arguing that an independent and newly established 

SADR could pose a huge threat to international security as it could quickly become a failed 

state where terrorists can gain ground and set up training camps (Darbouche and Zoubir 

2008). However, if the two powers would have followed international law and made sure that 

the natural resources and fish stocks are not exploited to the benefit of the Moroccans, there 

would be more resources, and thus money, left for a potential Sahrawi state to develop with 

stability and prosperity (Smith 2015). 

Migration to the EU is closely connected to this issue. It fits into the prism of the identity 

politics that have dominated the political agenda in the West over the last years (Fukuyama 

2018), and it fits well within the security and terrorism discourse as discussed above. The 

migration flows to the EU depends to a great degree on the relationship and cooperation 

between southern European countries and their Mediterranean neighbors in the South and 

East, as thoroughly demonstrated by the migration flows Morocco-Spain, Libya-Italy, and 

Turkey-Greece. This also affects the rest of the EU countries, as the refugees must be 

allocated to different countries within the EU in order to release the pressure on particularly 

these three southern EU countries. Politicians in the UK and Germany know that it is a 

sensitive topic that accepting too many immigrants might turn the population against them. As 

a matter of fact, one of the main reasons the UK left the EU was immigration (Dennison og 

Geddes 2018) and Angela Merkel’s CDU/CSU coalition took a solid hit while the right wing 

party Alternative for Germany (AfD) blossomed after accepting one million Syrians into 

Germany during the refugee crisis a few years back (Hertner 2021). The crisis also fueled the 

National Front/National Rally, which saw its leader Marine Le Pen going as far as to the 

second round in the French presidential elections in 2017. 
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A very recent example of Morocco’s power in the area of migration happened in May 2021. 

As a response to Spain’s decision to treat the SADR president and Polisario leader Brahim 

Ghali in a hospital in Northern Spain, Morocco responded by basically letting thousands of 

migrants into the Spanish enclave of Ceuta without any resistance; some places even with 

help, with the Moroccan minister of human rights stating that "Morocco has the right to lean 

back and stretch its legs [...] so that Spain knows that underestimating Morocco is costly" 

(Reuters 2021a).  

 

Diplomacy 
 

China has for a long time claimed to follow a foreign policy of non-interference with other 

countries’ internal affairs, manifested in the “Five principles for peaceful coexistence”, which 

are essential to Chinese foreign policy towards Africa and were a fundament for the Non-

Aligned Movement (NAM) (Wanjun and Sobral 2018). These five are that China supports the 

African and Arab peoples in (1) pursuing national independence and their fight against 

colonialism and imperialism; (2) following a policy of non-alignment, neutrality, and peace; 

(3) seeking solidarity and unity; (4) settling conflicts in peaceful manners; and (5) protecting 

their sovereignty and non-interference by other outside actors (Wanjun and Sobral 2018).  

As the first and the fifth principle collide – the first would mean support for decolonization 

and self-determination for the people of Western Sahara and fifth would mean not interfering 

with what China now regards as a Moroccan internal affair – the latter has become the 

dominant principle, supported by the lack of Chinese involvement on the side of the Sahrawis. 

However, the principle on non-interference is one of the pillars in the international society of 

states, an exclusive society that the SADR is not a part of. Hence, it can be argued that this 

principle would not apply for Western Sahara (Campos 2008), unless one regards Western 

Sahara as a part of Morocco. However, this is a view that would violate international law, but 

which is the de facto stance that China has adopted through its non-interference policy. One 

of the most important reasons for not interfering, might be that China has its own domestic 

struggles it would rather see no one else intermeddling in (Hanauer and Morris 2014).  

Specifically, this regards the case of Taiwan. In 1971 mainland China (People’s Republic of 

China [PRC]), replaced Taiwan (Republic of China [ROC]) as member of the UN and 
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permanent member of the Security Council. It could not have done so without the support it 

had accumulated in Africa; Algeria and Morocco among them. Above all, Algeria played a 

central role as it was one of the countries to sponsor the recognition of the PRC as the rightful 

representative of China in the UN and UNSC (Wanjun and Sobral 2018). Wanjun & Sobral 

(2018) argue that there are three areas where the Western Sahara and Taiwan conflicts are 

very similar: (1) Both entities were occupied for a long time; (2) both conflicts started a long 

time ago and thus are very difficult to solve under international law; and most importantly (3) 

the liberation movements in both conflicts have support from external entities. 

Clearly, Morocco and Algeria had decent relations to China already in the 1950s, long before 

the Western Sahara conflict became a full-blown one in 1975. In 1949, Morocco became the 

second country in Africa to set up relations with China. Outside of the Arab world, the PRC 

was the first country to recognize Algeria as an independent state (Wanjun and Sobral 2018). 

At the time of Algeria’s war of independence against France, China backed Algeria despite 

the latter already having close ties to the USSR. This was true for many of the members of the 

Group of 7712 and the NAM13; although claiming to be non-aligned, a lot of them had close 

ties to the USSR and China (Wanjun and Sobral 2018). Every major trip to Africa from the 

political leadership in China includes Morocco and Algeria. 

France has been a trustworthy partner for Morocco since 1975 and its closest ally among the 

world’s biggest countries (Darbouche and Zoubir 2008). Particularly important to Morocco is 

France’s membership among the permanent UNSC members. France has clearly stated that it 

“supports the UN Secretary-General’s efforts in support of a just, lasting and mutually 

acceptable political solution, in accordance with the UN Security Council resolutions” 

(French Ministry of Foreign Affairs 2021), but there are several actions that points to France 

tilting towards Morocco, one of the most recent being that the party of President Emmanuel 

Macron, La République en Marche (LREM) announced its opening of an office in Dakhla in 

the occupied territory (ibid.). Another is that France views Morocco’s autonomy plan – where 

Western Sahara would be given certain amounts of autonomy, but as a part of the Moroccan 

 
12 The Group of 77 is an alliance of 134 (originally 77) developing countries in the UN to promote the economic 

interests of the South and provide a collective platform for UN negotiations (The Group of 77 n.d.). 
13 The Non-Aligned Movement is an organization created just after the Cold War broke out to gather countries 

that wanted to be neutral and independent, thus choosing not to side with neither the US nor the USSR (Nuclear 

Threat Initiative 2021). 
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kingdom – as a good starting point for further discussions (French Ministry of Foreign Affairs 

2020), although these plans represent a breach of international law. 

France has also set its mark on EU policies towards the conflict. The European Parliament 

took the first stance in 1981 when they voted to support Morocco in the conflict as the EP 

regarded the conflict as a bilateral issue between Morocco and Algeria (Benabdallah 2009). 

The Polisario has understood the importance of having a good relationship with the EU and 

has been particularly skillful in diplomacy despite being a mostly unrecognized entity (Lavoie 

2020). This is also the case within the EU but has not led to any current EU members 

recognizing the SADR as an independent state14. However, the Polisario knows how to form 

alliances and partners within the EU, particularly in the European Parliament (Noutcheva 

2020). This has led to groups and fractions within the EP supporting the case for self-

determination, even though the EU does not recognize Polisario as the rightful representative 

for the Sahrawis (ibid.).  

However proficient the Polisario has been diplomatically, it has little leverage compared to 

the great powers. Despite that the SADR had dozens of recognitions simultaneously at some 

point, the number decreased when the French diplomacy entered the room. In the late 90s, 

France used financial and diplomatic instruments to push mainly Francophone states into 

suspending their recognition. Only in 1996 and 1997, the African countries Togo, Comoros, 

Congo-Brazzaville, Burkina Faso, Chad, and Benin suspended their recognition after France 

became more involved on the diplomatic side (Darbouche and Zoubir 2008). In April 2020, it 

became official that Senegal was to open a consulate in the territory, making it the 22nd 

country to do so (Reuters 2021b), joining the club of at least 18 countries that have made the 

same decision since 2019 (Agence France-Presse 2020a). Nonetheless, as a member of the 

OAU and founding member of the AU in 2002, the SADR still enjoy widespread support 

among African states. Notably, regional powers South Africa and Nigeria have not suspended 

or withdrawn their recognitions, and their importance in Africa make the great powers more 

cautious in their approach to the conflict (Y. H. Zoubir 2018). 

France’s ties with Morocco are rooted all over the political spectrum. The French leadership 

has stated that it would block any attempt to find a solution that Morocco is not satisfied with, 

and even Prime Ministers have referred to Western Sahara as Morocco’s southern provinces 

 
14 The SADR was recognized at some point by Yugoslavia, of which today’s EU members Slovenia and Croatia 

were parts. However, none of these recognize the SADR today (Joffé 2010). 
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(Darbouche and Zoubir 2008), the name Morocco itself uses for the territory. As with the 

other great powers, French relations with Algeria are important, but Morocco has historically 

been more friendly than Algeria towards the West. To France the good relations with 

Morocco is not only important as an instrument to have influence and control in the Maghreb, 

but it is also a way to curb US and Spanish influence there. There is a fear within France that 

an independent SADR would be more friendly towards Spain, as most of the population 

speaks Spanish and the area was under Spanish rule until 1975 (Darbouche and Zoubir 2008).  

As Spain continued to have control over the so-called Spanish Sahara in 1974/early 1975, the 

USSR had no problem supporting Morocco in its issues with Spain. Before its dissolution, the 

USSR had a policy of no official dialogue with unrecognized states, despite a few exceptions 

(Jeifets and Dobronravin 2017). Supporting Morocco got harder when the Soviets realized 

that they also needed Algeria, particularly as an important instrument to support the Soviets 

during the crisis in Angola, while it was about to finalize a huge economic deal with 

Morocco. The USSR saw the need to demonstrate its neutrality between the two to balance its 

foreign interests (Y. H. Zoubir 1987). 

The tension increased when the Soviet-backed MPLA was losing ground in Angola in late 

1975. Algeria allowed the Soviets to use its area for air forces, in exchange for a concession 

from the USSR in a UNSC meeting that “the people of Western Sahara have the full right to 

determine their future" (Y. H. Zoubir 1987, 20) – although it still did not give any support to 

the Polisario. The result was that Morocco refused to finalize the big economic agreement it 

had come to with the Soviets. 

Since Vladimir Putin came to power, one of his main projects is to take Russia back to old 

great times with Russia as a significant regional power (Schumacher and Nitoiu 2015), but the 

areas in closer proximity to Russia has had a higher priority in its foreign policy until now, 

particularly during the first decade of Putin’s presidency. Scholars have wondered why Russia 

has not tried to tie a closer relationship to several of the northern African countries when 

many of them are not big fans of the Western powers despite their cooperation in several 

areas. Russia has some traits that Morocco deems quite attractive. One of them is their 

common views on self-determination and non-intervention. Russia has for instance never 

recognized the SADR, something that Rabat regards as positive. At the same time some are 

puzzled about why Russia have chosen to deal bilaterally with these countries when others, 

such as the US and EU, have a holistic strategy towards the whole region (ibid.). 
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Nevertheless, the wake of the Arab Spring has seen Russia more active in the region than in 

decades. 

 

Analysis part I – thematic findings for specific application to theory 
 

The findings in this thesis suggest that economic, security and international political 

considerations are the most important when the great powers decide on their approach to the 

conflict. The economic relations have grown tighter for all the powers since the beginning of 

the conflict, while security has been very important the whole time for the Western powers 

despite a gradual change in what aspects of security are the most important. For China, the 

Maghreb has never bore a huge security importance while for Russia/USSR other aspects 

were more important after the Cold War. Finally, international political considerations play a 

central role for all the P5, but the reasons why are highly dependent on the dynamics between 

them. 

 

Economic reasons 
 

Economic interest is one of the current main drivers for the presence of the great powers in 

the Maghreb. The last two decades have seen rapidly deepening economic relations between 

the P5 and Morocco. The value of US-Moroccan trade has increased manyfold since the 

Eizenstat Initiative and from 2006 when the two countries signed an FTA. Moroccan 

willingness to liberalize and privatize more has also contributed to the current presence of 

about 150 US companies and increased flows of FDI. The relationship between the two 

countries have been relatively good the last 50 years, and the US has succeeded in keeping 

Morocco close. Between the years 1975 and 2005, Morocco obtained more aid than any other 

Arab country – receiving about 20% of all aid the US gave to Africa.  

China sees the region through the economic prism of its Belt and Road Initiative. Since 

China’s accession to WTO in 2001, the volume of trade has increased drastically, and 

Morocco is one of its biggest African trading partners. The same goes for Russia, which has 

elevated its economic presence in the area after the Arab Spring when it lost arms contracts 
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for billions of dollars. Increased trade spur the Russian state and companies to invest in 

Morocco. The USSR exported huge amounts of oil to Morocco before 1975, while today the 

trade consists chiefly of agricultural products. During the Cold War, the Soviets had a dual 

goal of fighting capitalism in the area while at the same time promoting its economic 

interests.  

The EU, thereby France and the UK15, are also tightly linked economically to Morocco. 

During the 2000s, the EU signed comprehensive agreements with Morocco including the 

Fisheries Agreement16 and the Agricultural Agreement (Court of Justice of the European 

Union 2018a). The UK has in practice pursued a relatively neutral stance in the Western 

Sahara conflict. However, the value of the bilateral trade is high, and the UK has no policy of 

discouraging activities in Western Sahara conducted by UK companies. France has had good 

and tight relations with Morocco ever since the start of the conflict and has also experienced 

increased trade during the last two decades. Around 70% of all FDI in Morocco comes from 

France, with French companies employing around 180 000 people. 

  

Natural resources and fishery 
 

The role of natural resources is also central to the strategies of the P5, with raw materials and 

energy relations being the most important. As Morocco and Western Sahara have by far the 

world’s largest known reserves of phosphorus, a crucial element in modern agriculture, the 

great powers have a big interest in maintaining a stable and continuously good relationship to 

Morocco, where most of the reserves are located. The US is the world’s biggest consumer of 

phosphorus, and Morocco is Russia’s largest supplier. It increases the stakes and decreases 

their willingness to provoke Moroccan authorities. As the world might be reaching peak 

phosphorus, the element is more important in the great power approach today than it has been 

in the foregoing decades. In the context of a potential trade war between the US and China, it 

will be increasingly important for the two to secure access to raw materials to feed domestic 

production. 

 
15 Before Brexit. 
16 Which was later annulled by the CJEU. 
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Fishing is another significant reason for the presence of some of the great powers. Fishing in 

waters outside of Western Sahara has been popular since before the start of the conflict in 

1975. Still, with depleted stocks over the world and a Western Saharan EEZ possibly 

containing up to 11% of all fish stocks in the world, countries increasingly move to Saharan 

waters where the situation historically has been more sustainable. Fishing there is vital to the 

Moroccan economy, which also signs deals and sells rights to fish to other countries, 

particularly the EU and Russia, as fishing is pivotal to Russian presence in the region. Russia 

has been fishing in the waters outside of Western Sahara since 1992, with the last deal17 being 

worth US$7 million per year (Western Sahara Resource Watch 2020g). The EU and Morocco 

signed an important fishing agreement in 2006, a deal the French pushed heavily for. 

 

Energy 
 

As the world is transitioning from fossil fuels to renewables, Morocco knew early how to take 

advantage of it. With a strategy for how to rapidly build windfarms, both in Morocco and 

Western Sahara, the great powers have been attracted to the area. Both France and the UK are 

physically invested in windfarms both on the occupied territory and in Morocco, as 

companies from both countries have assisted in delivering parts and constructing them. With 

more ambitious climate targets than most countries in the world, the EU demand for 

renewable energy is high and rising. Importing from Morocco is a good idea to consolidate 

the relationship with one of its most important neighbors while at the same time increasing the 

production of energy and pursuing climate goals. Additionally, the EU can hide behind 

Morocco saying that the imported energy does not come from Western Sahara, although they 

know that it is very difficult to know if the energy imported comes from the occupied 

territory. 

The hope of finding oil on the territory is diminishing day by day, but French and US 

companies were at the forefront of the search in the early 2000s. Since the Arab Spring, when 

Russia got more involved in the region, it has signed several big deals with Morocco 

regarding natural resources, including one of the biggest Russian projects in Africa that will 

build a huge oil refinery on Moroccan soil, a deal worth billions of dollars. 

 
17 The deal lasted from 2016 to 2020. 
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Nevertheless, what could urge the great powers to solve the Western Sahara conflict is the 

wish to create an economic free-trade area in North Africa. It is an outspoken goal of the US 

and EU, but it seems impossible to accomplish if the strained relationship between Algeria 

and Morocco continues. Looking at how other free-trade areas have led to increased 

prosperity over time, the unwinding of that relationship would arguably be beneficial for all 

parties involved in the long run, but it is very hard to see how this can happen if the Western 

Sahara conflict remains unresolved. 

Thus, all the great powers are closely linked to Morocco economically, and it is hard to see 

why these countries would take steps to impede the cooperation when there is no economic 

gain, at least in the short run, in fighting for the self-determination of the Sahrawis. Economic 

globalization is working against them. As long as all P5 members are heavily economically 

invested in Morocco, none of them have incentives to raise the Western Sahara conflict on the 

agenda, never mind actively fighting the Sahrawi case. It is challenging for the great powers 

to make important political moves in Maghreb that will not push either Morocco or Algeria 

away, and they seem satisfied with the status quo. 

 

Security reasons 
 

The security implications of supporting Morocco have always been essential, but the nature of 

security has changed with the global political landscape. During the Cold War, security was 

undoubtedly the most important motivation for the presence in the Maghreb by Western 

powers in general and US presence in particular as it pitted the two world superpowers against 

each other. The West regarded the survival of the Moroccan monarchy as the single most 

important factor in maintaining a stable Morocco, and probably felt no other option than to 

tacitly support the Moroccan king when he violated international law and occupied large 

chunks of Western Sahara.  

The US and EU had a strong ally in Morocco, bonds that still manifests themselves today, for 

instance through Morocco being a major non-NATO ally and arguably the most important 

security ally of the EU among the Mediterranean neighbors. However, since the end of the 

Cold War, terrorism and migration have dominated the security relations between the three 

Western powers and Morocco. Algeria was plagued by radical Islamism in the 90s, while the 
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“War on Terror” has been dominant since 2001. France and the UK fear illegal immigration 

as well as terrorism, and they have seen how lack of border control and cooperation can cause 

problems. The US knows this as well, and it has no interest in domestic turbulence taking 

place in major allied countries. 

The two most important reasons for the different weighting of security among the great 

powers are related to geographical space and alliances. China and Russia are located far away 

from the conflict, thus sharing less of the concerns that the other powers do. Issues such as 

terrorism and migration pertaining to the Maghreb are less worrisome for China and Russia 

than for the EU and the US. Hence, they can take a different approach than the others. The US 

is also situated far away, but the US, France, and the UK have had well-known problems with 

terrorist attacks executed by North African or Middle Eastern citizens. Neither China nor 

Russia have a stable Europe as a priority, it may on the contrary be beneficial with some 

instability in some contexts. The US on the other hand has a strong interest in a stable Europe 

and must consider problems related to migration and terrorism in Europe originating from the 

Maghreb. 

 

International political considerations 
 

The dynamics between the great powers also play a role to the disadvantage of the SADR. 

One example is the US using Western Sahara as a means to achieve better relations between 

Israel and the states in the Arab world. France, one of the most important Western allies of the 

US, is siding with Morocco, and the US has a larger immediate interest in supporting France 

than supporting the SADR. France has stated that it will block any attempt in the Security 

Council to solve the conflict in a way that Morocco is not satisfied with. The French also 

played a crucial role when the SADR witnessed massive withdrawals of recognition in the 

90s. Thus, a provocation of France will probably not achieve anything else than a worse 

relationship between the P5. This is an example of how the importance of the great powers in 

determining the outcome of the conflict should not be underestimated.  

Another example of this regards the US. The breakthrough for peace talks came in the 80s 

when there was a change of perception and increased attention towards the conflict across the 

political spectrum in the US. The pressure from the Americans drove the Moroccans to sit 
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down and try to come to an agreement with the Sahrawis, although Moroccan efforts have 

since succeeded in hampering the progress and completion of the deal. Despite obstructions 

from the Moroccans, the progress looked the brightest when the UN personal envoy had an 

American passport. It suggests that the great powers play a very important role and that they 

could be able to pressure Morocco to find a solution according to international law if they 

wanted to. It seems unlikely that the dynamics of the conflict will change as long as the US 

and France do not change their stance. 

One consequence of the lack of respect for international law could manifest itself in other – 

more important – areas of the world. If the Western great powers do not respect international 

law, they will have less credibility and leverage in situations like when Russia annexed 

Crimea (Smith 2015). Arguably, the great powers often overlook international law although 

they would like to be perceived as doing it. However, with the current world order, the 

punishment for not following international law is small if not non-existent. It is 

understandable then, that the modus operandi of the great powers is to pursue their self-

interest and prioritize their relations to the other great powers. When they regard Western 

Sahara as too small, distant, or insignificant, the most strategic choice is to maintain a good 

relationship with Morocco and not damage the relations between each other. 

China and Russia like to pride themselves with a more neutral international approach, but the 

great power game is important for them as well. Since the 80s and 90s, China has deliberately 

taken on a more active role in the UN. Among the P5, China is the biggest contributor of 

peacekeepers while being the second largest financial contributor to both the UN general and 

peacekeeping budgets. It allows Chinese troops to get international experience away from its 

neighboring countries, many of them in Africa to increase influence on the continent; there 

has for instance been Chinese officers leading the mission in Western Sahara (Gowan 2020). 

Furthermore, China tends to rhetorically distance itself from the Western powers with their 

imperialist history, assuming a common identity and shared experiences with the colonized. 

Nevertheless, the fact that China has consistently prioritized its principle of non-intervention 

over the principle of supporting colonized and oppressed Sahrawis in their fight for liberation, 

is a demonstration that the relation to Morocco is more important than the struggle of the 

Sahrawis.  

China and Russia have their own internal issues with entities that want independence or 

already have de facto independence, possibly contributing to a more cautious approach to the 
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Western Sahara conflict. In China, the most obvious examples are Taiwan (ROC) and Hong 

Kong, but there have also been disputes with Tibet. Russia’s internal geopolitical issues are 

among others related to Chechnya and a few other regions wanting independence. The 

pragmatic and claimed non-interventionist policies of these countries must be seen in light of 

these domestic conflicts. If China and Russia do not interfere with others, others should not 

interfere with them. Russia has the same problem as China when it comes to recognizing 

entities that want independence. Although these geopolitical cases in many aspects are 

different from Western Sahara, the Russian and Chinese governments understand that 

recognizing entities of little strategic importance might fuel external actors to support 

secessionist movements in their own countries. 

 

Historical developments in interests of the great powers 
 

One of the biggest persisting problems for the SADR and the Sahrawis is that there was never 

a really good time for the great powers to fully support the strong normative claim of 

decolonization and legitimate right to self-determination for the people of Western Sahara. At 

different points in time since 1975 there have been varying interests in the region for the great 

powers, which has led to the domination of realpolitik over normativity. Economic, security 

and international political considerations have been most important factors determining the 

great powers’ approach to the Western Sahara conflict. They are central to understanding why 

the great powers in practice refuse to engage on the side of the Sahrawis. 

The change in the dynamics of the conflict over time is an indicator of how Morocco is 

gaining importance for the great powers while the Sahrawis are losing it. The 90s and early 

00s saw genuine attempts to solve the conflict through UN channels. After that, Morocco has 

taken steps away from a solution to the conflict without being punished for it. The US and 

France started supporting the “third way”, which in essence meant moving away from the 

hard stance on self-determination. Morocco no longer had to focus solely on obstructing the 

referendum but could even present its own solution to the conflict in 2007 which did not 

involve any possibility for self-determination for the Sahrawis, and with little criticism from 

the great powers. As of Spring 2021, the UN does not have a Personal Envoy to Western 

Sahara, partly due to Morocco presenting tough requirements for the next appointment. 

Morocco can get away with it because the government understands that the great powers 
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accept Moroccan demands to a much larger extent today than what was the case two decades 

ago. 

If there is no solution in sight through diplomatic and political channels, there is a concern 

that the last option for frustrated Sahrawis is to wage war against Morocco in a final attempt 

to claim their rights. According to Gladstone (2016), it is not an improbable scenario, 

demonstrated by occasional shootings taking place since November 2020. If a full-scale war 

breaks out and severe humanitarian violations take place, the great powers might be inclined 

to get more involved, but in what capacity is hard to predict. The situation could in the end 

become intolerable for the Sahrawis and escalate in a similar fashion to recent events in 

Palestine. A quote from a prominent spokesperson for Hamas stated that “We don’t accept to 

die in silence” (Wolasmal 2021, translated from Norwegian), a message which might be 

fitting for the Sahrawi mood as well.  

 

The role of Algeria 
 

No matter how good the economic relations between the great powers and Morocco are, the 

growing importance of Algeria during the last two decades is forcing the great powers to tread 

carefully and have a balanced approach to the region. Algeria under President Bouteflika 

spent a considerable amount of time improving its relationships with the outside world. Since 

it had close cooperation with communist countries such as the USSR, the relationship to 

powers such as the US, France, and the UK was bad until the fall of communism. The 

improved relationships between Algeria and the great powers are good news for the SADR. 

Ending the Western Sahara conflict – finding a solution that works for all parts – might be the 

single most effective solution to induce increased trade and prosperity in the region. It would 

resolve and remove the most contentious issue between Morocco and Algeria, paving the way 

for the relationships to soften and for borders to loosen. To the US and the EU, Algeria is key 

in establishing a stable, viable region which is intricately economically integrated.  

As Algeria is the strongest supporter of the Polisario movement, it can be vital in deciding the 

future of the Western Sahara conflict. Any major change in the support from Algeria to 

Polisario would probably mean the end of the hopes of self-determination for the Sahrawis. A 

potential change could occur as a result of Algeria being too economically connected to the 
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great powers. Stronger economic ties between Algeria and the great powers can put the 

former in a difficult situation where it might find itself in a squeeze between own interests and 

the agenda of the great powers.  

 

Analysis part II – specific application to theory 
 

Regarding Sterio’s (2013) first point that the people of the entity must have experienced 

oppression by the parent state, there is no doubt that the Sahrawis have suffered profound 

human rights violations over many years (Al-Monitor 2021; Cahlan and Samuels 2020; 

Human Rights Watch 2010). The second criterion says that the parent state should have a 

relatively weak government, something that is not the case in the Western Sahara conflict. 

Neither have the territory been under international administration – the third criterion – if one 

looks away from the MINURSO mission that has been present since 1991. The last criterion 

demands support from the great powers, which is demonstrated in this and other papers that is 

not the case. Riegl and Doboš (2018) argue that the last criterion is the only one that matters, 

and that support from what they call a (super)power is sufficient for de facto secession. This 

thesis supports these authors’ claim while also attempting to identify what lies behind the 

decision of the great powers (not) to get involved in a conflict like the one in Western Sahara. 

The different types of support Morocco and the SADR have received from the great powers 

are striking. All the great powers have at some point stated that the Sahrawis’ claim to self-

determination is legitimate, corresponding to the second highest level of moral support in 

Heraclides’ model. However, none of them have provided any notable tangible support to the 

Sahrawis. On the other hand, France and the US have supplied Morocco with a lot of military 

equipment and expertise, knowing it likely has been used to fight the Sahrawis. Hence, the 

level of involvement from these two great powers has been on the highest level on the side of 

Morocco, whereas none of the great powers have pursued anything more than low 

involvement on the side of the SADR. These findings contrast with Heraclides’ (1990) 

findings, where the tangible support from the great powers in the secessionist conflicts 

investigated is of a varying degree, but where tangible support is always higher than the moral 

support given to the secessionist entity. In this thesis, the discoveries suggest that the moral 

support extended from the great powers to the SADR is always higher than the tangible 
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support. This could mean that moral support is of limited importance when it comes to 

achieving independence, at least for de facto secession. 

Apart from the normative claim to self-determination, the great powers find no good reasons 

to extend recognition to the SADR or actively fight for Sahrawi self-determination. The 

findings in this paper suggest that economic, international political considerations, and 

security are the most important reasons for non-involvement for the great powers, although 

the security aspect is not particularly important for China and Russia.  

International political considerations are specifically investigated in Heraclides’ (1990) paper, 

where all the great powers except from China had political constraints involving at least one 

other great power in the conflicts examined. His findings thus support the claim in this thesis 

that international political considerations play an important role when the great powers decide 

on their approach to a secessionist conflict. 

Security still plays a crucial role in the approach of the US, UK, and France. Common for all 

the mentioned reasons is that they are all instrumental as opposed to affective, as evident in 

Heraclides’ model. The hypotheses gain support from the findings, showing that instrumental 

reasons are dominant when the great powers decide on their actions towards Western Sahara, 

and that this is central to the explanation of why the SADR is not fully internationally 

recognized. 

Engagement on the side of the Sahrawis could be based on affective reasons such as historical 

injustice or respect for international law, but this type of support is only evident in UN 

resolutions and public statements by some of the great powers. The result is a manifestation of 

what is symptomatic about the current international system: that it is very easy to say one 

thing while doing the opposite. 

While Heraclides focused on the support from a state to a secessionist entity, this paper has 

assessed the relation the great powers have both towards the analogous secessionist entity and 

the parent state. It suggests that the great powers’ relationship to and perceived importance of 

the parent state in a secessionist conflict is more important than the normative and effective 

claims secessionists have to a territory and which relationship to and perceived importance the 

secessionists have to the great powers. The validity of this claim should be examined in 

further research papers. 
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In his paper, Heraclides (1990) finds that affective reasons overall dominate in his model, but 

that this is different if one isolates the results to only the great powers. Affective reasons were 

predominant in the French approach on two occasions, while France and the UK had mixed 

reasons in one conflict each and instrumental reasons in one conflict each. However, the US, 

China, and the USSR had only instrumental reasons for their involvements in the conflicts. It 

fits well with the findings in this thesis, although the thesis identifies exclusively instrumental 

reasons for the great power involvement. An interesting case is France, where affective 

reasons are predominant in Heraclides’ paper. In one of the conflicts, the reason for 

engagement is right to self-determination, something that can seem a bit paradoxical in the 

case of Western Sahara, where the case for independence is made based on the right to self-

determination. It might suggest that an instrumental approach to secessionist conflicts is more 

common among the great powers compared to other countries. 

 

 

Conclusion 
 

The research question presented in the introduction asked: How did instrumental interests of 

the great powers prevail over the principle of self-determination for the Sahrawi people? This 

thesis has roots in the theories of Sterio (2013) and Riegl and Doboš (2018) of great power 

and (super)power rule. It gives support to the importance of the great powers, and suggest that 

they are crucial, perhaps also sufficient for de facto independence like the latter authors state. 

Furthermore, to investigate the motives behind the actions of the great powers, the thesis has 

drawn mainly on the theories of Heraclides (1990). It gives support to his findings that the 

biggest countries predominantly have instrumental motives when engaging in a conflict like 

the one of Western Sahara. This thesis has dug deeper into the specific motives and how 

important they are. It also suggests that regional dimensions and the great powers relations to 

the parent state are important in deciding the great power approach to a secessionist conflict. 

The findings in this thesis give support to both hypothesis 1 and 2 as they point in the 

direction that instrumental interests related to security, economic, and international political 

considerations have prevailed over the principle of self-determination in the case of Western 

Sahara. During the Cold War, the fight between the US and the USSR; capitalism and 
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communism, dominated the agenda in the Maghreb for all the great powers except for China. 

Later, security is still important – mainly for the Western powers – but the dynamics have 

changed. The last two decades the fight against terrorism and illegal immigration have been 

the most important security motives for keeping Morocco a close ally. Economic motives are 

mostly related to increased trade, specifically in phosphorus, renewable energy, fishery. The 

international political considerations are to a large extent connected to the strategic decisions 

of the great powers, where the dynamics between them are important. 

At the same time the commitment of the great powers towards the SADR is low, compared to 

a high level of commitment towards Morocco. This is particularly true for France and the US 

who have provided a lot of tangible support to Morocco, while the same type of support has 

been absent towards the SADR. Morocco is so important in the region to the great powers that 

they have no incentives to actively support the SADR and provoke Morocco by offering 

tangible support or extending recognition. The high moral support and low tangible support 

extended from the great powers towards the SADR might indicate that moral support play 

little role in determining de facto independence of an entity. 

Hypothesis 2 is supported by the fact that no affective reasons for involvement are identified 

on the side of the SADR. Reasons such as historical injustice could prompt the great powers 

to support the SADR in its struggle for recognition, but this type of reasoning cannot be seen 

in the approach of the great powers. International law is clear on the people of the territory of 

Western Sahara’s right to self-determination. However, the lack of engagement on the side of 

the occupied from the great powers is making that very difficult. If there is one thing the great 

powers can agree with on paper, it is that they want the UN-led talks to succeed and a 

peaceful solution to be found. If there is another thing they can all agree with in practice, it is 

that instrumental interests are more important than affective ones or than following 

international law. The thesis suggest that the SADR lacks international recognition because of 

the instrumental importance of Morocco and the lack of such of the SADR. 

This thesis is adding to the literature supporting that the great powers act according to their 

self-interest, but it has also provided some understanding of what those interests are, how they 

have changed over time, and the difference in importance of the interests. While security 

interests based on rivalry between capitalism and communism were predominate during the 

Cold War, in the 21st century the trade and resource-based economies demand stability and 

shows the increasing importance of economic interests in the region. 
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Further research could seek to design tests for whether instrumental reasons always dominate 

the approach of the great powers towards secessionist/decolonization conflicts like the one of 

Western Sahara. Researchers could also further investigate the motivations and behaviors of 

the great powers in secessionist/decolonization conflicts other than Western Sahara, whether 

economic motivations are always important across the great powers, and how well the 

theories of external actor influence holds in other secessionist/decolonization conflicts. 
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