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Background
Western Sahara is a sparsely populated territory on the northwest coast of Africa, bordered by Morocco to the north, Algeria to the northeast, and Mauritania to the south. It is listed by the United Nations as a Non-Self-Governing Territory — one of the last remaining unresolved decolonization cases in the world.
The territory was a Spanish colony until 1975, when Spain withdrew under the terms of the Madrid Accords, effectively partitioning the land between Morocco and Mauritania. Morocco moved quickly to assert control, orchestrating the Green March — a symbolic civilian procession of 350,000 Moroccan settlers into the territory — to press its territorial claim. The indigenous Sahrawi people, represented politically by the Polisario Front, rejected this and launched an armed independence struggle backed by Algeria.
Mauritania renounced its claim in 1979, after which Morocco extended its control over the entire territory. Today, Morocco administers roughly 80% of Western Sahara, while the Polisario Front controls a thin strip of desert to the east, governing tens of thousands of Sahrawi refugees from camps near Tindouf, Algeria.
Morocco considers Western Sahara its "Southern Provinces" and argues it has historical, cultural, and legal ties to the land predating colonisation. In 2007, Morocco proposed an Autonomy Plan, offering the Sahrawis self-governance under Moroccan sovereignty — a solution it describes as serious and credible. Morocco has significant international support, and in 2020 the United States (under the Trump administration) recognised Moroccan sovereignty over the territory as part of a broader normalisation deal, a decision that caused significant controversy.
The Polisario Front, backed by Algeria, insists that the Sahrawi people have the right to a free and fair referendum on independence — a referendum that has been promised since 1991 but never held. The Polisario Front administers a government-in-exile, the Sahrawi Arab Democratic Republic (SADR), which is recognised by the African Union and dozens of states.

The UN's Role
A UN-brokered ceasefire in 1991 halted open warfare and established MINURSO (the UN Mission for the Referendum in Western Sahara) — the only UN peacekeeping mission in the world without a human rights monitoring mandate, a point frequently criticised by NGOs and human rights bodies.
MINURSO was created to organise the referendum, but decades of disagreement over voter eligibility — who counts as a Sahrawi — have prevented it from ever taking place. Successive UN envoys have failed to break the deadlock. In November 2020, the ceasefire collapsed when Morocco conducted military operations in the buffer zone near Guerguerat, and the Polisario Front declared the truce void, raising fears of renewed armed conflict.





Humanitarian Situation
Approximately 170,000 Sahrawi refugees live in harsh desert camps around Tindouf in southwest Algeria, in conditions of extreme heat, food insecurity, and limited economic opportunity. Many have lived there for decades, some for their entire lives. The camps are heavily dependent on international humanitarian aid, much of it coordinated through the World Food Programme and UNHCR.
In Moroccan-controlled Western Sahara, human rights organisations including Amnesty International and Human Rights Watch have documented restrictions on freedom of assembly, expression, and the press, as well as the persecution of pro-independence activists. Morocco contests many of these reports.
The territory also sits on some of the world's largest phosphate reserves and has rich Atlantic fishing grounds, meaning economic interests — both Moroccan and foreign — complicate the political picture considerably.

Key Positions of Major Actors
Morocco — Rejects independence outright. Supports autonomy within Moroccan sovereignty. Has invested heavily in infrastructure in the territory to consolidate its claim and has growing African diplomatic support.
Polisario Front / SADR — Demands a UN-supervised referendum with independence as a genuine option. Maintains a low-level military posture and has resumed sporadic armed operations since 2020.
Algeria — The primary backer of the Polisario Front. Provides land for the refugee camps and diplomatic support. Its rivalry with Morocco is a major driver of the regional deadlock.
Spain — The former colonial power. Long maintained studied ambiguity, but in 2022 shifted to supporting Morocco's autonomy plan, causing a serious diplomatic rift with Algeria.
France — A strong supporter of Morocco and a permanent Security Council member, France has consistently blocked stronger UN action on the territory.
United States — Recognised Moroccan sovereignty in 2020 under Trump; the Biden administration did not reverse the decision. The position remains significant diplomatically.

Key Questions for Debate
How should the international community balance the principle of self-determination with the principle of territorial integrity in this case?
Should MINURSO's mandate be expanded to include human rights monitoring?
What mechanisms could break the referendum deadlock, and is a referendum still a realistic or desirable outcome?
How should the UN address the humanitarian crisis in the Tindouf camps, particularly given long-term refugee dependency?
What role should neighbouring states — particularly Algeria — play in facilitating a negotiated solution?
Does the US recognition of Moroccan sovereignty change the legal or diplomatic landscape in a meaningful way?
