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Spanish Sahara
Following Bismarck’s proposals at the Berlin Conference in 
1885, a grid was drawn of Africa and portions of it were 
distributed among the main European countries; Spain, as 
a former power which had fallen into decadence got only 
Equatorial Guinea, administration over the north of Moroc-
co in the form of a Protectorate and 250,000 kilometres 
of the Sahara comprising Ifni, Saguia El Hamra and Río 
de Oro. Though Spain had a number of military garrisons 
spread out along the Atlantic coast as strategic positions, 
it was not until 1934 that it occupied the inland territory 
with additional military garrisons. Following the civil war, 
Franco’s regime saw the Spanish Sahara as a strategic pla-
ce of interest from which to defend the Canary Islands. In 
1947 the colony was reorganised on an administration le-
vel and El Aaiún became the capital and main commercial 
town. In the early 1950s, studies on the subsoil were be-
gun with the conviction that below the sand lay important 
fields of minerals and petroleum. 
 According to notes by anthropologist Julio Caro 
Baroja made in a field study between 1952 and 1953, from 
north to south of the Sahara there are sedentary tribes, 
semi-nomadic and nomadic people. Yet before the Spa-
niards reached the south of Saguia, practically all were 
nomads who relied heavily on camels, from which they 
obtained milk, meat and even hair to weave their jaimas, 
or tents. Up to the late 1950s Spain’s presence hardly in-
terfered in their nomadic lifestyle or customs. In January 
1958, the Sahara was incorporated into Spain and became 
its 53rd province and a complex census was carried out 
which listed and sorted the scattered people into a total of 
114 tribal groups distributed around the main established 

tribes: the Erguibat, the Ulad Delim, the Ulad Tidrarin and 
the Arossien. Also of importance but with less permanent 
camps in the area were the Izarguien and the less nume-
rous Ait Usas, U Aggut and Ait Lahsen.
 1960 is seen as the symbolic year when Africa 
broke free and most of the independent states were founded 
and the United Nations (UN) passed resolution 1514, which 
put pressure on the powers to leave the colonised countries 
and free the occupied territories. These orders were issued 
by the UN each year, yet Franco invented all sorts of excuses 
to make friends with the locals with the aim of proving to the 
international community that the Saharan people wished 
to belong to Spain on their own accord. In the early 1960s, 
Spanish engineers discovered a phosphate mine was at 
Bu Craa which had practically unlimited reserves. Together 
with mineral mining came the exploitation of great fishing 
resources on the coast, hence the colony required more and 
more local labour. In 1963, three Saharans were appointed as 
representatives in the Spanish parliament and the General 
Assembly of the Sahara was set up as a feature of consensus 
highlighting Spain’s unity. The tribes were represented 
according to their importance: 45 members from the Erguibat, 
12 from Ulad Delim, 9 from Izarguien, 7 from Ulad Tidrarin, 5 
from Arossien and 7 from smaller tribes. 
 In December 1965 the United Nations issued new 
orders and called for Spain to decolonize in accordance with 
Resolution 1514 and yet another resolution two years later 
(2354), stipulated that consultations be made in the form of a 
referendum to ascertain the Saharan people’s opinion.
 Fos Bucraa, a Spanish public company which 
managed phosphate mine reached a production level of 

2.5 million tons per year in just a few years and boasted 
2,700 employees of whom 954 were locals. The mine be-
came the true driving force of the area’s economy and ra-
dically altered the age old nomadic lifestyle. According to 
the last censuses at the time, only 8,000 Saharan people 
called themselves herders. 
 The only three towns in the Sahara attracted more 
and more labourers, and hundreds of tents were pitched in 
the poor areas awaiting new neighbourhoods to be built. In 
seven years the population of El Aaiún passed from 9,000 
to 28,000; Villa Cisneros had 5,400 and Smara 7,300. Health 
services, a school, market (zoco), electricity, running water, 
refrigerator, television sets or even air conditioning were 
features of comfort provided in the cities which were in 
sharp contrast to the hardship and unpredictability of life in 
the desert. Although these cities appeared to be panaceas 
of comfort, the Spanish colony hardly offered the Saharan 
people equal conditions despite being considered Spanish 
citizens and holding Spanish identity cards since 1970. The 
locals were paid half the wages of Spaniards, received very 
little medical treatment and were discriminated against 
in terms of education. Despite the youth being aware of 
their spending power and the prosperity they enjoyed 
compared to the impoverished neighbouring countries, 
they felt increasingly more excluded and ostracised. An 
illegal movement based on Marxist and pan-Arab thought 
called Vanguard for the Liberation of Saguia el Hamra and 
Río de Oro, headed by Sidi Mohamed Bassiri, channelled 
the Saharan people’s frustration and nationalist sentiment. 
Some 7,000 members of all ages and social levels joined the 
cause for the independence of Western Sahara. 

 On 17 June 1970, taking advantage of a rally 
supporting Spain’s claims to sovereignty in El Aaiún, a Sa-
haran people’s protest march was held and organized by 
Bassiri’s liberation movement with the slogan “The Saha-
ra for Saharans” in which protesters issued the Francoist 
governor with a memorandum. The protest march was 
ordered to disperse but the protesters remained on the 
streets and began hurling stones at the police. The Legion 
was ordered in and began shooting into the crowd. As a 
result of these events seen as insubordination against the 
Government of Spain, dozens of wounded and some dea-
ths ensued and the leaders were rounded up. Bassiri was 
executed some days later. 
 In May 1973 El Uali Mustafa Sayed took up 
Bassiri’s challenge and created the armed organization ca-
lled Polisario (Popular Liberation Front of Saguia el Hamra 
and Río de Oro), and he was joined by Saharan people from 
the south of Morocco, northern Mauritania, western Alge-
ria and the Spanish Sahara. Aided by Algeria, the Polisario 
guerrillas attacked Spanish targets with numerous acts of 
sabotage or attacks on the military garrisons situated in 
the desert. These Polisario acts raised the hopes of inde-
pendence for the Saharan people. 
 On 20 December 1973, Carrero Blanco, presi-
dent of the Government and one of the most relentless 
defenders of African colonialism, was killed by ETA. Fran-
co who was deeply affected by the death of his succes-
sor and pressured by the UN to decolonise the Sahara, 
in August 1974 promised the international organisation 
to hold a referendum of self-determination in early 1975. 
According a 1974 census conducted by Spain, there were 
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74,902 Saharans and 20,126 Spaniards in the area. Despi-
te these figures being approximate –due to the difficulty 
of counting all the nomadic people–, they were the most 
accurate referent known to ascertain the exact population 
there. On 12 May 1975, a UN mission travelled to the Sa-
hara and issued a report stating that the Saharan people 
wished for independence. But Morocco, which held a his-
toric claim over the Sahara as part of its territory, pressu-
red the United Nations with the aid of the US and France 
–countries that were friendly with the Alaouite kingdom 
and held strong geo-strategic interests in the area–, re-
questing that the referendum promoted by Spain should 
not be held. The General Assembly of the United Nations 
upheld Morocco’s plea and halted the referendum. 
 On 16 October 1975, The International Court 
in The Hague ratified UN Resolution 1514 and the right of 
the Saharan people to self determination in a report which 
specified that Morocco had no ties to sovereignty over the 
Sahara. Some hours after the High Court’s confirmation, 
Hassan II took advantage of the Spanish government’s 
absolute lack of control over the territory as Franco lay 
dying and his ministers were at a loss over the future of 
the colony, and called for the Green March (Marcha Verde); 
a strategy hatched on the advice of the US (Kissinger) 
with the aim of illegally annexing the Western Sahara. A 
huge human tide from all corners of Morocco was direc-
ted by Morocco towards the lands that lay to the south 
to “peacefully” occupy the Sahara. One day after the call 
for the Green March, the Spanish government, completely 
disconcerted and caught completely unawares by the 
unexpected action by the Moroccan occupation held a ca-
binet meeting on 17 October to approve the handing over 
of the Sahara to Morocco. On 26 October a vast demons-
tration was held in El Aaiún by the Saharan people against 
Spain’s conceding the territory. On 9 November Hassan 
II, having accomplished his aim announced the end of 
the Green March. On the 14th, following several weeks of 
meetings and secret encounters, the Acuerdos de Madrid 
were published in which Spain conceded the Sahara and 
handed it over to Morocco and Mauritania in exchange for 
substantial economic and political compensation such as 
joint exploitation of phosphates and fishing. On 20 Nov-
ember Franco died, unaware of the serious events taking 
place in his furthest and most exotic province. Following 
Morocco’s occupation, the Polisario began its preparation, 

with the aid and complicity of Algeria, for a war with unfo-
reseeable consequences. In January 1976, Morocco inva-
ded Western Sahara with its military forces from the north 
and Mauritania did the same from the south. Armoured ve-
hicles, artillery and military battalions occupied the main 
cities. The clash between the Moroccan Royal Army and 
civilians led to a mass evacuation of over 20,000 Saharan 
people inland towards the desert. In their exodus, the Sa-
haran people were brutally bombarded by the Moroccan 
Air Force and over 2,000 people are thought to have lost 
their lives. Under the auspices of the still precarious and 
disorganised People’s Liberation Army of the Sahara or-
ganized by the Polisario, the refugees were transported 
in old trucks, Land Rovers, or even on foot towards the 
inhospitable region of Tinduf where they set up camp 
–hosted by Algeria– in improvised camps of jaimas and 
canvas tents provided by UNCHR and the Red Cross while 
awaiting a prompt solution to such a dramatic situation. 
On the night of 27 February the Polisario proclaimed the 
Democratic Arab Republic of the Sahara (DARS) just one 
day later the Spanish flag was lowered and the last troops 
left the Saharan people to their fate.
 The Saharan Liberation Army, formed by five 
thousand guerrillas despite being highly outnumbered 
took on an army of over two hundred thousand troops with 
heavy artillery and aircraft. Despite the lack of arms and 
military training the Saharans knew the terrain and were 
used to the hardship of the desert organised their stru-
ggle on a guerrilla warfare strategy with surprise attacks 
and rapid deployment which disconcerted their enemies. 
Shortly after the Saharan people received military training 
from Algeria and their army’s capacity and effectiveness 
improved substantially. Algeria and Libya provided them 
with light and heavy weapons, and following intense batt-
les Mauritania gave up the fight in 1978. Morocco pressu-
red by heavy casualties and exhaustion suffered by its tro-
ops, withdrew and had to build a protective wall from north 
to south in several stages. Although the wall compelled the 
Saharan people to change their operations strategy, they 
continued to harass the Moroccans right up to 1991, when 
a ceasefire was agreed on through the United Nations (6 
September) with the aim of calling a referendum to decide 
on the sovereignty of the territory. This has been suspen-
ded several times as Morocco repeatedly failed to accept 
each international resolution.
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The Wall
Between August 1980 and April 1987 a wall was built in 
several stages using hundreds of excavators, bulldozers, 
brigades of sappers and tens of thousands of soldiers 
defending it. It is a fortified system which defends the oc-
cupied cities and particularly the Bu Craa phosphate mine. 
The wall stretches out like a ring and covers land amounting 
to over 2,500 kilometres of sand and stone. The wall is bet-
ween two and three metres high by one and a half metres 
wide and boasts anti-tank trenches measuring three me-
tres wide, hundreds of heavy artillery batteries, thousands 
of armoured vehicles, barbed wire, radars and other so-
phisticated surveillance systems. It is protected by some 
130,000 soldiers and it is estimated that there are over two 
million anti-tank and antipersonnel mines spread out along 
a kilometre wide along and parallel to the wall. 
 Following the long period since the ceasefire 
was established, and the death of Hassan II in 1999, his 
son Mohamed VI has continued the same policy regarding 
the Sahara as his father. The wall still traps and separates 
the population on both sides and makes it impossible for 
the nomadic herders to move freely. Some families have 
not seen one another for over thirty years. The Saharan 
people, who remained in the occupied territory –about 
20%– despite the authoritarian Moroccan presence, were 
compensated and enjoyed high wages and all kinds of 
benefits but shortly after had to share these with over 
300,000 settlers from Morocco sent to colonise the Sa-
hara. Since 2005, a new wave of young Saharan activists 
have resisted Moroccan occupation, protesting against 
the regime claiming that the occupied territory is nothing 
more than a huge open air prison; According to informa-
tion provided by AFAPREDESA (Association of Relatives 
of Saharan Prisoners and Disappeared) or recent annual 
reports (2008 and 2009) from Amnesty International and 
CEAR (Spain’s Refugee Aid Committee), there exists much 
police repression in the main cities of Western Sahara and 
those critical of the Moroccan Monarchy are arrested and 
tortured. 

Status Quo
On 29 April 1991, the UN Security Council decided to set up 
the MINURSO mandate (UN Mission for the Referendum of 
Western Sahara) with the aim of keeping peace in the area 
and to hold a referendum –scheduled for February 1992-, 
in order to bring the conflict between the Sahrawi Arab De-

mocratic Republic and Morocco to an end. The result of the 
poll would decide the independence of the Saharan people 
or to extend the annexing of Western Sahara to the King-
dom of Morocco. Only those in the census carried out by 
Spain in 1974 would be allowed to vote, which by 1991 had 
grown to 70,000 Sahrawis with the right to vote. Morocco, 
sensing its interests threatened by the so-called UN Arran-
gement Plan requested another census, and threatened to 
withdraw from the process if their wishes were not met. 
Because of these threats by Morocco and the UN’s accep-
tance to alter the census figures, Johannes Manz, special 
envoy to Western Sahara resigned. Pérez de Cuéllar, UN 
Secretary General, postponed the referendum sine die 
while awaiting a new census. 
 The Egyptian Butros Ghali, new Secretary 
General and Erik Jensen, President of the Identification 
Committee, continued the new census between 1992 
and 1994. Following the thwarted attempt of consensus 
in direct talks between both parties, the process was hal-
ted again because of unresolved problems between both 
parties. On 23 June 1995, Saharan President Mohamed 
Abdelaziz announced he would suspend the Polisario’s 
participation in the process of identification since Moroc-
co was still transferring Moroccan citizens to the Saharan 
people territory to impose their participation in the iden-
tification (100,000 new settlers). The UN’s lack of power 
to hold the referendum became clear and the Peace Plan’s 
suspension clearly favoured Morocco, which consolidated 
its status quo in the area.
 Kofi Annan, the third Secretary General in the 
course of the events, saw the Sahara problem as a priori-
ty and appointed the former US secretary of State James 
Baker as his personal representative. Talks began again 
between the Polisario and Morocco and the identification 
of voters, repatriation of refugees, release of political pri-
soners, exchange of prisoners of war, restricting the troops 
to garrisons and a code of conduct were all established fo-
llowing the Houston Agreements (1997). All these aspects, 
which were to be carried out in good faith, should have led 
to a fair and free referendum. These agreements enabled 
the referendum preparations to go ahead. But completing 
the census turned out to be more difficult than expected, 
identification clashed with the case of the disputed tribes 
named H 41, H 61 and J 51/52, comprising 65,000 people 
in all. The process again stumbled and following this new 
fracas Annan proposed a “New Baker Plan” or “third way” 
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two years later. An agreement between the parties where 
there were no losers meant considering Morocco an “ad-
ministrative power” of the Sahara not an occupying force. 
In other words, Morocco would exclusively take care of fo-
reign affairs, national security and defence in the form of 
an autonomy. After four years a referendum would be held 
where all those residing in the Sahara since 1999 would 
have the right to vote. Although at first the Polisario failed 
to approve this, it ended up accepting this possibility, but 
it was Kofi Annan who finally rejected his own Plan becau-
se there would still be a winner and a loser. In April 2004, 
Morocco changesd its strategy and categorically decided 
not to accept any referendum which included any possi-
ble independence of the Sahara. 
 Ban Ki-moon, the fourth UN secretary to try to 
mediate in this conflict, appointed Van Walsum as his special 

envoy. The Dutch diplomat focused his strategy on bringing 
both parties closer together with several rounds of talks. In 
these meetings (2007 and 2008 in Manhasset, New York 
and 2009 in Vienna), Morocco proposed a “Charter of Au-
tonomy for the Sahara Region” which it calls the “southern 
provinces”, similar in form to Baker’s proposals, but totally 
adapted to its sovereign interests in substance. Despite 
this, Van Walsum underscored and defended “Morocco’s 
serious efforts to push the process towards a solution” and 
clearly expressed that the option of achieving independen-
ce by referendum was a false hope for the Saharan people 
and he urged the Sahrawi Arab Democratic Republic to nego-
tiate “bearing in mind the actual political situation” of control 
exerted by Rabat over the territory. The Polisario refused to 
accept Morocco’s proposal of autonomy and accused Van 
Walsum of being biased which led to his resignation. 
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Van Walsun is the only high level UN representative who 
has ever dared to maintain that international law is on the 
side of the Polisario, but the Security Council will not use its 
powers to impose these on Morocco. This is why the Saha-
ra will never be independent (El País, 8 and 28/08/2008). 
The government of J. L. Rodríguez Zapatero with his foreign 
affairs minister Moratinos, following the latest rounds of 
talks, took sides with France by favouring Morocco’s ideas 
of autonomy. As the former administrative power of the 
Sahara, Spain cannot give up its responsibilities unilate-
rally, but the legal loophole used by Morocco benefits its 
supporters. Spanish ships still load phosphates from Bu 
Craa, big Spanish canning companies have set up in Da-
jla (former Villa Cisneros) and hundreds of fishing boats 
from Spain and the EU freely fish in waters off the Sahara 
coast. 
 Ban Ki-moon recently appointed an American 
Christopher Ross as the new and hopefully last mediator 
in the Western Sahara conflict. Now more than ever the UN 
must accept its responsibility and apply international law 
to ensure the survival of the Saharan people and even the 
international organisation, which cannot afford to be put 
in doubt once more in the longest running contentious is-
sue in Africa.
 
Sahrawi refugee camps
In January 1977, according to information from UNHCR 
(United Nations High Commission for Refugees) there 
were reckoned to be 50,000 refugees in Tinduf. The war 
continued to displace Saharan people from all over the 
country towards towns occupied by Algerians, and soon 

this number grew to 120,000 refugees. UNHCR, Red Cross, 
the WFP (World Food Programme) and ECO (European Coo-
peration Office) distributed basic humanitarian aid: food, 
medicines and shelter; over the years a hospital with an 
operating theatre was also built to attend the war wounds 
together with several basic infrastructures to allow life to 
go on until the end of the conflict. 
 At the Polisario’s 3rd and 4th Congresses – 
held in August 1976 and September 1978 respectively- fair 
distribution of wealth was highlighted together with the 
elimination inequalities, and a declaration was made that 
their struggle was a war of liberation against occupying 
forces, against imperialism, colonialism and exploitation. 
The Sahrawi Arab Democratic Republic’s (SADR) Constitu-
tion specifies developing socialism through emancipating 
women and allowing them to participate fully in the new 
society, provide social benefits to the mo impoverished, 
compulsory free education, health and the right and duty 
to work. 
 Women protected under the Polisario’s revolu-
tionary slogans have reached levels of freedom unimagi-
nable in any other Arab country. With their husbands on 
the front, they organised the rearguard in the camps, an 
important social task, leading to practising communism 
close to the original one based on mutual support and 
common assets. An egalitarian society based on merit 
was created from nothing which survived by equally dis-
tributing international aid where in the first fifteen years 
funding hardly existed. Not everything was rosy in this 
social laboratory. Abuses of power and injustice carried 
out by the Polisario leaders in charge of security also oc-

curred. At the height of the war, in their eagerness to con-
trol the political situation, paranoid behaviour was exerted 
against Sahrawis from occupied cities who went to live in 
the camps and signed up for the cause. They were accused 
of being spies and infiltrators and were jailed and suffered 
all kinds of torture.
 Following the thwarted referendum of February 
1992, on which the Sahrawis placed all their hopes in 
achieving independence, they had to continue determined 
to strengthening the ties among those living in the camps. 
They improved the distribution of humanitarian aid, crea-
ted new infrastructures (adobe houses, schools, hospi-
tals, workshops, farm and some vegetable gardens,) and 
developed better policies of organisation and association.
These camps host a population of over 200,000 and are 
spread over four Wilayas each with the names of the cities 
which were abandoned in the Sahara: Aaiún, Ausserd, Sma-
ra and Dajla. Furthermore other settlements have been 
established such as: 27 February, 9 June, 12 October or 
Rabuni and provide education, production or administrati-
ve facilities. Each Wilaya boasts some 50,000 inhabitants 
and is divided into 6 Dairas or municipalities of between 
7,000 and 9,000 inhabitants. Each Daira is managed by a 
mayor, a judge, a doctor a head of supplies and five wo-
men in charge of basic services (health, education, food, 
justice and industry); they also have a school, a medical 
centre, warehouse and a kind of town hall. The Dairas are 
also subdivided into four neighbourhoods and each one 
has 15 or 20 rows and each row has ten houses (jaimas 
and adobe huts). The layout of these houses are based on 
the old “frics” or camps of nomads, made up of roughly ex-
tended family circles which form rows in a straight line of 
between 6 and 12 jaimas and a maximum of 4 or 5 people 
per jaima. 
 Today the camps survive thanks only to inter-
national aid, but over the years this has created a parallel 
survival economy which comes mainly from smuggling, 
remittances sent by Saharan people who live abroad, do-
nations from Spanish families and the sale of cattle. 
 In a conflict lasting over 34 years of resistan-
ce whilst awaiting an international solution, the Polisario 
have held twelve congresses to date to decide on future 
strategies for exiled Saharan people. The first congresses 
were held every two years and were clearly closed military 
structures. Currently they are held every four years and 
are completely participative. The last was held in Tifariti 

(the symbolic capital of free Sahara) in 2007 and some 
1,750 delegates attended with 250 guests and scores of 
foreign journalists. Delegates are elected in the grass root 
People Congresses and these in turn appoint their repre-
sentatives for the General People’s Congress which nomi-
nates the Executive Committee of the Polisario where the 
Government and president of the SADR are chosen.

BIBLIOGRAPHY:

Balaguer, Soledad; Wirth, Rafael. Frente Polisario: la última 
guerrilla. Laia. Barcelona, 1976.

Bárbulo, Tomás. La historia prohibida del Sahara Español. 
Destino. Barcelona, 2002.

Caro Baroja, Julio. Estudios Saharianos. Calamar Ediciones. 
Madrid, 2008.

Diego Aguirre, José Ramón. Guerra en el Sahara. Istmo. Madrid, 
1991.

García, Alejandro. Historias del Sahara. El mejor y peor de los 
mundos. Catarata. Madrid, 2002.

García, Alejandro. Historia del Sahara y su conflicto. Catarata. 
Madrid, 2010.

Guijarro, Fernando. La distancia de cuatro dedos. En la guerra del 
Sáhara con el Polisario. Flor del viento. Barcelona, 1977.

España en el Sahara. Documentos políticos. Servicio Informativo 
Español. Madrid, 1968.

VVAA. Sahara, Sahara. Editorial CLA. Bilbao, 1976.

Vilar, Juan Bta. El Sahara Español. Historia de una aventura 
colonial. Sedmay Ediciones. Madrid, 1977.

http://www.arso.org/06-0.htm

http://www.un.org/spanish/Depts/dpko/minurso/index.html

http://www.un.org/spanish/documents/ga/res/17/ares17.htm

[ENG]



gr
afi

sm
e 

X.
 A

re
nó

s



P. 128 P. 129

Following the invasion of Western Sahara by Morocco in 1976, 
thousands of Sahrawi people went into exile in Tinduf (Algeria) as 
political refugees.

Tras la invasión del Sáhara Occidental por parte de Marruecos 
(1976), miles de saharauis se exiliaron  a Tinduf (Argelia) como 
refugiados políticos.

·······································································································
1. TERRITORY / TERRITORIO
·······································································································

Area / Superficie 
The territory where the camps are set up was granted tem-
porarily to the Sahrawi Arab Democratic Republic by Algeria 
and covers some 10,000 Km. It is administered with absolute 
autonomy by the Sahrawi authorities.

El territorio donde se asientan los campamentos, fue cedido de 
forma temporal por Argelia a la República Árabe Saharaui Demo-
crática y ocupa unos 10.000 km. Está administrado con total 
autonomía por las autoridades saharauis.

Language / Idioma 
Hassani Arabic and Spanish (second language) / Árabe hassaní y 
español (segunda lengua).

Religion / Religión:
Muslim. “Malakia” Islam  / Musulmanes. Islam “malakia”

Camps / Campamentos:
The camps are distributed into 4 Wilayas or districts: Aaiún, Aus-
serd, Smara and Dajla. The Rabouni reception centre (situated in 
the enclave of the first refugee camp, Hasi Bujemaa, and built in 
1976) must be added to these towns plus the settlement of 27 
de febrero. There are two general hospitals, two boarding schools 
(12 de octubre and 9 de junio), a Women’s school (27 de febrero) 
and a poultry and vegetable farm. Each Wilaya has a “provincial” 
Hospital, a provincial school and a small vegetable garden and 
each daira has a health centre and crèche.  

Los campamentos están repartidos  en 4 wilayas o distritos: 
Aaiún, Ausserd, Smara y Dajla. A estos centros hay que sumarle 
el centro de recepción de Rabouni (situado sobre el enclave del 
primer campamento de refugiados, Hasi Bujemaa, que se creó en 
1976) y el asentamiento 27 de febrero. Existen dos Hospitales 
generales, dos Escuelas internados (12 de octubre y 9 de 
junio), una Escuela de Mujeres (27 de febrero) y un complejo 
avícola-agrícola. Cada wilaya cuenta con un Hospital “provincial”, 
una escuela provincial y un pequeño huerto y cada daira con un 
centro de salud y una guardería.

Distance / Distancia: 
20 kilometres on average separate the closest camps and Dajla 
lies at a distance of some 140 Km.

Entre los campamentos más próximos hay una media de 20 km. 
y hasta Dajla unos 140 km.

Temperature / Temperatura:
Summer: 50ºc degrees in the shade in daytime.
Winter: 0ºc degrees at night, 30ºc degrees in the shade during 
the daytime. Extreme dryness (zero humidity). Rain is scarce 
and irregular.

Verano: 50 grados a la sombra por el día. Invierno: 0 grados por 
la noche, 30 grados a la sombra por el día. Sequedad extrema 
(humedad del aire cero grados). Lluvias escasas e irregulares.

Water / Agua:
Extracted from wells. Water tankers fill the water deposits in 
each Wilaya. The main well is at Rabouni.

Extracción del subsuelo. Un servicio de camiones cisterna llena 
los depósitos de agua de cada wilaya. El pozo principal está en 
Rabouni.

Power / Energía: 
Solar panels, fuel generators and gas canisters donated by 
Algeria.

Placas solares, generadores de gasóleo y bombonas de gas 
cedidas por Argelia.

Population / Población:
200,000 persons /   200.000 personas.

·····························································································································································································
TINDUF. SAHRAWI REFUGEE CAMPS (1976-2010) / CAMPAMENTOS DE REFUGIADOS SAHARAUIS (1976-2010)
·····························································································································································································
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·······································································································
2. POLITICAL ORGANIZATION / ORGANIZACIÓN POLÍTICA
·······································································································

Sahrawi Arab Democratic Republic (SADR) / República Árabe Saharaui Democrática (RASD)

Parliament / Parlamento:
The Sahrawi National Council is the highest legislative body and comprises 51 members, a third of whom are women. In the General 
Congress people are chosen who will direct the POLISARIO (Popular Liberation Front of la Saguia, el Hamra and Río de Oro) through the 
representatives of each daira (directly elected in the People’s Base Congresses).

Consejo Nacional Saharaui, máximo órgano legislativo. Compuesto por 51 miembros de los cuales un tercio son mujeres. 
En el Congreso General a través de los representantes de cada daira (elegidos directamente en los Congresos Populares de Base) se 
escogen las personas que dirigirán el POLISARIO (Frente Popular de Liberación de la Saguia el Hamra y Río de Oro).

Government / Gobierno: 

·President / Presidente: Mohamed Abdelaziz

· Prime Minister / Primer Ministro: Abdelkader Taleb Omar

Executive committee / Ejecutivo:

·Minister of Defence / Ministro de Defensa: Mohamed Lamin Buhali

·Minister of Occupied Territories and Community / Ministro de Territorios Ocupados y de la Comunidad: Jalil Sidi Mhamed 

·Minister Counsellor of the Presidency, attaché for Europe / Ministro consejero de la Presidencia, encargado de Europa: Mohamed Sidati

·Minister of Culture / Ministra de Cultura: Jadiya Hamdi

·Minister of Interior / Ministro de Interior: Bellahi Sid

·Minister of Justice / Ministro de Justicia: Hamada Selma

·Minister of Education / Ministra de Educación: Mariem Salek Hmada

·Minister of Public Health / Ministro de Sanidad Pública: Sidahmed Tayeb

·Minister of Information / Ministro de Información: Mohamed El Mami Tamek 

·Minister of Facilities / Ministro de Equipamiento: Sidahmed Batal 

·Minister of Cooperation / Ministro de Cooperación: Salek Baba Hassana

·Minister of Transport / Ministro de Transporte: Babiya Chiaa

·Minister of Development / Ministro de Desarrollo: Nema Saaid Yumani

·Minister of Construction and Reconstruction of Liberated Territories / Ministro de Construcción y de la Reconstrucción de los Territo 
 rios Liberados: Salek Babih 

· Minister of Trade / Ministro de Comercio: Selama Mohamed Yussef

·Minister Counsellor of the Presidency in charge of Asian Countries / Ministro consejero de la Presidencia encargado de los Países              
 Asiáticos: Malainin Sadik

·Minister Counsellor of the Presidency in charge of Arab Countries / Ministro consejero de la Presidencia encargado de los Países   
 Árabes: Ahmedu Sueilim

·Deputy Minister of Foreign Affairs, in charge of Africa  / Ministro delegado del Ministerio de Asuntos  Exteriores, encargado de África:  
 Mohamed Yeslem  Beyssat

·Deputy Minister of Foreign Affairs, in charge of Latin America / Ministro delegado del Ministerio de Asuntos  Exteriores, encargado de  
 América Latina: El Hash  Ahmed

·Secretary of State of Social Affairs and Promotion of Women / Secretaria de Estado de Asuntos Sociales y de Promoción Femenina:  
 Mahfudha Rahal

·Secretary of State of Public Workers and Employment / Secretario de Estado de Función Pública y del Empleo: Ahmed Vall Mohamed Yahdih

·Secretary of State of Health and Sport / Secretario de Estado de la Juventud y el Deporte: Mohamed Mulud Mohamed Fadel

·Secretary of State of Hydraulics and the Environment / Secretario de Estado de Hidráulica y del Medio  Ambiente: Abda Cheij 

·Director of Protocol / Director de Protocolo: Habibullah Mohamed Kori

·Secretary General of the Presidency of the Republic / Secretario General de la Presidencia de la República: Daf Mohamed Fadel

·Secretary General of the Government / Secretario General del Gobierno: Mulay Ahmed Mohamed Ahmed
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·······································································································
4. HEALTH SYSTEM / SISTEMA SANITARIO
·······································································································

Hospitals  / Hospitales:
A general hospital exists in each Wilaya and is organized into 
three units: general medicine, paediatrics and gynaecology-
obstetrics. Each has an average of thirty beds. Although most 
have radiology, laboratory and ante natal clinic there are serious 
technical deficiencies and pharmacy supplies which depend 
wholly on international aid. The staff at each hospital comprises 
two doctors and ten nurses. There is a national hospital called 
Martir Bachir Salah (10 kilometres from the wilayas of Aaiún, 
Auserd and Smara) and the “Bal-La” military hospital which, 
besides the aforementioned services, have a surgical pavilion 
and a pavilion of orthopaedics and rehabilitation.

Existe un hospital general en cada wilaya y se organiza en tres 
unidades: medicina general, pediatría y ginecología-obstetricia. 
Tienen una capacidad media de 30 camas. Aunque la mayoría 
cuentan con servicios de radiología, laboratorio y sala de partos 
presentan serias deficiencias técnicas y de suministro de 
farmacia que depende íntegramente del apoyo internacional. 
El personal de cada hospital está compuesto por dos médicos 
y diez enfermeras. Existe un hospital nacional llamado Martir 
Bachir Salah  (a 10 kilómetros de las wilayas de Aaiún, Auserd 
y Smara) y el hospital militar “Bal-La” que disponen además de 
los servicios ya mencionados, de un pabellón de cirugía y de un 
servicio de traumatología y rehabilitación.

Health centres / Dispensarios:
In each Daira there is a health centre which has a waiting room, 
consultation room and pharmacy store. These carry out preventi-
ve medicine work as they do not have any means of diagnostics 
and few drugs. They are attended by licensed nurses and women 
from the health committee. 

En cada daira existe un dispensario que se compone de sala 
de espera, sala de consulta y almacén de farmacia. Realiza 

labores de prevención ya que carece de medios de diagnóstico 
y dispone de escasas medicinas, está atendido por enfermeras 
graduadas  y mujeres del comité de salud.

Health of the population / Salud de la población:
The mortality rate, despite being particularly high in children in 
the past, is now aided by greater awareness of hygiene to avoid 
epidemics and control the infant mortality rate despite endemic 
problems such as respiratory infections or diarrhoea. Although 
there are cases of premature births and dystocia at birth, many 
Sahrawi women prefer to give birth to their children in their own 
tents assisted by expert midwives. 

La tasa de mortalidad aunque en el pasado fue elevada especial-
mente en los niños, hoy en día existe una gran concienciación de 
la higiene para evitar epidemias y controlar la tasa de mortalidad 
infantil a pesar de las problemáticas endémicas como infeccio-
nes respiratorias o la diarrea.  Aunque se dan casos de prematu-
ridad y distocias en el parto, muchas saharauis prefieren tener a 
sus hijos en su propia jaima ayudadas por comadronas expertas. 

Problems / Problemáticas:
Acute malnutrition / Desnutrición aguda: 35%
Chronic malnutrition / Desnutrición crónica:13%
Water contaminated by a high density of nitrates and bacteria /  
Agua contaminada por alta densidad de nitratos y bacterias

Main illnesses / Pincipales enfermedades:
Goiter, tuberculosis, anaemia, allergies, stomach problems and 
diarrhoea.
Bocio, tuberculosis, anemia, alergias, problemas estomacales y 
diarreas.

·······································································································
3. ADMINISTRATION  / ADMINISTRACIÓN
·······································································································

Wilayas:
People’s Council of Wilaya comprising: the presidents of the 
Councils of Daira, directors of specialised departments: health, 
education, supplies, production, justice and social affairs. These 
directors are appointed by each ministry. The Council is presided 
over by the Wali or Governor (appointed by the Interior Minister).

Consejo Popular de Wilaya compuesto por: los presidentes de los 
Consejos de Daira, directores de los departamentos especia-
lizados: salud, educación, suministros, producción, justicia y 
asuntos sociales. Estos directores son nombrados por cada 
ministerio. El Consejo, está presidido por el Wali o Gobernador 
(nombrado por el Ministro del Interior).

Dairas:
People’s Council of Daira comprising: president and five heads of 
committees (only women). They are elected every year at the 
People’s Base Congress.

Consejo Popular de Daira compuesto por: presidente y cinco 
responsables de los comités (sólo mujeres). Se eligen cada año 
en el Congreso Popular de Base.

···············································································
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·······································································································
5. URBAN PLANNING / URBANISMO
·······································································································

Each Wilaya is divided into 6 or 7 villages or Dairas and each of 
these is subdivided into 4 neighbourhoods. Each neighbourhood 
(Hai) into 15 or 20 rows and each row into some ten houses. 
Between 5,000 and 6,000 persons live in each Daira. Every adult 
must belong to one of the five existing committees which are 
administered and directed exclusively by women. 

Cada wilaya se divide en 6 ó 7 pueblos o dairas y cada daira se 
subdivide en 4 barrios. Cada barrio (Hai) en 15 ó 20 filas y cada 
fila en unas diez viviendas. En cada daira viven entre 5.000 y 
6.000 personas. Todo adulto ha de pertenecer a uno de los cinco 
comités existentes que son administrados y dirigidos exclusiva-
mente por las mujeres. 

There are five directors per committee / Hay cinco directoras por 
comité:

1. Health Committee / Comité de Salud:
Subcommittee of professionals with first aid duties.
Subcommittee of preventive health (water quality, environmen-
tal hygiene, vaccinations).

Subcomité de profesionales con función asistencial.
Subcomité de salud preventiva (calidad de aguas,  higiene 
ambiental, vacunación).

2. Education Committee / Comité de Educación:
Group in charge of crèches and primary schools.
Group in charge of children’s welfare, adult education, etc.

Grupo encargado de guarderías y escuelas primarias.
Grupo encargado del bienestar de los niños, alfabetización de 
adultos, etc.

3.Supplies Committee / Comité de Suministros:
Subcommittee for distributing food rations, cooking gas, clothes 
and tents.
Subcommittee of information on food, etc.

Subcomité para la distribución de raciones de alimentos, gas 
para cocinar, ropas y tiendas de campaña.
Subcomité de información sobre alimentación, etc.

4.Economic Development Committee (Production) / Comité de 
Desarrollo Económico (Producción): 
Subcommittee in charge of producing handicraft work. 
Subcommittee in charge of work in the vegetable gardens (the 
climate is harsh and prevents regular production).

Subcomité encargado de la producción de artículos de artesanía. 
Subcomité responsable del trabajo en huerto (la climatología es 
tan extrema que impide una producción regular).

5. Justice and Social Affairs Committee / Comité de Justicia y 
Asuntos Sociales:
Subcommittee of judicial affairs, marriages, divorce, etc.
Subcommittee of Social Affairs, services for the handicapped, the 
elderly, etc.
   
Subcomité de asuntos judiciales, matrimonio, divorcios, etc.
Subcomité de Asuntos sociales, servicios a discapacitados, 
ancianos, etc.

There are few means to carry out adequate administration, 
there is a lack of medicines, raw materials and essential other 
products.

Se dispone de escasos medios para llevar a cabo una adminis-
tración adecuada, faltan medicinas, materias primas y otros 
productos de primera necesidad.

···············································································
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·······································································································
6. HOUSING / VIVIENDA
·······································································································

In the first settlements there were only jaimas (canvas tents 
provided by international organizations) as emergency housing, 
and in time when he stay at camps grew longer adobe houses 
were built with tin roofs. Adobe affords greater comfort and 
resistance to heat, but is quite weak after torrential rains which 
occasionally fall in the region. Both jaimas and houses comprise 
common areas (living rooms-bedrooms) which serve to receive 
guests, eat, drink tea or sleep. The kitchen and bathroom-latrine 
are usually outside the main house. Most houses are built 
around a courtyard.
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4. Bathroom-latrine / Baño-letrina

1

2

4

1. Jaima

3. Kitchen / Cocina

2. living room-bedroom / 
salón-dormitorio

3

En las primeros asentamientos sólo existía la jaima (tienda 
de lona proporcionada por las organizaciones internacionales) 
como vivienda de emergencia, con el tiempo, al prolongarse la 
estancia en los campamentos se fueron construyendo casas de 
adobe con techos de chapa de cinc. El adobe proporciona mayor 
comodidad y resistencia al calor, pero es muy vulnerable a las 
lluvias torrenciales que se dan ocasionalmente en la región. 
Tanto la jaima como la casa son espacios comunes (salón-
dormitorio) que sirven para recibir invitados, comer, tomar el té o 
dormir. La cocina y el baño-letrina suelen ser módulos externos 
a la vivienda principal. La mayoría de las viviendas se aglutinan 
alrededor de un patio.   

···············································································
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·······································································································
7. EDUCATION / EDUCACIÓN
·······································································································

Education Structure / Estructura educativa:
Full schooling from 3 to 16 years / Total escolarización desde 3 a 16 años.
Creche: 3 to 6 years / Guardería: de 3 a 6 años.
Primary school: 7 to 13 years / Escuela primaria: de 7 a13 años.
Secondary school up to 16 years in boarding school / Escuela secundaria hasta 16 años en régimen de internado.
Higher education: mainly in Algeria, Libya, Cuba and some in Spain / Estudios superiores: principalmente en Argelia, Libia, Cuba y en 
menor medida España.

Approximate data on the school population and degree holders among the refugees / Datos aproximados de población escolar y 
titulados entre los refugiados:
5,500 University degree holders / 5.500 Titulados superiores.
7,500 Licensed skilled workers / 7.500 Titulados en Formación Profesional.
6,000 Students abroad / 6.000 Estudiantes en el extranjero.
25,000 Primary and secondary students / 25.000 Alumnos de enseñañza primaria y secundaria.
15,000 Pre-schoolers / 15.000 Alumnos de preescolar.

There are no prospects of work or future in the camps for the hundreds of degree holders who complete their studies every year, which 
creates great frustration among the youth.

No hay espectativas de empleo ni de futuro en los campamentos para los cientos de titulados superiores que acaban sus estudios 
cada año, lo que genera una gran frustración entre la juventud.

·······································································································
8. ECONOMY / ECONOMÍA
·······································································································

8.1.  Emergency economy / Economía de excepción

Dependence on humanitarian aid 100% / Dependencia de la 
ayuda humanitaria 100%

Organizations / Organizaciones:
Aid is concentrated on sending food, basic equipment for homes, 
health and primary education. 

La ayuda se concreta en el envío de alimentos, equipamiento 
básico para el hogar, sanidad y educación primaria. 

·UNHCR (United Nations High Commission for Refugees) / ACNUR  
 (Alto Comisionado de Naciones Unidas para los Refugiados)
·WFP (United Nations World Food Programme) / PMA (Programa    
 Mundial de Alimentos de las Naciones Unidas)
·Red Crescent / Media Luna Roja
·NGOs (Non Governmental Organizations) / ONG (Organizaciones  
 No Gubernamentales).

The aforementioned organizations receive contributions from the 
UN, the European Union and particularly Spain (Ministry of Social 
Affairs and Cooperation: 20.6%, autonomous communities: 79.4% 
and town halls: 20.6%). 

Estas organizaciones reciben aportaciones de la ONU, de la Unión 
Europea y especialmente de España (Ministerio de Asuntos 
Sociales y Cooperación: 20,6%, comunidades autónomas: 79,4% 
y ayuntamientos: 20,6%).   

Food / Alimento:
Food distribution per person and month / Reparto de alimentos 
por persona y mes:
9 kg. of flour / 9 kg. de harina. 
1.5 litres of oil / 1,5 litros de aceite. 
1kg. of beans or lentils / 1 kg. de judias o lentejas. 
1 kg. of pasta / 1 kg. de pasta. 
2 Kg. of rice / 2 kg. de arroz. 
2 tins of sardines or tuna / 2 latas de sardina o atún. 
2 kg. of sugar / 2 kg. de azúcar. 
2 kg. of powdered milk / 2 kg. de leche en polvo. 
150 g. of tea / 150 g. de té.

8.2. Subsistence economy / Economía de subsistencia

From the early years of exile to the early 1990s, money was 
practically non existent in the camps. In the late 1980s the PSOE 
(Spanish Socialist Workers Party) regulated the retirement pen-
sions of the Sahrawis belonging to the former Spanish colony, 
which led to the first economic differences of a model of society 
based on equality. 
         The use of money in the camps has still not reached 
a relevant level and no great social differences are noticeable, 
though some families are richer than others. This is due in part 
to the balance of fair redistribution promoted by the Polisario 
and also the idiosyncrasies of the tribes where goods are shared 
with other members of the family or clan; but in recent years 
economic differences have appeared which in the near future 
may become worrying. Some families receive remittances sent 
by the Saharans living abroad, others receive aid from Spanish 
families through the “Vacations in Peace” Programme (since 
1996, Spanish families aided by over 180 Sahrawi aid organiza-
tions have temporarily welcomed over 8,000 children from the 
camps between the ages of 8 and 12 in the months of July and 
August) and others through trade activities (tents, cattle, selling 
vehicles, transport or tobacco smuggling).

Desde los primeros años del exilio hasta principios de los años 
90, prácticamente no existió el dinero en los campamentos. 
A finales de los años 80 el PSOE (Partido Socialista Obrero 
Español) reguló las pensiones de jubilación de los saharauis 
pertenecientes a la antigua colonia española, lo que provocó 
las primeras diferencias económicas de un modelo de sociedad 
basado en la igualdad. 
 El uso del dinero en los campamentos todavía no 
alcanza una dimensión relevante y no se aprecian grandes 
diferencias sociales aunque haya familias más ricas que otras, 
en parte se debe al equilibrio de redistribución equitativo 
fomentado por el Polisario y también a la idiosincrasia tribal en 
la que se comparten los bienes con  otros miembros de la familia 
o del clan; pero en los últimos años comienzan a percibirse dife-
rencias económicas que en un futuro próximo pueden resultar 
preocupantes. Algunas familias reciben ingresos por las remesas 
de saharauis que viven en el exterior, otras reciben ayudas de 
las familias españolas vehiculadas a través del Programa “Vaca-
ciones en Paz” (desde 1996, familias españolas organizadas a 
través de las más de 180 organizaciones solidarias con el pueblo 
saharaui, acogen temporalmente a más 8.000 niños y niñas  de 
los campamentos -de entre de 8 a 12 años- durante los meses 
de julio y agosto) y otras por actividades comerciales (tiendas, 
ganado, compraventa de vehículos, transporte o contrabando de 
tabaco).



Economic activities / Actividades económicas:
Food shops, bottled water and soft drinks  
Cafeterias 
Bazaars: mobile telephones, beauty products, carpets, blankets, 
fabrics, clothes, etc.
Telephone and Internet cafés
Hairdressers
Hardware: tools, kitchen utensils and miscellaneous items
Taxi service 
Truck transport
Petrol stations
Vehicle repairs
Retail sales and tobacco smuggling
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·······································································································
9. NOMADS / NÓMADAS
·······································································································

It is estimated that some 25,000 to 30,000 Sahrawi nomads 
take their herds of goats and camels to graze on the side of the 
territory liberated by the SADR, though these are spread out 
among small family groups reaching as far as the strip created 
by the wall built by Morocco. To feel protected they settle in 
areas where there are military garrisons controlled by the SADR 
such as Tifariti.

Se calcula una población flotante aproximada de entre 25.000 
y 30.000 nómadas saharauis que pastorean sus rebaños de 
cabras y camellos en el lado del territorio liberado por la RASD, 
aunque se dispersan en pequeños núcleos familiares hasta la 
franja que ocupa el muro construido por Marruecos, para sentir-
se protegidos se asientan en las áreas donde hay destacamen-
tos militares de la RASD como el de Tifariti.

Tiendas de comestibles, agua embotellada y refrescos.  
Cafeterías. 
Bazares: telefonía móvil, artículos de belleza, alfombras, man-
tas, telas y ropa. 
Locutorios telefónicos. 
Peluquerías. 
Ferretería: herramientas, menaje de cocina y artículos varios. 
Servicio taxi. 
Transporte camiones. 
Gasolineras. 
Reparación de vehículos. 
Menudeo y contrabando de  tabaco.


