DEFENDING HUMAN RIGHTS
SAHRAWI WOMEN FIGHTING FOR FREEDOM
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PREFACE
In recent years, we all witnessed an increased crackdown on civic space around the world. In this scenario, we can
find groups of civil society entities, journalists and human rights defenders that are being targeted in an alarming
manner. However, there are those that work everyday in these adverse conditions to defend and promote human
rights, freedom of expression, and the right to self-determination. This report highlights the roles and the conditions in which women human rights defenders operate in Western Sahara, the last colony in Africa. It is of vital
importance to support these efforts to defend and promote human rights everywhere in the world and especially
where they are being so dramatically violated as in the occupied territories of Western Sahara.
The work of women human rights defenders often challenges existing power structures and social and cultural
norms. Due to this, they are perceived as threats by oppressive regimes and can become targets of varying forms
of violence and abuse. They are also facing a number of obstacles in order to carry out their work, such as shrinking civic space and discrimination. In Western Sahara, the situation is also worsened by the effects of the global
pandemic and armed conflict since the end of the ceasefire between Morocco and the Polisario Front in 2020.
In the occupied territories, everyday life for women human rights defenders is characterised by a lack of free
speech and a media blockade. Systematic obstacles are put in place by the Moroccan regime in order to suppress the organisation of Sahrawis. Moroccan authorities also exploit the fragile relationship between Moroccan
settlers and Sahrawis in order to fuel friction and instil fear in Sahrawis.
In the Sahrawi refugee camps, human rights defenders are able to operate more freely, outside the reach of
the Moroccan authorities. However, harsh living conditions make getting through daily life a form of activism in
itself. Closed borders and mobilization of male fighters have led to women shouldering an increasingly heavy
burden of responsibility and economic hardships.
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Lack of opportunity and poor prospects for a solution in the near future gives rise to a sense of hopelessness
among Sahrawi youth. The resumption of hostilities has also made the promotion of non-violence resistance
norms more challenging. Nevertheless, the efforts of women human rights defenders are examples of impactful non-violent resistance and an alternative to armed force. Their work and commitments differ but all unite in
a common goal towards freedom and the right to self-determination.
1.

WOMEN HUMAN RIGHTS
DEFENDERS
The concept of women human rights defenders (hereafter WHRDs) refers to women or non-binary individuals combatting all forms of human rights abuse
but also human rights defenders of all genders defending rights associated with gender, sexuality and
bodily autonomy. WHRDs can be journalists, health
workers, LGBTQ+ activists, environmental activists,
peacebuilders, private actors, development and humanitarian actors and members of civil society. Some
individuals call themselves WHRDs, while others do
not label themselves as such because they primarily
identify with a specific cause, such as national liberation or freedom of speech. Some might not explicitly
identify as WHRDs out of fear of reprisals and threats
to their personal security.¹

ce and abuse.⁶ While sexual violence is perpetrated
against all genders, women and WHRD are targeted
by gender-specific violence on a widespread level.⁷
These violations are linked to traditions, norms and
perceptions about how women should behave in society.⁸ Researchers at the Centre for Women, Peace
and Security note that in recent years there has been
a renewed emphasis on anti-feminist rhetoric against
WHRDs through smear campaigns and defamation
where activists are referred to as “guerillas”, “traitors”
or “bad mothers, wives or daughters”.⁹ Threats against
families and children of WHRDs are often used as a
way to silence them.¹⁰

Operating during crisis
and conflict
According to the UN, WHRDs who operate in
contexts of conflict are especially vulnerable. In conflict and post-conflict contexts, ostracisation (the
action of excluding and isolating members of a community) is reported as the most significant security
risk for WHRDs, forcing them to disconnect from
their safety networks and risk their physical, mental
and emotional health. Moreover, conflict and occupation gravely affect access to public institutions, social services and basic human needs, which, in turn,
impact the conditions of everyday life for human
rights defenders. The risk of displacement, isolation,
detention and sexual violence also increases. WHRDs
are directly affected by breakdowns in healthcare
services, such as sexual and reproductive services.¹¹

Other types of crises also have a large impact on human rights defenders. Since the Covid-19 outbreak,
there has been an even speedier decline in the already deteriorating situation of human rights defenders and activists all over the world.
A recent study conducted by Freedom House highlights a global trend of weak democracies and repressive states being particularly affected by this
backlash of democratic decline during the pandemic.¹² The results show an aggravated situation for
people already living in vulnerable conditions. This
includes stigmatisation, discriminatory lockdowns
and increased restrictions on movement, dissemination of information, media access and transparency.
Furthermore, marginalised communities and ethnic
minorities are disproportionately impacted. Restrictions of movement impede the ability of activists to
congregate, hold workshops and meetings. Activists
and human rights defenders have adapted their working approach and shifted towards digital strategies.
However, obstacles remain in communities that have
limited access to technological resources and poor
internet connections.¹³

The international community recognizes that
WHRDs face particular obstacles and dangers on account of their gender. Because of their work, which
often challenges existing political power structures
and both social and cultural norms, WHRDs tend to
assume visible and exposed positions. Consequently, supporting the work of WHRDs and protecting
their rights and freedoms is of utmost importance.²
According to the Swedish non-governmental organisation (NGO), Kvinna till Kvinna, economic
empowerment is the key to maximising WHRD activism. The majority is working on a voluntary basis or through low paid and insecure employment.
Women’s rights organisations are often the first ones
to lose funding in times of financial crises and this
has been the case with the Covid-19 pandemic.³ A
global survey conducted by the UN Security Council
of WHRDs in 2020 found that major donors are increasingly channelling international funds and humanitarian aid through UN bodies or large international
NGOs rather than to local organisations.⁴ When funding is available it is likely to be donor-driven and
based on short term projects. Moreover, it tends to
entail time-consuming reporting requirements and
lack of financial flexibility.⁵
The former UN Special Rapporteur on Human Rights
Defenders stresses that women are at greater risk
than men when it comes to certain forms of violen2.
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WESTERN SAHARA AND THE
ONGOING CONFLICT
1884
Western Sahara is colonised by Spain.

1975
The UN puts pressure on Spain to decolonise the
”Spanish Sahara” as it is called at the time. Instead of
starting a decolonisation process, Spain hands over
the territory to Mauritania and Morocco. A war erupts and half of the Sahrawi people is forced to flee
across the border in to Algeria. In the Sahara desert
in Algeria they build temporary refugee camps. The
international Court of Justice rules that the territory
of Western Sahara belongs to the Sahrawi people.
The UN recommends that a referendum on the
status of the area should be held.

1979-1991
Mauritania withdraws, but Morocco continues
to claim its rights to the Western Saharan territory and is now in control of 80 percent. The UN
mediates a ceasefire with the condition that a
referendum will take place. A UN peacekeeping
mission, MINURSO, is established to arrange the
referendum. It is the only peacekeeping force in
the world that does not have the mandate to monitor and defend human rights.

1973
The liberation movement the Polisario Front is
created to undertake the attainment of Western
Saharan independence from Spain through military
action. The Polisario Front is recognised by the UN
as the official representative of Western Sahara.

1976
The Polisario Front establishes the Sahrawi Arab
Democratic Republic (SADR), which is currently
recognised as an independent state by the African
Union and around 80 states. The refugee camps in
Algeria are divided into adminstrative units, called
wilayas, which all elect their own local governing
bodies Each wilaya is named after a city in Western
Sahara; Awserd, Bojador, El Aaiún, Dakhla, Smara
and Rabouni.

Resumption
of hostilities
Direct hostilities between the Polisario Front and
Morocco had been suspended for almost 30 years
when the ceasefire ended in November 2020.
Sahrawi civilians, expressing support for self-determination, installed a blockade on Guerguerat road,
which serves as a key connection between Morocco,
Mauretania, and the rest of the region. The road goes
through the five-kilometre wide buffer zone in the
liberated territories of Western Sahara and the area is
monitored by the UN peacekeeping force, MINURSO.
The Polisario Front argued that the road, built by Morocco through the buffer zone, is violating international law and that its construction cannot be considered to fit within the framework that is included in the
1991 ceasefire agreement. Morocco then reacted by
mobilising forces to break up the gathering, which
was blocking traffic. Thereafter, the Polisario Front
declared the ceasefire broken on November 13th,
2020.¹⁴ Both Morocco and the Polisario Front began
to mobilise fighters and resumed the armed conflict.

Although both sides have been firing arms, the conflict is seen as “low-intensity” and has sparked only
mild engagement internationally.¹⁵ A low-intensity
conflict refers to a struggle between two or several
state or non-state actors, which can be considered
neither a conventional war nor a non-violent competition. Low-intensity conflicts are often characterised by a combination of different means to reach
the desired goal, including armed force, sabotaging
practices and economic and political actions. These
conflicts are for the most part localised but may be of
concern both regionally and globally.¹⁶
The ongoing conflict in Western Sahara has brought
extensive security issues for the region and the
Sahrawi people.¹⁷ As the conflict intensified in 2020,
the Covid-19 pandemic hit the world. The pandemic
became a crisis of its own, which increased tensions
and worsened human security issues in Western
Sahara. To protect interests of national security or
public health in a situation of crisis, states can lawfully
derogate from certain human rights laws.¹⁸ However,
such measures risk becoming normalised even when
circumstances no longer call for restrictions. This has
also been the case in Western Sahara.

November 13 2020, the ceasefire ends after 30 years.

1992
The referendum is supposed to be held, but is
constantly postponed by Morocco.

1997-1999
New attempts are made to hold a referendum
in 1999. The attempts fail and the referendum is
postponed indefinitely.

2020
Morocco violates the peace agreement by trespassing a UN-monitored buffer zone. The ceasefire
ends after 30 years.
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SAHRAWI WOMEN HUMAN
RIGHTS DEFENDERS
The Sahrawi WHRDs that contributed to this
report point out that oppression and occupation
by the Moroccan regime violate the freedoms and
rights of the Sahrawi people. Self-determination
and independence are seen as necessary to secure human rights in Western Sahara. Both in the occupied territories and the refugee camps, women
are important actors of change and crucial to the
Sahrawi resistance and independence movement.
Mariem Damber, who lives in the occupied territories, is part of the Sahrawi Instance Organisation
Against the Occupation (ISACOM), which works
to expose violations of the Sahrawi people by Moroccan authorities. Mariem explains that WHRDs
face gender-based discrimination in their struggle
for self-determination and freedom. She says that
despite this, the fight for independence has been
joined by more and more women for every decade
that has passed.¹⁹

”

Here in the camps, they have decided to
withstand both environmental and material
challenges and I am happy that I can continue
on their path. This in itself is activism, to live
in this situation where everything is done on
a voluntary basis, it takes determination and
strength.” 23

While the men are away, women run most of the
operations in the camps.²⁴ Farah Hamma, who is a
teacher in the refugee camps says that WHRDs are
the ones that NGOs turn to when they want to come
in contact with Sahrawi activists and rights defenders.²⁵
Fatimatou Mohamed Ali Dahouar is a WHRD in the
occupied territories and is part of the Sahrawi Com-

mittee of the Families of the Gdeim Izik Prisoners.
She is a former political prisoner and was held in a
secret Moroccan detention centre for 16 years. Fatimatou and the organisation that she is part of work
to defend political prisoners, and other unlawfully
imprisoned or detained Sahrawis. The work includes
monitoring and reporting on the different cases and
spreading awareness about the situation to international NGOs. Fatimatou also engages with the families of the victims and tries to assist them through
the difficult times they are experiencing. She stays
motivated by reflecting on how she has the opportunity to help prevent other Sahrawis from meeting
the same fate as her for expressing their right to
freedom of speech.²⁶
Sahrawi human rights defender Sultana Khaya has
for many years worked towards the liberation of
Western Sahara and the condemnation of violence
against Sahrawis practising peaceful protest. She is
the president of the organisation League for the Defense of Human Rights and Against Plunder of Natural Resources and has actively voiced her story and
the situation of the Sahrawi people by participating

at international conferences and conventions.²⁷ She
has been a significant and influential person within
the liberation movement, and many women activists
feel she represents the challenges and struggles they
are grappling with. Her story has spread all over the
world and brought attention to the women on the
frontline of the Sahrawi resistance movement.²⁸
Just like Ghaly Barka Aajna previously noted, Sahrawi
women are activists and hold crucial roles in all levels of society.²⁹ Maimouna Abed Rahmen is a nurse
in the refugee camps and has been working hard to
keep the camps running during the pandemic and resumption of hostilities. Despite non-sufficient resources and the spread of diseases, which have resulted
in fatigue and stress for medical workers, Maimouna
has kept up her life-saving efforts. She believes women have the responsibility to raise future generations of Sahrawis and that women should occupy positions within all sectors and areas of the camps. This
is everyday activism, which she regards as a central
pillar of the resistance.³⁰

Ghaly Barka Aajna is another WHRD in the occupied territories and she describes women as central throughout all parts of the Sahrawi movement.
In the occupied territories, women are leading the
resistance within the civil society and contribute to
the development of institutions as well as nationbuilding. Women participate at all levels of society in
the struggle for freedom and for their human rights
to be recognized. Ghaly continues to explain that
WHRDs hold high government positions as well as
organise themselves locally.²⁰ Testimonies highlight
the increased responsibilities that women have had
to shoulder since the resumption of hostilities, both
in the private and societal sphere.²¹
Mananha Sidi Mohamed, leader of the Sahrawi
Observatory for the Empowerment of Women, a
women’s centre in the Smara refugee camp, tells
how collective activities and gatherings have been
essential to cope with everyday life in a time of war.
Just like Ghaly Barka Aajna, Mananha acknowledges
that local civil society organisations are an important aspect of activism that women engage in. It is
the strong and courageous women she meets every
day at the centre that helps her stay motivated.²²
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First row left to right: Mananha Sidi
Mohamed, Farah Hamma, Maimouna
Abed Rahmen, Ghaly Barka Aajna.
Second row left to right: Sultana
Khaya, Mariem Damber, Fatimatou
Mohamed Ali Dahouar.
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Violence and
harassment
Harassment towards Sahrawi activists has notably escalated in connection to the broken ceasefire
and according to Amnesty International, Moroccan
authorities have intensified their surveillance of several human rights defenders and journalists in the
occupied territories.³¹ ³² The pandemic is also impacting the work of human rights defenders by giving
oppressive states reason to legitimise violations of
freedoms and rights.
Defenders of human rights and the Sahrawi independence have been targeted through wrongful
convictions, threats, torture, sexual assault, physical
violence and intimidation. Human Rights Watch report that unfair trials have been performed, leading
to the unlawful imprisonment of Sahrawi activists.³³
The UN OHCHR Special Rapporteur Mary Lawlor has
been appealing to Morocco to halt the wrongful
criminalisation and violent harassment of activists,
which are only exercising their human rights through
non-violent protests.³⁴
Since the end of the almost 30-year long ceasefire,
WHRDs in particular, have been severely mistreated
and have had their rights infringed. Both Moroccan
police, security agents, and the military have been
involved in physical and sexual assault on women.
There have also been public campaigns looking to
shame and slander women activists.
Sultana Khaya, one of the most prominent and internationally known Sahrawi WHRDs, has been especially targeted by the Moroccan regime throughout
her active years. As early as 2007, she was assaulted
by police while handing out flyers in Marrakech
about the Sahrawi independence. The attack resulted in the loss of one of her eyes and she was imprisoned for three months.
As of March 2022, she has been under arbitrary house arrest in her home for more than 450 days. Sultana and her family have been without electricity and
running water during the whole period as Moroccan
authorities have cut the services to her house. Sultana expresses that the Moroccan forces have harassed her relatives by lowering their wages and cutting
their electricity as well.
8.

Sultana notes that living as a Sahrawi in the occupied
territories means exposure to discrimination and because of her advocacy, she cannot live a normal life.³⁵
Sultana’s case has garnered a lot of attention from
both Sahrawi and international actors condemning
the treatment of her and her family. During the house
arrest, Moroccan forces have repeatedly broken into
Sultana’s family home, destroying and stealing their
properties and assaulting them physically. On at least five occasions during 2021, Sultana and her sister
Luara have been raped by Moroccan agents.³⁶ These types of grave sexual assaults are not isolated or
rare incidents and Sultana and other Sahrawi WHRDs
are repeatedly subjected to violence and retaliation.
Sultana underlines that Sahrawi human rights defenders, regardless of their gender, face incredible injustices and ill-treatment in the occupied territories. Nonetheless, she describes that women are particularly
targeted by these violations, which have increased
since the end of the ceasefire.³⁷

roccan occupying forces publish claims accusing
peaceful WHRDs, journalists, and activists of propagating political opposition and of participating
in violent and armed liberation movements. Both
Sultana and Right Livelihood Award laureate Aminatou Haidar have been targeted through these accusations, which aim to tarnish their reputation as
human rights defenders.⁴² Ghaly attests to witnessing other WHRDs being subjected to repeated efforts from Morocco to discredit them through smear
campaigns. These smear campaigns question their
honour and portray them as morally or sexually deviant according to conservative stereotypes of how
it is appropriate for a woman to behave.⁴³ OHCHR
underlines the importance of pushing back against
these campaigns as they may result in devastating
consequences for the WHRDs and their families. The
spread of false information can cause communities,
partners, colleagues and family members to mistrust
their work.⁴⁴

Even though Sultana has been subjected to violent
attacks to purposefully stop her from practising her
activism, she has nevertheless always resumed her
protests.

”

”

For 47 years, Sahrawi women have been defending their country, their human dignity and
have been contributing to nation-building. We
are women activists defending our people’s
right to self-determination”. 3⁸

Her words imply that her activism will not stop and
this, in itself, can be seen as a form of resistance, provoking the Moroccan authorities by not withdrawing
despite all the harassment.³⁹
WHRDs have been quick to condemn the unjust
actions taken against Sultana and they turn to the
international community to put pressure on the Moroccan occupiers to immediately stop these gruesome violations.⁴⁰ Ghaly Barka Aajna, who has also
witnessed and experienced the inhumane treatment
of human rights defenders, agrees with Sultana that
women activists are especially vulnerable when it
comes to harassment and oppression. They are subjected to unwarranted search procedures, restriction
of movement and punishment against their families.
Ghaly explains that WHRDs become targets since
they have acquired leading positions and influence and because they exercise their human rights.⁴¹

We still remain under pressure for our advocacy and we continue to face intimidation and
prosecution for our activities” ⁴⁵

WHRDs in the refugee camps have also had their lives affected and rights infringed because of the war.
Even though the camps are not direct theatres of
war, the resumed hostilities effect all aspects of everyday life. Farah Hamma feels that the political inability to solve the situation has created tension in the

camps. She expresses that women are limited in their
opportunities and that the ability to make the reality
of one’s dreams and hopes for the future depends on
the conflict being resolved.⁴⁶ Maimouna Abed Rahmen also describes how it is not possible to build a
sustainable life in the camps and she longs for that
day when she can have her full freedom back.⁴⁷
Mananha Sidi Mohamed has noticed how the broken
ceasefire has affected her community because fewer
women show up to the centre. Transportation has
become limited, making movement more difficult.
Mananha explains that some of the older women
are too afraid to leave their homes when they hear
airplanes since they associate the sound with warfare.⁴⁸
Fatimatou Mohamed Ali Dahouar, who lives in the
occupied territories, has her family living in exile in
the camps.

”

How can I, as a Sahrawi woman in the occupied
territory, enjoy my life? While my family is still
displaced?” ⁴⁹

Being separated from one’s family and not being
able to connect regularly is another aspect of war
that Sahrawis experience. It is devastating regardless
of which territory one lives in. Fatimatou explains
that there is no freedom for any people when they
have been deprived of their land.⁵⁰

Sahrawi human rights defender
Sultana Khaya in her home.

Targeting WHRDs by means of verbal attacks is a
common practice in the occupied territories. Mo9.

Mananha Sidi Mohamed in the Sahrawi refugee camps.

Economy and daily life
Making an income in both the occupied territories
and in the refugee camps has always been a struggle for Sahrawis. However, since the global pandemic
and resumption of hostilities, conditions have worsened.
In the refugee camps located outside of Tindouf, closed Algerian borders have led to huge losses of income according to Mananha Sidi Mohamed, leader
of the Sahrawi Observatory for the Empowerment of
Women. The centre provides education in practical
skills to women, teaching them computer science,
administration, art and crafts in order for them to be
able to provide for themselves and their families.⁵¹
In the occupied territories job opportunities for
Sahrawis are limited. Mariem Damber, who lives there, has a degree from Fez university but is unemploy-

Media blockade,
digital strategies
and surveillance
Morocco has established what Sultana Khaya, and
many other human rights defenders and journalists,
refer to as a systematic media blockade of the occupied territories.⁵⁵
The Moroccan Press Code makes challenging its
“territorial integrity” a crime punishable with imprisonment. In practice, this criminalises all independent journalism in Western Sahara and Morocco
that focuses on the Western Sahara conflict. Websites, which Moroccan authorities claim violate the
press code, are blocked.⁵⁶ Journalists can be arrested and punished for calling themselves journalists
10.

ed and forced to rely on her family for financial support. According to her, a majority of the Sahrawis
living under occupation are prohibited from working
and unemployment is high. Many are being fired for
expressing their political views or support for independence. She further states that this has increased
since the end of the ceasefire.⁵² Ghaly Barka Aajna,
says she used to work as a cleaning lady but lost her
job due to her commitment to Sahrawi independence and pressure from the Moroccan authorities.
She states that her status of employment was used
as a leverage tool to discourage her from expressing
her political views. As her husband is a political prisoner, her job was the only way to support herself.⁵³
Reports from foreign governments and NGOs shows
that Sahrawis experience discrimination when it comes to education and employment. This is especially
notable in the lucrative phosphate industry, which is
a large source of employment in the occupied territories, where Sahrawis witness that Moroccan settlers are favoured by the employers in terms of promotions and salary.⁵⁴

if they, as stated in Moroccan law, “do not meet the
formal requirements” or are working without media accreditation. Accreditation is only awarded to
state media or news outlets in support of the regime.⁵⁷ ⁵⁸ The few independent local journalists who
operate in the occupied territories, such as the media collective Equipe Media, experience constant
surveillance and harassment, as well as arbitrary
arrests and violence from Moroccan authorities.⁵⁹
According to Sultana Khaya, Sahrawi human rights
defenders need foreign journalists to get access to
the occupied territories and report on the situation internationally.⁶⁰ Organisations, like Reporters
Without Borders, emphasise that one of the major
reasons for Western Sahara becoming a media “black
hole” is the lack of access for foreign journalists.⁶¹ Morocco cannot treat and punish international journalists like they do with local journalists without risking
diplomatic turmoil. Additionally, international journalists do not face the same challenges in terms of
internet censorship. Moroccan authorities have managed this by imposing a systematic policy of deny-

ing foreign journalists entry or visas and deporting
those who get in. According to Sultana, the media
blockade is leaving the Sahrawi people defenceless
and the international community needs to urge Morocco to lift the blockade and enable the Sahrawis’
right to self-determination.⁶²
In this context, the use of social media and alternative media outlets have been essential for monitoring and reporting on human rights violations in
Western Sahara. Through the use of channels such as
WhatsApp, Facebook, Instagram and Twitter, human
rights defenders are able to mobilise and communicate with other activists and the world.⁶³ However,
the use and advancement of technological solutions
is a double-edged sword. According to Fatimatou
Mohamed Ali Dahouar, some activists avoid using
smartphones and other digital appliances in order
to remain secret and carry out their work without
the detection of Moroccan authorities.⁶⁴ The Moroccan government is known to be in possession of
sophisticated surveillance tools and have used Israeli
spy software Pegasus for illegal surveillance of jour-

nalists, regime critics and human rights activists for
several years.⁶⁵ The software is sold to governments
and can be used to mirror smartphone activity, collect data and secretly activate certain functions, such
as sound recording and camera.⁶⁶
In March 2022, Amnesty International’s Security Lab
and the Citizen Lab at the University of Toronto could
independently confirm that two phones belonging
to Aminatou Haidar had been infected with the Pegasus software as recently as November 2021, and as
early as September 2018.⁶⁷ Morocco is also known to
have been using Italian and French spyware to target
activists and human rights defenders. The concern
of being under surveillance not only affects human
rights activists and journalists as professionals. They
also face the risk of having their own or their family’s private information hacked and spread. Not just
Sahrawis but also Moroccan activist have expressed
fear of personal information being misused against
them to construct narratives that demonise and vilify
them.⁶⁸
11.

Relation to
Moroccan settlers
Ever since the Green March in 1975, Morocco has
been violating the Geneva Conventions by pursuing
an aggressive settlement policy to change the ethnic
composition of Western Sahara’s population. Many of
the settlers come from socio-economically disadvantaged backgrounds in Morocco. Through promises
of benefits and tax breaks, the government entices
Moroccans to move to the occupied territories. Since the Moroccan state census does not differentiate
between Moroccans and Sahrawis, it is unknown how
large part of the current population is Sahrawi. Nontheless, all external and independent evaluators agree
that Sahrawis are now a minority in their own land.⁶⁹
As in most occupied territories, the relationship
between settlers and the native people is complex.
Fatimatou Mohamed Ali Dahouar explains that
Morocco uses religion and propaganda to mislead
and create division between settlers and Sahrawis.⁷⁰
This divide plays a major role in upholding
oppression and occupation.

Settler violence against Sahrawis is frequent and
performed with impunity. Just like violence from Moroccan state agents, Sahrawi activists and international organisations report that assaults by settlers have
worsened after the ceasefire ended. Since Moroccan
police often operate in plain clothing during house
raids, assault and surveillance, it can be difficult to
know who is a state agent. Fatimatou says agents in
plain clothing and driving vehicles with civil licence
plates have led to a charged atmosphere in the territories. This testimony is supported by Ghaly Barka
Aajna, who says that the daily surveillance includes
being followed by plain-clothes officers and paramilitary groups in cars.⁷¹ According to Fatimatou, the
state also recruits agents among the civil population,
such as homeless people, beggars and greengrocers.⁷² Fatimatou goes on to say that while the regime
affords privileges to the Moroccan settlers, Sahrawis
are prevented from benefiting from revenues of their
own lands’ natural wealth. Sultana Khaya also addresses this issue, saying that:

”

Our daily life is different from the Moroccan
settler’s life. Settlers enjoy full freedom while we
are suffering from torture and arbitrary arrests
…//… We cannot live a normal life! We cannot
even walk the streets. We are banned from building our [traditional Sahrawi] tents. Or making
tea in the desert.” ⁷3

Obstacles to organising
and congregating
By royal decree, the Morrocan Law of Association
prohibits any organisation that “aims to undermine the Islamic religion, national territorial integrity
or the monarchy”.⁷⁴ Any recognition of the Sahrawi
struggle for independence and claim to the territories is therefor unlawful since it questions the “territorial integrity” of Morocco. This has resulted in the
freedom of association and assembly being strongly
limited in the occupied territories. Sahrawi organisations are prohibited and opposed by the Moroccan authorities. Only one Sahrawi organisation, the
Sahrawi Association of Victims of Grave Violations
of Human Rights Committed by the Moroccan State
(ASVDH) has been legally recognised by the Moroccan authorities in 2015.⁷⁵ Sahrawi protests and public
displays are also prohibited, including displaying or
even possessing a flag of Western Sahara.
Not being able to register as an association leads
to several practical constraints for human rights defenders. As organisations, they are unable to take

legal action or file complaints, organise and sponsor
gatherings in public spaces and partake in activities
arranged by the government. They also encounter
barriers such as not being able to open bank accounts and having difficulties renting offices and
properties. Organisations and individuals working to
promote human rights or in favour of independence
are also being threatened and pressured by authorities to halt their work. El-Ghalia Djimi, vice president
of ASVDH, describes how a newly founded women's
organisation has struggled to find a meeting venue
and when they finally did so, the landlady was pressured into evicting them for fear of reprisals.⁷⁶
While organisations and associations in the refugee camps outside Tindouf can operate without the
constant surveillance and direct oppression of the
Moroccan authorities, they still face a number of challenges. Lack of resources, infrastructure and material
limitations are some of the main ones. Other barriers
for human rights defenders to organise and assemble
are transportation and the harsh weather conditions
in the desert. During the winter or in the extreme
summer heat it becomes more difficult to get to work
and meetings, especially for those of us who live at a
distance, says Mananha Sidi Mohamed. She also notes that fear keeps some people from attending.⁷⁷

Sahrawi human rights defenders protesting at
the Moroccan wall, separating Sahrawi families.
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Sahrawi refugee camp in Tindouf, Algeria.

Challenges moving
forward:
next generation
The challenging conditions for people living under
Moroccan oppression and in refugee camps for generations, make everyday life in itself a form of activism
according to Mananha Sidi Mohamed.

”

It's mainly older generations of women who reason like this, that living in the camps is a way
in itself to carry on the resistance. Young people, to a greater extent, want a different life.” ⁷⁸

Mananha goes on to say that younger generations
have seen how people live in other parts of the world
and are conflicted about wanting that life too.⁷⁹ While the Polisario Front offers primary education in the
camps, young Sahrawis go to Algeria or abroad in
order to pursue higher education. However, when
study visas expire and they return back home, work
opportunities are scarce. Especially within their field
of education. This gives rise to frustration and a sense
of hopelessness among the young Sahrawis.⁸⁰ Living
under occupation or in exile has imposed limitations
and obstruction to personal goals and dreams. This
also applies to the Sahrawi State Project. Since the
proclamation of the Sahrawi Arab Democratic Republic (SADR), there has been an ambition to build an
independent nation with its own symbols and institutions and to be integrated into the global community of nations. A great challenge today is to continue
nation-building through institutions and services in
a time of war. The goal of the Sahrawi state project is

a democratic and independent nation and it is critical to involve the younger generations in the process. However, it has proved difficult to integrate
the new generations in the state-building project.
The situation in Western Sahara calls for a prompt
solution to the conflict. What is truly important is
that non-violent means are used by all actors involved. Sahrawis have been doing their part to find a
peaceful solution for decades. The resumption of
hostilities has made the promotion of non-violence
resistance norms among Sahrawi youth more challenging. According to young human rights defender
Slama Said Filali, many people felt that the armed
conflict meant the end of non-violent resistance. Yet,
they soon realised that the struggle can be fought
on parallel levels.

”

Are you in the war right now? No? Then how
can you use your time and energy to do
something? Especially when we mention Sultana Khaya, people understand” ⁸1

Slama goes on to say that people in the camps sometimes do not even realise that certain efforts are an
expression of non-violent resistance. The protests at
Gdeim Izik, the antifada, the hunger strike of WHRD
Aminatou Haidar and the advocacy efforts to condemn resource exploitation in the European Union,
are impactful examples of non-violent resistance.
Consequently, being a Sahrawi woman human
rights defender is complicated and hazardous,
even more so in a time of armed conflict. Restistance and activism occur despite all the challenges
and struggles that these women face. They continue to fight for their own and their fellow Sahrawis’
freedoms and rights.

Emmaus Stockholm wants to thank our collaborating partners, who performed and translated in-person interviews with
the participating Sahrawi women human rights defenders. This report was made possible only through their assistance.
We thank Ms. Maglaha Hamma for the interviews with Farah Hamma and Maimouna Abed Rahmen in the Sahrawi
refugee camps. Many thanks to the media collective Equipe Media, which operates in the occupied territories of Western Sahara and has conducted interviews with Sultana Khaya, Mariem Damber, Ghaly Barka Aajna and Fatimatou
Mohamed Ali Dahouar. As the Moroccan media blockade makes it nearly impossible for outside actors to gain direct
and personal testimonies from human rights defenders, their help has been invaluable.
And finally, our deepest gratitude to all women human rights defenders around the world and especially to Farah
Hamma, Maimouna Abed Rahmen, Mananha Sidi Mohamed, Sultana Khaya, Mariem Damber, Ghaly Barka Aajna
and Fatimatou Mohamed Ali Dahouar for sharing your stories.
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RECOMMENDATIONS
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We urge the Government of Sweden:

To the Swedish civil society:

•

To comply with the Court of Justice of the European Union (CJEU) ruling on Western Sahara of September 2021, notably by treating Morocco and Western Sahara as separate and distinct territories and ensuring that any economic activity
in, or related to, the latter has the consent of the UN-recognized representative
body of the people of Western Sahara, the Polisario Front.

•

Talk to your local politicians and write a letter to show them that voters care
about what they do in regards to Western Sahara.

•

Get involved in an association that works in solidarity with the people of
Western Sahara.

•

To increase its support to the Sahrawi population in the refugee camps in Algeria
and to provide support to Sahrawi civil society organisations and human rights
defenders in the occupied territories.

•

Spread awareness about Western Sahara and inform your friends, collegues and
family members about the situation. Western Sahara is a blind spot for many
people.

•

To follow through on the implementation of the feminist foreign policy and act
to support and protect Sahrawi human rights defenders.

•

Show support to WHRDs! It may seem small but all actions in support of the
people of Western Sahara makes the difference.

•

To issue a general recommendation to the Swedish business community to not
invest in Western Sahara, engage in or trade with products from the area, given
its obligations, stemming from the CJEU judgement and the UN Guiding
Principles for Business and Human Rights.

•

To officially condemn violence against Sahrawi human rights defenders and
highlight the use of sexual violence against WHRDs.

•

To inform Morocco that Sweden is deeply concerned about the escalation of
violence and harassment of WHRDs and their families in occupied Western
Sahara and that the government will closely follow further developments.

•

To call upon Morocco to release Sultana Khaya and other activists from house
arrest and other types of imprisonment.

•

To continue to voice support in the EU and UN, for the respect of international
law and the Sahrawi people’s right to self-determination.

•

To put pressure on other EU member states to respect the CJEU rulings and not
go forward with any new trade agreements with Morocco that includes Western
Sahara.
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