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The African Union Liaison Office in Western Sahara
The AU established its Liaison Office in Western Sahara in August 1994, to assist in the registration process leading up to the referendum.1 Today the office, which is based in Laayoune and currently led by Ethiopian Senior
Representative Yilma Tadesse, holds weekly meetings with leading members of MINURSO, consults with Morocco
and POLISARIO, and provides humanitarian assistance for Sahrawi refugees in the camps in the Tindouf region
of Algeria. The AU has long defended the notion for Sahrawi independence and fully recognizes the Sahrawi Arab
Democratic Republic – a stance that somewhat limits its role as a mediator in the conflict.
The Organization of African Unity formally admitted the Western Saharan government on 22 February 1982, quickly
prompting Rabat’s departure. Today, Morocco remains the only African state outside of the AU, which succeeded
the OAU in 2002. The principle of decolonization remains a foundation of the African Union, and some of its larger
members have been strong proponents of a referendum to eliminate Africa’s “Last Colony,” as Western Sahara is
often referred to. Yet, the organization has deferred to the Secretary-General’s Personal Envoy Christopher Ross,
and expressed its unconditional support for the UN process. A November 2010 progress report by the Chairman of
the Peace and Security Commission reiterated this position, and called for the “intensification of efforts towards the
holding of a referendum to enable the people of the Territory to choose between the option of independence and
that of integration into the Kingdom of Morocco.”2
While this statement still exhibits a position of solidarity with the Sahrawi people, the AU is also exploring ways to
strengthen its relationship with Morocco. Consultations between the AU and Personal Envoy Ross in September
2010, detailed the establishment of a panel of eminent experts to find ways of increasing Morocco’s involvement
in the work of the AU.3 This initiative along with growing trade partnerships with many Western African countries
perhaps signals an evolving relationship between Morocco and the continent’s premier institution. A stronger relationship between the two actors may also positively affect the stalled negotiations on the future of Western Sahara.
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KEY DEVELOPMENTS
From 17-26 October 2010, Ross visited the region
for the second time to meet with the parties and
Algeria and Mauritania. While both Morocco and
POLISARIO maintained their commitment to
negotiations, they refused to budge from differences
on final status of the territory.
The third round of informal talks, convened by
Personnel Envoy Ross, began on 8 November 2010
in Long Island, New York, as Moroccan forces began
dismantling the Gdeim Izik camp inhabited by up
to an estimated 15,000 Sahrawi activists to protest
their social and economic conditions in Moroccancontrolled Western Sahara. Despite Ross’s attempts
to discourage forceful intervention, Moroccan auxiliary forces and police destroyed the camp using
non-lethal means including tear gas, water cannons,
and batons. The ensuing violence in the camp and in
Laayoune left casualties on both sides—though the
UN could not independently verify the numbers.

While the clashes did not bring the negotiations to an end, they did heighten mistrust on both
sides. As in previous rounds, each side remained
firm on their 2007 positions—not agreeing to the
others’ proposal as a sole basis for future negotiations.2 To break the impasse, Ross got the parties
to agree to “deconstruct” their proposals and pursue
innovative approaches for future rounds to build a
new dynamic for this process on the basis of regular
meetings. Some headway was made regarding the
implementation of confidence-building measures,
including increasing the number of family visits
between Sahrawi separated in refugee camps in Tindouf, Algeria, which were formalized in a meeting
with Morocco, POLISARIO, Algeria, Mauritania,
and UNHCR in Geneva on 9-10 February 2011.
Although the events of the Gdeim Izik incident
overshadowed informal talks from 16-18 December 2010 in New York, with both sides trading
accusations of human rights violations, the parties
agreed to meet again and did so a month later on

