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Moroccan pragmatism: A new chapter for
Western Sahara
Morocco is better positioned than ever to protect its interests in
Western Sahara after returning to the African Union.

Samir Bennis
Samir Bennis is a political analyst with more than eight years of experience as a political adviser.

The Moroccan king has visited South Sudan on the day after Morocco's return to the African Union [Jok Solomun/Reuters]

King Mohammed VI’s new African policy reflects the Moroccan monarch’s pragmatism
and realism. While in the past, Morocco had adopted a disastrous “empty chair” policy,
the new policy is proactive and positive for the outlook of Morocco’s territorial integrity
and the controversy it is facing over the Western Sahara.

Owing to Morocco’s absence from the African Union (AU) over the past 33 years, Mo-
rocco’s rivals, mainly Algeria and South Africa, have been using the pan-African body
to push their self-serving political and ideological agendas.

The two countries have seemingly dominated the organisation and attempted to use it
as a tool to weaken Morocco’s position with regard to the Western Sahara.

In the past three years, for example, Algeria and South Africa were behind the AU’s de-
cision to appoint a special envoy in charge of the Western Sahara whose primary mis-
sion is to lobby the United Nations to force Morocco to conduct a referendum of self-
determination and to establish a human rights monitoring mechanism in the territory.
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In an opinion piece written before the self-proclaimed Saharawi Arab Democratic Re-
public’s leader Brahim Ghali’s working visit to South Africa in early January, Pretoria’s
Minister of International Relations and Cooperation, Maite Nkoana-Mashabane, re-
newed his country’s call to the UN to conduct a referendum of self-determination in
Western Sahara and to establish a human rights monitoring mechanism to inspect the
situation in the region.

The South African official seemed oblivious of the UN political process initiated in
2007 and stressed that the conflict about Western Sahara could only be settled through
a referendum.
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This position is at odds with the relevant UN Security Council resolutions that have
been adopted since April 2007, which called on the parties to work towards reaching a
mutually acceptable political solution (PDF).

With Morocco’s return to the AU and the overwhelming support it received in the
process, the country is now better positioned than ever before to put an end to the ma-
nipulation of the union by a handful of countries.

From now on, Morocco will also use the political support it received during its return to
the union to nip in the bud all attempts to divert the current UN political process.

New dynamics with countries in the region

WATCH: A UN-Morocco spat over Western Sahara (2:26)

By making South Sudan his first stop after Morocco’s return to the AU, the Moroccan
monarch sent a clear message to Rabat’s adversaries that it will now play in their back-
yards and establish economic and political relations with countries that have hitherto
been considered their exclusive domain.

The new dynamic of Morocco’s foreign policy shows that King Mohammed VI is deter-
mined to break away from the myopic approach that has prevented Morocco from ex-
tending its influence beyond French-speaking West Africa.
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Nigeria is a case in point. Until recently, this most populous African country was
among the vocal supporters of the Polisario Front, and observers often highlighted the
support that the South Africa-Algeria-Nigeria axis provides to the group.

However, after King Mohammed VI’s visit to Nigeria and the signature of several land-
mark economic agreements, Nigeria seems to be reconsidering its position on the con-
flict.

Evidence of this new approach is the support it provided for Morocco’s return to the
AU. Therefore, Morocco’s strategy towards Nigeria has proved successful.

The same applies to Ethiopia, which was a major supporter of Algeria. However, the
king’s visit there has helped ease the atmosphere and made Ethiopia one of the coun-
tries that have supported the return of Morocco to the AU.

It is not unlikely that this important state will withdraw its recognition of the self-pro-
claimed Sahrawi Arab Democratic Republic (SADR) in Western Sahara or freeze its
diplomatic relations with it in the future.
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Additionally, by strengthening diplomatic and economic relations with South Sudan,
Morocco is pursuing a far more important goal. Since South Sudan’s independence,
Algeria and the Polisario have been using the alleged similarities between South Sudan
and Western Sahara to put pressure on Morocco and to call on the UN to follow the
same track it followed with South Sudan.

Shifting balance of power in the AU

WATCH: Polisario Front leader Mohamed Abdelaziz dies (1:20)

However, while they have been using this argument to lobby for the Polisario, Algerian
and South African leaders did nothing to help South Sudan to extricate itself from the
quagmire it has been embroiled in since its independence.

Neither of the two leaders has paid an official visit to South Sudan to show them moral
and political support. Their support remained pure rhetoric and South Sudan was
rather exploited by the two countries to fulfil their agenda.

Meanwhile, the Moroccan king has visited this war-torn country on the day after Mo-
rocco’s return to the AU. His visit was crowned with the signing of nine bilateral agree-
ments, the most of important of which established Morocco’s commitment to build
South Sudan’s new capital.

Additionally, in line with its tradition to assist its African partners in times of crises
and natural disasters, Morocco established a field hospital in South Sudan, which is
providing daily care to more than 4,000 people.
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Morocco’s new assertive African policy is already paying dividends. During King Mo-
hammed VI’s visit, South Sudan’s president said that there is no parallel between the
situation of South Sudan and the Western Sahara.

“While considering that the issue of Sahara is different in its genesis, legal and political
background from that of South Sudan, President Salva Kiir Mayardit acknowledges the
efforts of the UN to reach a political solution to the regional dispute over the Sahara,”
the joint communique stated after the visit.

The alarmist overtone expressed by South Africa’s press and its officials before and af-
ter Morocco’s return to its African family speaks volumes about their fear that with
Morocco’s presence in the union, the equation will change inside in the AU proceed-
ings, and the pan-African body will no longer be influenced by South Africa and Algeria
in the way that it was before.

It is very telling that an anonymous South African official was quoted in the South
African newspaper Daily Maverick as saying that Morocco’s readmission within the AU
was an “unfortunate decision” that goes against South Africa’s interest.

OPINION: Conflict in Moroccan Sahara – Myths and realities
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The article stressed that Morocco’s landmark economic deals with both Nigeria and
Ethiopia proved more efficient than the “long-held ideals” of South African leaders and
their rhetoric on the Western Sahara conflict.

It is still too early to tell whether the same can hold for Morocco’s recent overture to-
wards South Sudan and whether this rapprochement will push this country to recon-
sider its stance towards the self-proclaimed SADR.

But based on the solid agreements signed between the two countries and South Africa
along with Algeria’s inertia, it is unlikely that these countries will have a free pass with
South Sudan to exploit it in order to advance the agenda of the Polisario.

Samir Bennis is a political analyst with more than eight years of experi-
ence as a political adviser in New York. He is the editor-in-chief of Moroc-
co World News, and an expert on Morocco’s foreign policy, UN-related
issues and the Maghreb.

The views expressed in this article are the author’s own and do not neces-
sarily reflect Al Jazeera’s editorial policy.

Swing Into Spider-Verse
Live

Dive into the Spider-Verse: Thrilling
Spider-Man Live Concert Tour Oct 13.
Get Tickets Now

State Theater NJ Open

Samir Bennis
Samir Bennis is a political analyst with more than eight years of experience as a political adviser.

Samir Bennis is a political analyst with more than eight years of experience as a political adviser with an Arab
mission to the United Nations in New York. He is the co-founder of Morocco World News, and an expert on
Morocco's foreign policy, UN-related issues and the Maghreb. 

RELATED

MORE FROM OPINION AUTHOR

MOST READ

Experts: “NVIDIA
Bubble” Could Affect
Entire Market
Stansberry Research

Save on average $544
on electricity in
Pennsylvania
Arbor

5 Money Secrets Most
Rich People Won’t Tell
You
The Penny Hoarder

4 New Tires Offers For
Seniors (Cost Might
Surprise You)
M.A APORIA

50-year Wall Street
Legend: “Buy this A.I.
stock now”
Chaikin Analytics

ADVERTISEMENT
This content is created and paid for by advertisers
and does not involve Al Jazeera journalists.

Save on average $544 on electricity in
Pennsylvania
Arbor

7 Tips to Boost Your Social
Security by 30%
Money Talks News

This Card's Unique Sign-up
Bonus is One of the Best
We’ve Seen
The Motley Fool

Experts: NVIDIA Now “Too
Big to Succeed”
Stansberry Research

Sponsored
Video by:

Video by 

Invest now

Get Bitcoin exposure with the world’s largest
Bitcoin fund

×

ADVERTISEMENT
This content is created and paid for by advertisers and does not involve Al Jazeera journalists.

OPINION

13 Feb 2017

Antonio Guterres: ‘Huge risk’ of great fracture happening in global system

Central African Republic ex-strongman charged with crimes against humanity

East Africa leaders extend regional troop mandate in DR Congo

Russia attacks Ukraine grain port ahead of Putin-Erdogan talks

Catch up on our coverage of the region, all in one place.

E-mail address Sign up

By signing up, you agree to our Privacy Policy

Sign up for Al Jazeera

Week in the Middle East

A UN-Morocco spat over Western Sahara

The alarmist overtone expressed by South Africa's

press and its officials before and after Morocco's

return to its African family speaks volumes about

their fear that with Morocco's presence in the union,

the equation will change inside the AU proceedings

and the pan-African body will no longer be

influenced by South Africa and Algeria in the way

that it was before.

 

Polisario Front leader Mohamed Abdelaziz dies

LISTEN TO THESE PODCASTS

From: The Inside Story Podcast

What will Israel gain by recognizing Morocco's
sovereignty over Wes...
Israel says it recognizes Morocco's sovereignty over Western Sahara. It's
an area also claimed by the armed group the POLI...

From: The Take

What Gabon’s coup means for its people – and its
former colonizer
A coup in Gabon: what does it mean for the Central African country, the
region, and its former colonizer, France? In this ...

From: The Inside Story Podcast

Gabon: Why has there been yet another coup in
Africa?
A military coup in Gabon - celebrations on the street, but a very different
reaction globally. The takeover's being condem...

Morocco rejoins the African Union after 33
years
Morocco rejoins the AU after a 33-year absence, despite re-
sistance from member states over the status of Western Sa-
hara.

31 Jan 2017

Refugees in Morocco set sights on Europe
Hundreds of people in the Bolingo camp are waiting for their
chance to cross the Mediterranean Sea.

22 Oct 2016

Why Morocco
chose to be neutral
on the Gulf crisis

OPINION

Moroccans have
lost trust in their
politicians

OPINION

Making sense of
the recent tension
in Western Sahara

OPINION

Morocco and
Mauritania’s rocky
relations

OPINION

Rescuers race to
reach remote
areas hardest hit
by Morocco quake

Pakistan vs India:
Asia Cup 2023
Super 4 match
rained off – as it
happened

Analysis: Does an
‘uninspiring’ G20
have a future?

Lula says Putin will
not be arrested at
Brazil G20 meeting

About Connect Our Channels Our Network Follow Al Jazeera English:

© 2023 Al Jazeera Media Network

About Us

Code of Ethics

Terms and Conditions

EU/EEA Regulatory
Notice

Privacy Policy

Cookie Policy

Cookie Preferences

Sitemap

Community Guidelines

Work for us

HR Quality

Contact Us

Advertise with us

Apps

Channel Finder

TV Schedule

Podcasts

Submit a Tip

Al Jazeera Arabic

Al Jazeera English

Al Jazeera
Investigative Unit

Al Jazeera Mubasher

Al Jazeera
Documentary

Al Jazeera Balkans

AJ+

Al Jazeera Centre for
Studies

Al Jazeera Media
Institute

Learn Arabic

Al Jazeera Centre for
Public Liberties &
Human Rights

Al Jazeera Forum

Al Jazeera Hotel
Partners

  

READ MORE

‘I don’t want France to blow’:
Paul Pogba on police violence
and justice

02:26

01:20

LIVENews Ukraine war Features Economy Opinion Video More

https://www.aljazeera.com/opinions/
https://www.aljazeera.com/tag/united-nations/
https://www.aljazeera.com/author/samir_bennis_160831131516636
https://www.aljazeera.com/author/samir_bennis_160831131516636
https://www.facebook.com/sharer/sharer.php?u=https%3A%2F%2Faje.io%2Fglcq8
https://twitter.com/intent/tweet?text=Moroccan%20pragmatism%3A%20A%20new%20chapter%20for%20Western%20Sahara&source=sharethiscom&related=sharethis&via=AJEnglish&url=https%3A%2F%2Faje.io%2Fglcq8
https://www.aljazeera.com/author/samir_bennis_160831131516636
https://www.aljazeera.com/author/samir_bennis_160831131516636
https://www.newera.com.na/2017/01/06/independence-of-western-sahara-is-an-inalienable-right/
http://www.securitycouncilreport.org/atf/cf/%7B65BFCF9B-6D27-4E9C-8CD3-CF6E4FF96FF9%7D/s_2016_355.pdf
http://www.aljazeera.com/news/2017/01/morocco-rejoins-african-union-33-years-170131084926023.html
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=e5WIW2Hwlxo
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kkUDITuDpz0
https://www.dailymaverick.co.za/article/2017-01-31-analysis-moroccos-big-african-union-win-comes-at-the-expense-of-western-sahara-and-south-africa/#.WJ2i_GR962w
http://www.aljazeera.com/indepth/opinion/2015/07/conflict-moroccan-sahara-myths-realities-150710064216243.html
https://www.aljazeera.com/opinion/
https://www.aljazeera.com/program/talk-to-al-jazeera/2023/9/9/antonio-guterres-huge-risk-of-great-fracture-happening-in-global-system?traffic_source=KeepReading
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2023/9/8/central-african-republic-ex-strongman-charged-with-crimes-against-humanity?traffic_source=KeepReading
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2023/9/6/east-africa-leaders-extend-regional-troop-mandate-in-dr-congo?traffic_source=KeepReading
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2023/9/4/russia-attacks-ukraine-grain-port-ahead-of-putin-erdogan-talks?traffic_source=KeepReading
https://privacy.aljazeera.net/
https://aj.audio/tlf5mg
https://aj.audio/TheTake-631
https://aj.audio/egy2cp
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2017/1/31/morocco-rejoins-the-african-union-after-33-years
https://www.aljazeera.com/gallery/2016/10/22/refugees-in-morocco-set-sights-on-europe
https://www.aljazeera.com/gallery/2016/10/22/refugees-in-morocco-set-sights-on-europe
https://www.aljazeera.com/opinions/2017/6/24/why-morocco-chose-to-be-neutral-on-the-gulf-crisis
https://www.aljazeera.com/opinion/
https://www.aljazeera.com/opinions/2016/10/14/moroccans-have-lost-trust-in-their-politicians
https://www.aljazeera.com/opinion/
https://www.aljazeera.com/opinions/2016/9/25/making-sense-of-the-recent-tension-in-western-sahara
https://www.aljazeera.com/opinion/
https://www.aljazeera.com/opinions/2016/8/31/morocco-and-mauritanias-rocky-relations
https://www.aljazeera.com/opinion/
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/liveblog/2023/9/10/morocco-earthquake-live-news-death-toll-surpasses-2000
https://www.aljazeera.com/sports/liveblog/2023/9/10/live-pakistan-vs-india-asia-cup-2023-super-4-clash
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2023/9/10/analysis-does-an-uninspiring-g20-have-a-future
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2023/9/10/lula-says-putin-will-not-be-arrested-at-brazil-g20-meeting
https://www.facebook.com/aljazeera
https://twitter.com/ajenglish
https://www.youtube.com/aljazeeraenglish
https://www.instagram.com/aljazeeraenglish/?hl=en
https://www.aljazeera.com/xml/rss/all.xml
https://www.aljazeera.com/about-us
https://www.aljazeera.com/code-of-ethics/
https://www.aljazeera.com/terms-and-conditions/
https://www.aljazeera.com/eu-eea-regulatory/
https://privacy.aljazeera.net/
https://privacy.aljazeera.net/cookie/
https://www.aljazeera.com/opinions/2017/2/13/moroccan-pragmatism-a-new-chapter-for-western-sahara#cookiesPreferences
https://www.aljazeera.com/sitemap
https://www.aljazeera.com/community-rules-guidelines/
https://careers.aljazeera.net/
https://www.aljazeera.com/wp-content/uploads/2020/09/AJMN-Quality-Policy.pdf
https://network.aljazeera.net/contact-us
https://commercial.aljazeera.net/
https://webapps.aljazeera.net/aje/connect/
https://sat.aljazeera.net/en
https://www.aljazeera.com/schedule/
https://www.aljazeera.com/podcasts/
https://webapps.aljazeera.net/aje/tips/
http://aljazeera.net/
https://www.aljazeera.com/
https://www.ajiunit.com/
https://www.aljazeeramubasher.net/
http://doc.aljazeera.net/
http://balkans.aljazeera.net/
http://ajplus.net/
http://studies.aljazeera.net/en/
http://training.aljazeera.net/
http://learning.aljazeera.net/
http://liberties.aljazeera.com/en
http://forum.aljazeera.net/
https://hotels.aljazeera.net/en
https://www.aljazeera.com/
https://www.aljazeera.com/live
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/
https://www.aljazeera.com/tag/ukraine-russia-crisis/
https://www.aljazeera.com/features/
https://www.aljazeera.com/economy/
https://www.aljazeera.com/opinion/
https://www.aljazeera.com/videos/

