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1.Introduction
Our purpose in this intervention is to give a general overview of the attitude adopted by the
EU towards the question of Western Sahara.
For the sake of simplicity, we may distinguish between the general political approach
adopted by the EU and the concrete attitude adopted by the same organization vis-à-vis all the
interested actors in the region and, above all, vis-à-vis the main power concerned, i.e. Morocco.
2.General political attitude
The general political approach adopted by the EU on the question of Western Sahara comes
from two main sources: the resolutions of the European Council (EC) adopted in the field of the
Common Foreign and Security Policy (the so-called second pillar) and the resolutions or
declarations of the European Parliament (EP) adopted in the framework of its autonomous political
capacity 1.
The EP is quite favourable to the rights of the Saharawi people. At least since 1989, the EP
has openly defined the issue as a problem of decolonization which must be resolved in accordance
with the right of the Saharawi people to self-determination and has urged Member States and the
European Council to use their influence in order to promote a solution of the conflict in accordance
with that principle 2.
On the opposite, the attitude of the European Council adopted in the framework of the
Common Foreign and Security Policy is more cautious. From the early 1990s, the EC has
constantly restricted itself to sustain the approach and the actions implemented by the UN and to
invite all the parties in conflict to cooperate with the UN in order to find a solution.
This can be considered a very minimal approach compared to the positions adopted towards
very similar situations such as Palestine and Cyprus.
As it is well known, this attitude is due to the deeply different positions of Member States
concerning the question of Western Sahara. While many northern countries have an approach
favourable to the rights of the Saharawi people, many southern countries have a more careful, if not
hostile, approach, due to the will of maintaining good relations with Morocco. It is not just the case
of France, a country that has built important ties with Morocco and is not keen on jeopardise them,
but also of Spain, at least in these last times 3.
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However this minimal approach does not lack of positive aspects.
First of all, in this way, the EC can speak as one single voice. This happens even within the
IV° Commission of the General Assembly that is charged of the questions concerning
decolonisation. This does not always happen for other international organisations, starting with the
League of Arab States (Arab League) or the African Union.
Secondly, this minimal approach has not prevented the EU from finding the agreement
necessary in order to adopt concrete actions on the field that have proved to be very important, as
the humanitarian aid the EU has granted to the region and the continuous and profitable cooperation
within the actions and programmes implemented by the UN.
Third, this attitude is not detrimental to any solution of the conflict in compliance with the
applicable principles of international law, starting with the principle of self-determination as
acknowledged within the UN framework.
Another issue is whether this general political attitude is consistent with the legal ties the EU
has built on the field with the countries involved and, above all, with Morocco.
3.Concrete attitude on the field
3.1.THE RELATIONSHIPS BETWEEN THE EU AND MOROCCO: A LEGAL
FRAMEWORK
The European Union has concluded several agreements with Morocco and Morocco is now
the first partner of the Union in the region. All these agreements are bilateral and have been
concluded within the framework of the Barcelona process 4. They aim at implementing economic
cooperation between the countries party to the agreement and at exploiting the natural resources of
the same parties, in exchange of a financial compensation.
The first agreement adopted between the parties is the EU-Morocco Association Agreement
that is in force since 2000. It forms the legal basis of relations between the EU and its North African
neighbour. It sets out in detail the specific areas in which the Barcelona Process objectives can be
developed bilaterally and, among the other aims, the development of a Euro-Mediterranean free
trade area is envisaged.
In July 2005, Morocco has signed with the European Union an action plan in the framework
of the European Neighbourhood Policy, which includes priorities and objectives for cooperation in
the political, economic and commercial spheres. This Action Plan facilitates the implementation of
the instruments provided for in the Association Agreement between the EU and Morocco and
fosters the economic integration with Morocco. Following this Action Plan, a number of
agreements have been concluded: one of the most important is the one entered into force in 2007
establishing a partnership for fishery products, that recalls previous agreements 5.
Recently, Morocco has applied to the European Union for the granting of the Advanced
status. Morocco is the first country in the southern Mediterranean region which could benefit from
the Advanced status in its relations with the EU. The status paves the way to gradually integrate
Morocco into EU policies, to deepen free trade agreements by the establishment of a common
economic area based on the rules of the European Economic Area and to enlarge free trade
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agreement to new areas such as intellectual property rights, capital movements and sustainable
development 6.
None of the aforementioned agreements specifies whether the territory of Western Sahara
falls within their scopes of application. This differs from the attitude adopted by other international
actors. For instance, the Free Trade Agreement between United States and Morocco explicitly
excludes Western Sahara.
In order to understand and to find out if these agreements are intended to be applicable to the
territory of Western Sahara the only way is to refer to the principles of international law concerning
the interpretation of treaties as set out in the Vienna Conventions on the Law of Treaties and by
international customary law 7. Between these principles, practice plays a central role given the fact
that other criteria are of very difficult application.
If one takes into account practice, the most convincing solution is that the territory of
Western Sahara is always included in the scope of application of these treaties.
One could take for example the EU-Morocco fisheries partnership agreement 8.
The text of the agreement establishes that the agreement is applicable to the territories under
the sovereignty or jurisdiction of Morocco. While the term sovereignty is clear, the term
jurisdiction is not. It may make reference to the exclusive economic zone or any other territory on
which Morocco has not full sovereignty, but on which it exercises some form of control, including
Western Sahara.
Requested by the Development Committee of the European Parliament of a legal advice on
the compatibility of the agreement with international law, the legal service of the European
Parliament specified that the agreement does neither include nor exclude the waters of Western
Sahara and therefore it was up to the Moroccan authorities to apply the agreement in compliance
with the obligations pending on the country according to international law 9.
This position cannot be accepted, because the EU itself plays a central role in the execution
of the agreement. For instance, the applications for licenses are submitted to the competent
Moroccan authorities by the relevant Community authorities on behalf of the individual shipowners and the same licenses are delivered to the EC delegation in Morocco. Therefore, not only
the practice of Morocco is relevant, but also the practice of the European Union.
Now, if one look at the current practice about the implementation of the agreement, it seems
that the agreement itself is intended to include the territory of Western Sahara. In fact, the present
practice is not different from the previous one adopted in the implementation of the earlier fisheries
agreements 10.
Whatever the answer to this question may be, one may wonder whether or within which
limits it is important to establish if the territory of Western Sahara is included or not.
To this end, it should be made a distinction between the obligations the European Union has
assumed in the framework of the bilateral relationships with Morocco and the obligations which fall
down to the EU from general international law.
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3.2.Obligations assumed by the European Union in the framework of bilateral relationships
The bilateral agreements in force between the EU and Morocco are generally based on the
so-called democratic or essential clause. This clause states that the respect, among other things, of
human rights constitutes an essential element of the agreement. This implies that if a serious and
persistent breach of human rights occurs, this is to be considered as a substantial violation of the
agreement.
For the implementation of the clause, one should take into consideration the following two
points.
First of all, this clause is applicable on an objective basis, i.e. whenever a contracting party
is responsible for a violation of the essential elements, even if the agreement has nothing to do with
the violation occurred. In other words, it is not necessary to demonstrate that the agreement is
applicable to the Western Sahara. It is enough to show that Morocco is internationally responsible
for the violation of the clause.
Secondly, a State has to abide by the obligations deriving from its participation to human
rights instruments even out of its territory, at least when it occupies or controls on its own motion
this territory effectively 11. As specified by the High Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR),
the assessment of violations on the basis of international law on human rights binding an occupying
State should not be “interpreted as constituting a position vis-à-vis the status of the territory
according to international law or attributing any legitimacy to claims of sovereignty, but rather
constitutes an evaluation of the de facto enjoyment of human rights by the people” of the territory
concerned 12.
Now, many important violations of human rights have been found by international organs
for the protection of human rights in Western Sahara 13. As the OHCHR affirmed in its report
adopted in 2006, almost all these violations stem from the non-realization of the right of selfdetermination which is in turn a human right protected both by the International Covenant on Civil
and Political Rights and the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights 14.
In light of the above, there are very few reasons which may justify the fact that the EU does
not take into consideration the application of the clause in its relationships with Morocco. As said,
the fact that these violations happen outside the territory of Moroccan sovereignty is not a
justification according to the international law of human rights 15. At the same time, is not necessary
to show that the territory of Western Sahara is included in the agreement.
The problem is that the EU applies the democratic or essential clause in a quite arbitrary
way. Moreover, if you look at the practice, you could realise that the EU has always applied the
democratic clause in cases where internal self-determination was at stake (violation of right of free
elections above all), but never in cases where external self-determination was at stake, i.e. in a case
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of occupation of a country by another, with the subsequent violation of basic human rights of the
people occupied 16.
3.3.Obligations stemming from general International Law
On the opposite, as far as obligations coming from general international law are concerned,
it is important to establish whether the agreements between Morocco and the EU are applicable to
Western Sahara or not. This is because, as we will see, general international obligations arise only if
the situation of violation is provided for in the agreements, i.e. Western Sahara is included.
General international obligations concern both the EU - as any other subject of international
law - and its member States.
In fact, there is no reason for affirming that international organisations should not be bound
by the same legal obligations binding States under general international law. As far as Member
States are concerned, their responsibility for the actions of international organisations is still
controversial and under codification. However, it seems that there is room enough for affirming that
member States continue to bear either a so called subsidiary responsibility, at least in some fields,
either a separate responsibility for acts carried out by their own within the intergovernmental bodies
of the organisation, as it occurs with the expression of their vote in the intergovernmental Council
17
.
From the point of view of general international law, three legal grounds deserve attention 18.
First of all, we have to wonder whether Morocco has the legal capacity to conclude
international agreements on behalf of Western Sahara.
As you probably know, the status of Morocco is under discussion. Some believe that
Morocco is not an occupying country, but a de facto administering or administrative power or,
even, an administering power tout-court 19.
Obviously, these are evident attempts of legitimizing the conclusion of international
agreements with Morocco which include Western Sahara. This is an issue we cannot discuss here.
Our belief is that the most correct reconstruction according to international law is that Morocco is
an occupying power and not an administering one 20.
Anyway, according to international law, it seems that even an administering power has not
the right to conclude agreements on behalf of the territory under administration once the process of
decolonisation has begun or, at least, acquired an international relevance. This has been stated by
the International Arbitration Tribunal in the case Guinea-Bissau v. Senegal and seems to correspond
largely to international customary law 21.
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Looking at the history of Western Sahara, it is out of question that the agreements between
Morocco and the EU have been concluded once the process of decolonisation has acquired an
international relevance in the sense specified by the Arbitration Tribunal.
The second legal ground comes from the obligation not to recognise international illegal
situations, at least when these situations stem from the violation of a preemptory rule of
international law 22.
The obligation not to recognise international illegal situations encompasses also the so
called implicit recognition. In fact, the International Court of Justice has stated that the conclusion
of bilateral agreements may imply recognition of an international illegal situation, the only
exception being the cases where the absence of recognition could deprive the people of the
advantages or benefits of the international cooperation 23.
The practice of the EU to conclude bilateral agreements with Morocco seems not only in
violation of this general obligation, but also inconsistent with the practice that the same EU has put
in place with similar situations. One may recall the Association agreement concluded with Israel
which is not applicable to the importations of goods from the Occupied Palestinian Territories
(OPT) and the Association agreement with Cyprus, not applicable to Northern Cyprus although
after a judgment of the European Court of Justice 24.
The third legal ground we have to mention is the obligation to respect the principle of
sovereignty over natural resources. This comes into play, for instance, when we refer to the EUMorocco fisheries partnership agreement.
As said, in this field, the EU may not discharge its responsibility by saying that Morocco is
the only responsible for the application of the agreement in accordance with international law, as
the Opinion of the EP legal service seems to suggest 25. As we have already seen, the EU too plays a
role in the implementation of the agreement. Therefore, she has the same responsibilities of
Morocco as far as its cooperation in the implementation of the agreement is concerned 26.
The principle of sovereignty over natural resources in itself does not prevent the conclusion
of an international agreement on behalf of a people under occupation 27. However two conditions
must be met: the agreement must be concluded in accordance with the interests and the will of the
people. Both elements (interests and will) must be present at the same time and not just one of them
28
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The need for both elements corresponds to general international customary law as confirmed
by many United Nations General Assembly resolutions on the matter 29, the practice 30 and finally
recognized by the UN legal service in a well-known opinion requested by the President of the
United Nations Security Council in 2001 31.
Now, if concluded in the interest of the people 32, the fisheries partnership agreement is
certainly not concluded in accordance with their will, as the representatives of Saharawi people
have often explained to the EU relevant authorities.
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