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Chair

It is a pleasure to be invited to speak at this first conference of the Osservatorio Mediterraneo di Geopolitica ed Antropologia (OMEGA).  This event and its subject matter happens at an opportune time as the world’s focus has suddenly shifted to the very dramatic recent developments along the southern and eastern shores of the Mediterranean.  Yet, whilst the drama of the present day, which in effect is about people expressing their rights to freedom and good governance, plays itself out across our screens daily, we would do well not to lose sight of another right to self-expression crisis that has been excercising the minds of the global community for over three decades now.  I would, therefore, like to give you a South African government perspective of the challenges facing the Western Sahara.
Chair
2010 marked the Fiftieth anniversary of Resolution 1514 (XV) on the Declaration on the Granting of Independence to Colonial Countries and Peoples. This Resolution asserts the inalienable right to complete freedom, the universal respect for human rights and the right to self determination.   Unfortunately, the promise contained in the UN Charter and the aforementioned Resolution has not been fully realised in Africa in respect of the Western Sahara, the last remaining colony on the Continent of Africa. We believe that the people of Western Sahara are entitled to fully exercise their right to self-determination and that they deserve nothing less.  
2010 also marked the end of the Second International Decade for the Eradication of Colonialism. South Africa appreciates the efforts of the UN and all other role players in working tirelessly to ensure the total eradication of colonialism during this period. In line with, among others, General Assembly Resolution 34/37 (1979), which describes Morocco's presence in Western Sahara as "a continued occupation", South Africa continues to be concerned at Morocco's illegal occupation of Western Sahara.

It is now over three decades ago that Morocco illegally occupied Western Sahara after the withdrawal of the Spanish government in 1976.  The ANC and post-Apartheid Government of South Africa have persistently followed with keen interest the developments in Western Sahara and we have had a consistent and principled stance towards the issue from the very beginning.  For example, already on 3 September 1979, in Havana, Cuba, at a speech delivered by the former ANC President in exile, Oliver Tambo, on behalf of the National Liberation Movements to the opening of the sixth session of the Heads of State or Government of Non-Aligned Countries, he said: “ … the reality is that the POLISARIO is having to fight for the liberation of Western Sahara not from Spain but from a brother African country. We have no doubt that the struggle of the people of Western Sahara will be victorious.”
Chair.  The Genesis of South Africa’s principled stance is clear.  For centuries the masses of our people, throughout our continent, have waged heroic struggles to free all our countries from the inhuman systems of colonialism and apartheid. Even after most of our countries were free, those who had liberated themselves made the determination that they could only enjoy the fruits of freedom and independence when the rest of the continent was liberated. 
South Africa as a member of the United Nations and the African Union is obligated to actively support the legitimate right of the Saharawi People to choose their own destiny based on the principles of self-determination, decolonisation and international legality. In this support, South Africa remains committed to the following principles and objectives, namely:
· The right to self-determination and the recognition of colonial borders; 
· Respect for international humanitarian law and the rendering of humanitarian assistance and support;
· The principles of multilateralism and international legality and the centrality of the African Union and United Nations in the resolution of the conflict;
· The non-exploitation of natural resources of the illegally occupied territory;
· Stability and integration of the Maghreb Union.
One of the cornerstones of our democracy is the Bill of Rights, which enshrines the rights of all people in our country and affirms the democratic values of human dignity, equality and freedom for all South Africans. South Africa’s foreign policy is guided by this principle and the vision of “a better South Africa in a better Africa and a better World,” that is, a better life for all. In other words, human and peoples rights remain central to our conduct of international relations.

Key to this foreign policy is the pursuit of a rule- based international order.  In an increasingly conflict-ridden world, the role of international law and the continued affirmation of the legal rights of people and nations through the promotion of multilateralism, human rights and democracy, are the central tenets of a policy of securing peace and prosperity at home, on the African continent and the world at large.

For South Africa, therefore, Morocco’s illegal occupation of Western Sahara remains a matter of international legality.  It is our considered view that any solution must take into account the charter of the United Nations and the Constitutive Act of the African Union, in particular, the principle of the sanctity of inherited colonial borders in Africa and the right of the peoples of former colonial territories to self-determination. In recognition of the said principles, South Africa supports the Saharawi Arab Democratic Republic (SADR)’s right to play its role as a full member of the African Union.

The right to self-determination was the philosophical basis upon which our own nation, South Africa, was created.  Self-determination is enshrined in the United Nations Charter and the African Union Constitutive Act and is regarded as a basic human right.   The United Nations has passed many of resolutions reaffirming the indigenous Saharawi's right to self-determination.  The United Nations Special Committee on Decolonisation, also known as the Fourth Committee reconfirmed in 1990 that the question of Western Sahara was a classical issue of decolonisation that remained to be finalised by the people of Western Sahara.  It has been unequivocal in its support of this right and has indicated that when territories such as the Western Sahara are transitioning out of colonialism, the people of those territories should have the option of freely choosing between independence, association with an independent state, or integration with an independent state.   
Chair.  Western Sahara’s legal status in the Fourth Committee of the United Nations General Assembly is clear: it is a non-self governing territory awaiting de-colonisation through a referendum on self-determination. During the first two years that South Africa served as a non-permanent member of the UN Security Council we steadfastly supported the call for the right of self determination of the people of Western Sahara, and we continue to do so now during our second term in 2011 and 2012.    

South Africa is convinced of the absolute need to reduce conflicts on the African continent.  All of us need to work together to help resolve the current stalemate.  The occupation of Western Sahara is a unique situation that demands a prompt and just solution. The native Western Saharans’ right to self-determination is thus doubly important: for the sake of self-determination and for the sake of international order.  A just and lasting solution for the people of Africa’s last remaining colony is essential for the peace and prosperity of the African Continent as a whole.  That just and lasting solution is the right of the Saharawi people to express their will through a referendum that will determine the democratic will of the Saharawi people.

Presently some 160 000 Saharawi refugees lead a harsh existence in the Algerian desert, where a 2 720 kilometres heavily mined wall in the desert separates them from their homeland. The Saharawi refugees have been waiting for more than 30 years to return home in a dignified way and it is time for the international community to act to end this intolerable and unjust situation.  South Africa will continue to draw attention to the human rights violations in the occupied territories, whilst at the same time intensifying efforts to respond to the urgent humanitarian and other assistance within the framework of the African Renaissance Fund (ARF).
  
The Saharawi Arab Democratic Republic is a fully fledged member of the African Union.  The SADR’s membership in the AU is one of the most divisive issues on the continent, and presents the continent with what can be regarded as its biggest moral dilemma. The protracted Western Sahara dispute is detrimental to the development and reconstruction ambitions of the continent, especially in relation to its stability and security, but also in terms of the regional economic integration of the Arab Maghreb Union (AMU), which has remained inactive for the past seventeen years as a result of the conflict.   

A number of years ago our then President Nelson Mandela announced the decision of our Government to recognise and establish diplomatic relations with the Saharawi Arab Democratic Republic, consistent with earlier decisions of the OAU, which our country joined in 1994 after our liberation. At the time, Morocco’s King Hassan II appealed to President Mandela not to carry out this decision. The then Secretary-General of the United Nations, Boutros Boutros Ghali, and other world leaders conveyed a similar request to President Mandela, considering that such a move would pre-empt and prejudice the Peace Plan for the self-determination of the people of Western Sahara. The Peace Plan would have led to the referendum for the people of the Western Sahara to determine freely and willingly their self determination with an option for, either independence, association, or integration with Morocco.

We respected and valued the views expressed by the King and Government of Morocco; the leaders of other countries with which we maintain friendly relations; and, the United Nations. Accordingly, therefore, when we delayed recognition of the Saharawi Arab Democratic Republic at the time, this was done on the basis that both Morocco and the Polisario Front were working with the UN Secretary-General and the Security Council to agree on the modalities of a process that would allow the people of Western Sahara to exercise their right to self-determination, in a manner consistent with the principles and purposes of the Charter of the United Nations and the relevant documents of the OAU and AU.


In the ten long years after we had given a chance for the negotiations to succeed, it became clear that there had been no progress to resolving the matter, particularly after Morocco had declared in 2004 that it was “out of the question for Morocco to engage in negotiations with anyone over its sovereignty and territorial integrity".

Such a response by the Government of Morocco to the UN Peace Plan unequivocally sought to deny the people of Western Sahara their right to self-determination, contrary both to fundamental and inviolable international law and the earlier solemn commitments made by the Government of Morocco.

This entrenched view of Morocco was contrary to the UN Security Council Resolution 1541 (2004), which was unanimously adopted by the Security Council, following its consideration of the April 23, 2004 report of the UN Secretary-General.  In it, the Security Council reiterated its commitment to help "achieve a just, lasting and mutually acceptable political solution, which will provide for the self determination of the people of Western Sahara in the context of arrangements consistent with the principles and purposes of the Charter of the United Nations".


We are, Chair, fully in agreement with the Security Council that the question of Western Sahara must be resolved on the basis of this commitment and it was on this basis that South Africa decided to recognise the Saharawi Arab Democratic Republic on 15 September 2004. 

It is worth noting, chair, that the decision by the United Nations to establish the Mission for the Referendum in the Western Sahara (MINURSO) in 1991 was agreed in 1985 with the Organisation of African Unity (OAU), through which Africa and the rest of the international community have sought a solution that would afford the people of Western Sahara the possibility freely to choose between independence and integration with Morocco.

In this regard, we have regretted and continue to regret the fact that, owing to the unresolved question of Western Sahara, Morocco is not able to play its due role in the renewal of our continent as a full and active member of the AU.  We therefore support  the ongoing negotiating process and encourage all parties to negotiate in good faith in line with the spirit of Security Council Resolution 1920 (2010) which urges the parties to continue a dialogue without preconditions to achieve, "… a just, lasting and mutually acceptable political solution, which will provide for the self-determination of the people of Western Sahara."   In this regard we have also fully supported  the operative UN Security Council Resolution 1754 (2007) that calls for direct negotiations , without preconditions, between Morocco and the Polisario Front with a view to achieving a “just, lasting and mutually acceptable solution that will provide for the self determination of the people of Western Sahara”. 
We remain committed to the African Union position, which was reiterated at the August 2009 Summit of the Organisation in Libya, which "… calls for the intensification of the efforts towards the holding of a referendum to enable the people of Western Sahara to choose between the option of independence and that of integration into the Kingdom of Morocco." The Saharawi Arab Democratic Republic, as a credible member of the African Union, will continue to be encouraged to seek a political solution to the issue of self-determination in line with the progressive decisions of this organisation. 


Chair.  We are, however, concerned that the human rights situation in Western Sahara has not improved, despite efforts to address this issue. We are particularly concerned about the human rights violations perpetuated under the guise of counter terrorism activities. Accordingly, we have appealed to the UN High Commissioner for Human Rights to take a serious and closer look at these allegations. In this relation, we have also urged the UN Security Council to consider mandating MINURSO to monitor human rights violations in Western Sahara. We find it odd that double standards persist where human rights atrocities in many parts of the world are condemned, yet we remain silent about those committed in Western Sahara.

Finally, South Africa calls on, and will continue to call on, and urges those States that have not yet done so, to finalise their positions on the question of Western Sahara and act sooner than later on the basis of the UN resolutions.
Thank you
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