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Sahrawi women are active agents in the social dynamics of the refugee camps, in which they have devel-

oped a number of coping strategies to overcome the hardships of a deteriorating humanitarian situation. 

Since the outbreak of the con#ict and the forced settlement in Tindouf, Algeria, women have been respon-

sible for the entire management of refugee camps, assuming leadership roles in many sectors of society. 

$is paper highlights the Sahrawi women’s contribution to the process of local human development in a 

context of protracted refuge such as the one in the Western Sahara. In addition to the enlargement of the 

refugee population’s capacities in relation to material and physical assets, social and organizational abili-

ties, and motivational strengths, one of the major achievements of Sahrawi women has been their own 

individual and collective process of empowerment within the camp life.
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Introduction 
The humanitarian situation in the Western Sahara might be defined as a protracted emergency, 
in which Sahrawi population in the camps of Tindouf (Argelia) remains for more than 30 years 
now in a situation of permanent refuge. Life in refugee camps depends very much on interna-
tional humanitarian aid and the willingness of donors to maintain it. However, despite this 
dependency several experiences carried out in Sahrawi refugee camps, lead in particular by 
women, allow us to identify ways in which coping mechanisms implemented from the onset of 
the refuge are having positive impacts in terms of Human Development. 

When dealing with the chances for development in a situation of refuge, it makes little sense 
to adopt traditional approaches to development based exclusively on economic growth and 
income levels. Either does not seem to be appropriate to relay uniquely on a Basic Needs Ap-
proach in a context of permanent crisis in which the high dependence on international aid and 
the weariness of donors may have serious implications for the sustained fulfilment of refugees’ 
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basic needs. Besides, this approach falls to short when having to tackle the complex set of prac-
tical and strategic needs that emerge in a prolonged crisis.

In this paper, it is argued that a Local Human Development paradigm, based on the confluence 
of the Capabilities Approach and the Local Development Approach, is much more suitable for 
the analysis of development experiences in a protracted refugee situation. In particular, the case 
study presented is focused on the contributions that Sahrawi women have made to the devel-
opment and enlargement of refugees’ capacities, parallel to their own process of individual and 
collective empowerment.

On the one hand, the level of participation of women in the political, social and economic 
organization of camps can be considered as an indicator of the heterogeneity of Muslim societ-
ies in relation to the status of women. On the other hand, it is a clear manifestation that 
women are not just victims of conflict but above all active agents who develop a great number 
of strategies to resist and minimise its negative impacts. Therefore, the aim of this paper is to 
approach to the refuge experiences of Sahrawi women, as long as their strategies and coping 
mechanisms seem to have had much more visible and positive outcomes in terms of Human 
Development than other refugee situations. 

Framework: Local Human Development and protracted refugee situations
Since the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) coined the concept in 1990, 
Human Development has been assumed as a new approach to development based not exclu-
sively on economic growth and incomes but on the process of enlarging people’s choices 
(UNDP, 1990). This approach finds its theoretical core on Amartya Sen’s work on capabilities 
and functionings, broadly known in development theory as the Capability Approach (CA). 
Sen defined Human Development as “the process of enlarging a person’s functionings and ca-
pabilities to function, the range of things that a person could do and be in her life” (Sen, 1999). 

According to the UNDP, capacity refers to “the ability of individuals, communities, institu-
tions, organizations, social and political systems to use the natural, financial, political, social 
and human resources available to them for the definition and pursuit of sustainable develop-
ment goals” (UNDP, 2002). The range of definitions and perspectives on this concept is wide 
among researchers and practitioners. Several authors after Amartya Sen’s work have tried to be 
more specific and set a list of basic or core capabilities. For some, capacity remains as a human 
resource issue, which has to do with the development of skills and training at the individual 
level (Alsop & Kurey, 2005). For many others, capacity goes beyond the usual training and 
technical assistance and they see it as the ability to deliver or implement better (Moore, 1995).

Even if UNDP’s formulation contains a reference to both individual and collective aspects of 
the notion of capacity, when it comes to its measurement, the Human Development Index 
tends to focus only on individual capacities. Acknowledging the importance of this dimension, 
we argue that it is necessary to highlight the equal relevance of the collective dimension of the 
term. For the purpose of this paper, then, capacity will be also understood as the collective skills 
or aptitudes of an organisation or system to carry out a particular function or process. These 
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two dimensions are well contained in Morgan’s definition of capacity as “the emergent combi-
nation of attributes that enables a human system to create developmental value” (Morgan, 
2006).

However, the notion of human development may only be framed and measured when applied 
in a specific context, which makes it necessary to adopt a Local Development approach. Local 
Development is defined as “the process and outcome of the complex interactions and actions 
of different stakeholders at the local level to promote human development” (UNDP, 2007). It 
takes a multi-sectoral focus on economic, political, social and environmental factors and it in-
cludes civil society organizations, local communities, local governments, private sector compa-
nies and national governments. Local Development ensures sustainability through local owner-
ship and broad stakeholder participation; it promotes accountability and aims to empower the 
most marginalized or vulnerable groups. Surely, for their concerned efforts to be successful, all 
local actors involved in this process need to be capacitated to contribute to the improvement 
of their situation, which implies the need to generate processes of empowerment. 

As it occurs with the concept of capacity, there are equally many different definitions of em-
powerment. However, the common element to all of them is the centrality of the idea of 
power. Given that power is a multidimensional concept, the notion of empowerment necessar-
ily contains various different and inter-related aspectsII. Above all, empowerment is not only 
about the access to decision-making, but also about the processes that lead people to perceive 
themselves as capacitated and legitimated to occupy those decision-making spaces (Rowlands, 
1995:161). 

Within the humanitarian and development field, the concept of empowerment has become 
eventually the central object of academic research, practice and policy planning, especially in 
relation to gender issues. When applied to development, gender theory has highlighted that 
empowerment constitutes a bottom-up process, originated at the local, community level, rath-
er that something that can be formulated from a top-down perspective. As a consequence, 
development or humanitarian international agencies could never empower people (be it  
women, refugees, indigenous people…), but it is always the population at the local level that 
develop strategies to empower themselves. 

The accent, then, is put on human agency and the individual and collective capacities for social 
transformation, which has always been a main objective of feminism to be achieved through 
processes of gender consciousness and empowerment. From a gender perspective, the under-
standing of empowerment is above all linked to the collective organization or “power with”, 
along with a strong promotion of ideas about the “power within”. In fact, drawing mainly from 
the human rights and feminist perspectives, many definitions of empowerment contain the 
idea that a fundamental shift in perceptions, or “inner transformation”, is essential to the for-
mulation of choices. That is, women should be able to define self-interest and choice, and 
consider themselves as not only able but also entitled to make choices. Some authors, such as 
Naila Kabeer, go a step further and describe this process in terms of thinking outside the system 
and challenging the status quo (Kabeer, 2001).
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Finally, in the intersection of both Human Development and Local Development, the idea of 
Local Human Development emerges. Although this relatively recent term has been rarely used 
in contexts of refuge, it offers a useful framework from which to analyse the experiences of 
refugee population. Local Human Development in these contexts puts the accent on the pro-
cess of enlargement of local actors’ capacities to recover from the crisis, regain autonomy and a 
sustainable livelihood and set the basis for a longer-term development. Besides, the emphasis 
put on the most marginalized groups’ empowerment turns to be especially relevant in the case 
of women, who have been traditionally portrayed in refugee and development studies as a
'vulnerable group' with no chances for their survival but to rely on international assistance. 

Therefore, the assumption here is that a Local Human Development approach that takes into 
account the gender variable, allow us to account for the experiences of women not exclusively 
as victims (victims of gender based violence, refugees with no option, widows without any re-
sources, community workers excluded from the main decision-making organizations, and so 
on), but as relevant actors in the (re)production of social reality. It is a framework from which 
women’s collective action may be underlined, especially in times of crisis or hardship, given 
that it is precisely in the most complex and threatening situations when women develop re-
sources, abilities and capacities to confront them. 

In a refugee-generating situation, the first reaction of the international community is to ensure 
the survival of refugees, assisting them with emergency relief and humanitarian aid (provision 
of shelter, medical assistance, water and food). Aid is aimed at the provision of the most basic 
human needs and designed as a temporary response to crisis. In the cases where refugee camps 
are established, the main question that arises is how to guarantee that camps are able to provide 
refugees with favourable living conditions and, eventually, how to promote a longer-term de-
velopment when the situation of refuge persists. More outstandingly, this should be the case of 
the so-called protracted refugee situations, defined by the United Nations High Commissioner 
for Refugees (UNHCR) as those in which “refugees find themselves in a long-lasting and in-
tractable state of limbo. Their lives may not be at risk, but their basic rights and essential eco-
nomic, social and psychological needs remain unfulfilled after years in exile. A refugee in this 
situation is often unable to break free from enforced reliance on external assistance” (UNHCR, 
2006). 

Over the 90’s, an ongoing debate about how to plan a conceptual framework able to merge the 
different priorities of providing humanitarian aid to refugees went on. The varieties of addi-
tional support in refugee emergencies are often limited to current aid design (ODI, 2001), 
which is usually divided into development and emergency responses. However, recently there 
have been interesting attempts to prioritise some of the resources to drive self-sufficiency and 
productivity of refugees (Bakewell, 2002), and humanitarian actors have reviewed their policies 
for a more effective transition between emergency relief to development cooperation. In this 
direction, adopting a livelihood approachIII is determinant for developing refugees’ self-reli-
ance, strengthening their productive capacity and promoting the basis for a longer-term self-
sufficiency. Of course, this should be especially so in protracted refugee situations. As ACORD 
stated, “for refugees hosted in camps, the livelihood approach needs to be tailored to call atten-
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tion to the vulnerability of people exposed to constant threats of violence and subject to new 
forms of risk, such as natural disasters, poverty, social exclusion, lack of physical or intellectual 
capacities, or lack of protection” (ACORD, 1995). 

The Sahrawi camps in Algeria are certainly a case of protracted refugee situationIV, and a case 
in which the population has been for decades almost entirely dependent on international hu-
manitarian aid. However, it is also a situation in which we may identify local efforts to over-
come this enforced reliance on external assistance. In particular, as it will be highlighted,  
women’s collective action to guarantee refugee’s livelihoods and thus to reduce their vulnerabil-
ities are at the centre of the promotion of self-sufficiency among Sahrawi refugee population. 

Case study: Women’s experiences in the Sahrawi refugee camps
Historical context of the Western Sahara conflict

The origins of the Western Sahara conflict date back to 1975 when Spain, the colonial power 
at the time, withdrew from the territory without implementing a referendum on self-determi-
nation, and thereby contravening various United Nations Resolutions (UN, 1960). The Front 
for the Liberation of Saguia el-Hamra and Rio de Oro (POLISARIO Front), which was cre-
ated in 1973 to fight for the independence of the Sahrawi people from the Spanish colonial 
power, was then confronted with a bilateral invasion by Morocco and Mauritania, both signa-
tories to the November 14th 1975 Madrid Tripartite Agreement with dictator Franco’s crum-
bling governmentV. 

With the assistance of the POLISARIO Front, the majority of the Sahrawi people fled across 
the desert to Algeria, on the way suffering aerial attacks from Moroccan aircraft using white 
phosphorus and Napalm (Lippert, 1992). The POLISARIO Front proclaimed the establish-
ment of the Sahrawi Arab Democratic Republic (SADR) in Bir Lehlu on February 27th of 1976 
and declared a National Liberation War, initially on Mauritania and later on Morocco, after the 
Mauritanian retreat in 1979. War continued until 1991, when a cease-fire was signed between 
the parties and the United Nations deployed a special mission in the area (MINURSO) to 
monitor the cease-fire agreement and to organize and conduct a referendum which would al-
low the people of the Western Sahara to decide their future status. 

As a result of the conflict, more than half Sahrawi population (around 165.000 people) was 
forced to leave their country and settled in refugee camps near the Algerian town of Tindouf. 
Sahrawi refugees established in four big camps named wilayasVI: El Aaiun, Smara, Dajla and 
Auserd. Each wilaya was divided in several municipalities named dairasVII and, at the same 
time, each daira was divided into four neighbourhoods or group of haimas (tents). This struc-
ture facilitated the political and administrative organization of the POLISARIO Front and the 
SADR. On their part, those Sahrawi unable to join the exile to Tindouf (around 40.000 peo-
ple) were trapped in the so-called “occupied territories”VIII. 

Even if the cease-fire opened-up the chances for a referendum that would guarantee the right 
of the Sahrawi people to self-determination, it has never taken place to date. There have been 
several UN attempts, though unsuccessful due mainly to the unwillingness of Morocco to ac-
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cept the conditions for the celebration of the referendum. The peace process in the Western 
Sahara continues to be stagnated and there seem to be no new initiatives to move on. This 
situation is aggravated by the neglect on the part of the international community, an attitude 
that has turned this conflict into a “forgotten” one. The fact that is not a priority in the inter-
national agenda, compounded by progressive reductions in international aidIX, has direct nega-
tive impacts on Sahrawi people, who confront practically on their own the adverse living con-
ditions of the refuge. 

The gender dimension of the conflict

Women are part of the Sahrawi National Liberation Movement from the time of its founda-
tion. Only one year after the POLISARIO Front was formed, it promoted in 1974 the creation 
of the National Union of Sahrawi Women (NUSW) as a fundamental part of the structure of 
the Liberation Movement. The NUSW was born as a mass organization and assumed the rep-
resentation of all women in the Sahrawi Arab Democratic Republic (SADR). Under the direc-
tion of a National Secretariat and an Executive Buro, the NUSW was structured at the local, 
regional and national level around four working areas: occupied territories and emigration, 
information and culture, political and professional training, and foreign affairs.

By means of the NUSW, women in the Western Sahara have historically pursued two main 
objectives: the fight for the independence of their people and the fight for their claims as 
women. This relationship between national liberation objectives and gender equity ones, which 
is a common feature of the majority of armed revolutionary processes, is very frequently char-
acterised by the prioritization of the national liberation aspirations over specific demands about 
the subordination suffered by women (Turpin, 1999). This was the case, for instance, of the 
majority of national liberation movements in Central America, during which women were 
frequently asked to support first and foremost the liberation movement they participated in 
and postpone their gender claims until more favourable national conditions would allow tack-
ling other allegedly “less important” issues (such as “women’s problems”), with the usual risk 
that this postponement ended to be indefinite (Ibañez, 2001; Vázquez, 1997). 

Moreover, in the case of Islamic countries, the link between national fight and gender has 
other nuances. Not only women’s demands are pushed into the background but also, in certain 
countries, the nationalist discourse often tends to be a lot more restrictive (Juliano, 1998). The 
main message passed on to women is that they should solely support the liberation movement, 
given that gender claims are supposed to be contrary to the popular tradition and could even 
break the unity of the national fightX.

However, the Sahrawi Liberation Movement offers a kind of a “third way” in which nationalist 
revolutionary thinking can be related to activism for gender equity. In this case, gender claims 
are indeed an important part of the specific tradition that Sahrawi people want to maintain, 
and one of the main axis of the new society that they are building in exile. For Sahrawi people, 
respect and consideration of women and their demands constitute precisely a feature that dif-
ferentiates them from Morocco. Consequently, all efforts towards gender equity are more eas-
ily perceived as part of their ethnic identity and also part of the basis for their independence 
struggle.

Local Human Development in contexts of permanent crisis: Women’s experiences in the Western Sahara
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In order to understand the particularity of Sahrawi women and their position in the refugee 
camps, it is necessary to take into account the traditional construction of gender roles in the 
Western Sahara. In fact, the extended participation of Sahrawi women in society and the social 
recognition enjoyed by them cannot be only attributed to their recent historical experience in 
the SADR, but it is something that comes along with the history of the Sahrawi people, that 
is, the history of their life as nomads, in which women were considered, respected and contrib-
uted to society the same way other members did.

Given that Sahrawi women are inhabitants of a geographical area that constitutes the bridge 
between two different historical and socio-cultural realities (North Africa and Sub-Saharan 
Africa), and given that they integrated both the Arab and the Berber ethnic tradition, they have 
developed adaptation strategies of diverse cultural contents which differentiate them from 
other Muslim women. The beduine tradition (Arab nomads) always assigned a decisive role to 
women in the management of assets and in the functioning of nomad communities. In ancient 
times, almost all desert nomads were matrilineal and matrilocal communitiesXI. These charac-
teristics of family organization allowed women to maintain certain movement autonomy re-
flected, for instance, in the possibility to receive visits both feminine and masculine even if they 
were home alone, and coming out and in their home on their will, without being dependant 
on their husband’s permission. These customs were certainly unthinkable to other Muslim 
peoples of the area. Nowadays, they have maintained important elements of those traditional 
values favourable to women, such as the lack of sex segregation (women and men share public 
and private spaces), women’s autonomy, the lack of utilisation of the veil and the social sanc-
tioning of violence against women. 

Added to the influence of cultural and traditional aspects in the status of Sahrawi women, the 
relevance of their involvement and participation in the Sahrawi National Liberation Move-
ment is another element that helps explaining the nature of their experiences in the refugee 
camps. 

In the Western Sahara, the prominence gained by women since the outbreak of the conflict is 
very clear. The independence war between the POLISARIO Front and Morocco conveyed the 
militarisation of men and the plight of mostly women and children. In the absence of menXII, 
Sahrawi women assumed the responsibility to organise and manage entirely the life in the refu-
gee camps, which accounted for around 165.000 people and constituted almost a kind of a 
“microstate” inside a State (Algeria)XIII. Through the NUSW, women during the conflict and 
after 1991 planned and organised the functioning of all sectors in the camps: they were in 
charge of different working committees established in each neighbourhood, such as education 
and training, health, food distribution and justice and social issues. Given the relevance of 
Sahrawi women’s role during the past three decades, the next section will deal with the contents 
of their contributions to the human development process in the refugee camps.

The following information is based on field work conducted during two visits to the refugee 
camps in Tindouf, the first one in December 2007 and the second one in April 2008. For the 
case, qualitative research methods were applied, considering these are the most appropriate 
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tools for the study of social processes (capacity enlargement, empowerment) whose complexity 
is beyond the faculty of explanation of the merely quantitative. Indeed, qualitative research 
allows a better understanding of the dynamics operating in social phenomena; is interested in 
learning about the human experience; and studies the quality of activities, relationships, mate-
rial means or instruments in a particular situation or context. 

During the field visits, semi-structured interviews were carried out with representatives of the 
POLISARIO Front and the National Union of Sahrawi Women, following a purposive sam-
pling technique. Besides, information was also gathered though various focus groups, which 
were composed of women workers and volunteers at the Women’s Houses of the four wilayas 
as well as the “27th of February” camp. All focal groups were participated by the director of each 
Women’s House and the people responsible for various areas covered by these centres (health, 
literacy and information), as well as women representatives of the Offices of Regional Develop-
ment and Microcredit.

Human development strategies promoted by Sahrawi women
As above mentioned, the notions of capacity and vulnerability are central to the human devel-
opment approach. On the one hand, capacities determine a person’s or social group’s ability to 
confront a crisis and recover from it; on the other hand, vulnerabilities refer to those factors 
that weaken people’s capacities to cope with the effects of the crisis. Adopting a capacities and 
vulnerabilities approach is not only useful to highlight the strengths and weaknesses of refugee 
population, but it also adds a development orientation to humanitarian aid. Sahrawi women 
have never acted as a vulnerable group dependent on external emergency aid; on the contrary, 
these women assumed right from the start of the refuge that they had a role to play in the eco-
nomic and social long-term development of their people, and this objective could only be 
achieved through the enlargement of their capacities.

Therefore, in order to structure Sahrawi women’s contributions to human development in the 
camps, the Capacities and Vulnerabilities Framework originally developed by Anderson and 
Woodrow (1989) may be an adequate methodological resource. Capacities, in this case, are 
divided in three groups: capacities related to people’s material and physical assets; social and 
organizational capacities; and motivational capacities, referring to people’s attitudinal or psy-
chological strengths.

Development of material capacities

The main source of material assets available to Sahrawi refugees comes from the international 
humanitarian aid. Since refugee camps were established in Algeria, women assumed and have 
maintained the responsibility of the equal distribution of emergency aid among population. 
However, conscious of the fact that only by means of productive activities could refugees regain 
economic autonomy and guarantee their livelihoods, women have been fundamental promot-
ers of the implementation of income-generating activities in the camps.

During this decade, in those cases in which the international community has supported in-
come-generating programs in refugee camps, these have been developed usually in two ways. 

Local Human Development in contexts of permanent crisis: Women’s experiences in the Western Sahara
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The most common system consists of a grant-based program, and a less used one is based on 
micro-finance, in which a line of credit is provided for beneficiaries to start small businesses. 
According to some practitioners, loans are better forms of aid because they break the depen-
dency cycle associated with humanitarian aid by encouraging a responsible use of resources. 
Consequently, micro-finance programs have played an increasingly important role in the drive 
towards economic self-reliance of refugees. They are meant to provide sustainable livelihoods, 
to revive local economy, and provide a boots to household economy in order to create the 
means for development (Cavaglieri, 2005). 

Following the same purpose, Sahrawi women have recently developed a pioneer Women’s Coop-
eratives Programme. This programme emerges out of their will to strengthen local economic 
and productive structures, in particular by the promotion of small initiatives of productive 
cooperatives among women. It contains a line of micro-credits concession as to finance differ-
ent productive experiences. By means of cooperatives, women aim not only at obtaining eco-
nomic benefits for them and their families, but also to increase the level of empowerment 
needed to improve their status within family and community relations. To mention just a few 
of the small business created through this programme, women are in charge of cooperatives 
focused on melfaXIV dyeing, catering services, hairdressers and small farming, among others. 
Through the promotion of these economic activities, women intend to improve refugee’s ca-
pacities and strategies to make a living and achieve income security, that is, ensure their liveli-
hoods. 

Development of social and organizational capacities

The moment Sahrawi population settled in refugee camps in Algeria, 90% of the population 
was illiterate. Education provided by the Spanish colony came late and was exclusively focused 
on training men to become the workforce in the exploitation of natural resources (Cistero & 
Freixes, 1987). Therefore, in relation to social capacities, the most outstanding contribution of 
Sahrawi women to human development in refugee camps has been the promotion of universal 
education and training. 

From the early stage of the refuge, Sahrawi women gave priority to literacy campaigns and the 
organization of the whole education system. They organised themselves to teach children to 
read and write in provisional schools in the haimas, and by 1980 they had structured what 
nowadays constitutes the Sahrawi education system. The system is mixed and compulsory, and 
it covers kinder garden, first and secondary schooling. As for university education, the POLISA-
RIO Front has several collaboration agreements with countries such as Argelia, Libia, Cuba, 
Siria and Spain, by which young people -both women and men- study their degrees abroad and 
then return back to the camps to be incorporated in different community services: schools, 
health centres or hospitals, administration, and so on.

It is worth underlying that, as a result of women’s leadership in the organisation of the educa-
tion infrastructure, the “27th of February” camp was created to host the biggest education 
centre for women in exile, which offers a wide range of training opportunities. Even if it was 
originally founded for girls and students who attended the different schools located there, 
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eventually the “27th of February” education complex has turned into a fifth camp in which 
many women and their children live on a permanent basis. Students are selected by daira com-
mittees upon consideration of the particular skills needed by each daira. The school originally 
gave training in nursing, sewing, leather work and carpert making, and nowadays it also in-
cludes subjects such as teaching or computing. Each year there are around 300 women who 
arrive with their families and their haimas to the school, to follow a ten month lasting course 
from September onwards.

Apart from their role in the development of individual and social capacities of refugees through 
education programmes, Sahrawi women have also starred one of the most interesting experi-
ences directed to prepare the population for a future return to an independent state: the pro-
motion of training programmes for technical personnel of the Sahrawi administration. In fact, 
the NUSW was the first organization, along with personnel from some ministries of the SADR, 
to participate in these programmes, which were initiated in 1998. The final purpose is the 
training of technical cadres and the strengthening of local institutions.

Alongside with education and training, health was another area prioritised by Sahrawi women 
as to promote human development. Settlement of refugees in camps was done in really harsh 
conditionsXV, which lead to high rates of mortality due to different epidemics and childhood 
malnutrition. Women helped reversing this situation by establishing and organising in the 
camps a health infrastructure based on both healthcare and preventive medicine. This infra-
structure is composed by small health centres at the municipal level (one per daira) as well as 
provincial centres or hospitals (one per wilaya) and two general hospitals in RabuniXVI.

Counting on social networks, the NUSW has also created special healthcare teams to respond 
to the needs of those sectors of the population who are exposed to greater risks, such as preg-
nant women, children and convalescents. On the one hand, there are mother and children 
monitoring groups (three to four women per quarter) who report about the situation of preg-
nant and nurturing women, as well as feeding babies, and assure the compliance with the im-
munisation schedule. On the other hand, there is also a group of people (10 women monitored 
by a nurse) attached to each health centre, who are responsible for visiting the sick in their 
haima and for taking the necessary medication control. Finally, the NUSW manages a care unit 
for disabled people in Njaila, although it has great limitations, such as few and often outdated 
resources or little training in rehabilitation. This unit, as well as much of the rest of the health 
system, remains highly dependant on international aid; the majority of medical supplies are 
part of the emergency aid and major interventions have to be performed either abroad or 
through visits of foreign professionals into the camps. 

Added to the preventive and healthcare efforts, Sahrawi women have paid particular attention 
to training in this sector. In particular, the “27th of February” school for women has served as 
the platform for the formation of the health cadres of the refugee camps. Here the NUWS has 
trained nurses and laboratory and pharmacy technicians, while the training of medical person-
nel had to be carried out in other countries, mainly in Cuba.

Local Human Development in contexts of permanent crisis: Women’s experiences in the Western Sahara
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Finally, women are in charge of the committees related to justice and social affairs. On the 
basis of the SADR’s legislation, these committees have the responsibility to intervene in all is-
sues related to civil society. These issues include marriages, divorces, deaths and all kind of 
disputes among refugees. In reference to divorces, it is important to note that, contrary to the 
law in other Arab cultures, Sahrawi women may take the initiative on their own and the hus-
band is usually the one obliged to abandon the home. In this respect, a great advancement in 
the social organisation of the refugee camps was the creation in 2002 of a State Secretariat for 
Social Affairs and the Emancipation of Women. The existence of this body has allowed the 
NUSW an even wider dedication to gender issues as the main criteria for the activities organ-
ised with women. This newly created institution is also promoting the incorporation of more 
women to the work of the NUSW, both refugee women and other women from international 
associations and networks who share the objectives of the empowerment of Sahrawi women.

Development of motivational capacities

For Sahrawi women, empowerment in terms of “power within” is the basis for the enhance-
ment and consolidation of their autonomy, and it improves their presence and participation in 
the social, political and economic decision-making spaces of their community Thus, women’s 
empowerment is considered as essential for the development of the Sahrawi people. 

One of most relevant means by which the NUSW is working towards the empowerment of 
Sahrawi women are the so-called Women’s Houses. The precedents of these centres for women 
were the “Workshops for the promotion of women” organized in every neighbourhood and 
daira to allow women to participate in all kind of courses, seminars and talks. The dynamisa-
tion of these workshops was only possible thanks to the wide involvement of women as leaders, 
educators and monitors, which guaranteed the orientation and analysis of the situation of 
women in every organized activity. In a short period of time, this project expanded so much 
that it exceeded the expectations and resources available. As a result, women planned the cre-
ation of the first Women’s House in the wilaya of Smara. With external aid, soon this experi-
ence was reproduced in the rest of the wilayas. 

Women’s Houses are considered by the NUSW as a space for gathering and collaboration 
among women; for information and training, and for the impulse and coordination of services 
and activities which aim at the elimination of any kind of obstacles for women’s emancipation 
(El Mehdi, 2006). To date, Women’s Houses are a fundamental resource for the enlargement 
of women’s motivational capacities, understood as their attitudinal and psychological strengths. 

Final remarks: Limitations and uncertainties of the future

Despite improvements in terms of human development, Sahrawi refugees encounter many 
limitations that threaten to undermine their costly reached achievements. Above all, the long-
lasting exposure to exile and the continued neglect by the international community is having a 
serious impact on Sahrawi society in the camps.

Firstly, the fatigue and frustration of large sections of the refugee population is having negative 
effects on the implementation of community organization tasks. For instance, it has been 
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identified a decline in the level of motivation of school teachers and medical personnel of the 
healthcare centres. At the same time, many young people who benefit from the SADR’s educa-
tion programmes and have the chance to obtain a university degree abroad, upon their return 
they find great difficulties to put into practice their acquired knowledge. The lack of job op-
portunities increases the level of frustration in this important segment of the population. 

Another phenomenon also occurring inside the camps is the entry of foreign currency sent 
home by Sahrawi emigrants working abroad or families who host Sahrawi children through the 
programme “Holidays in Peace”XVII. This influx of money, coupled with that coming from 
some recently started small businesses, is beginning to generate social inequality, which if not 
managed properly could lead to social conflict in the short and medium term. 

Besides, prolonged exposure to humanitarian aid programs is perpetuating the habit of  
receiving almost everything the population need to survive, which has a direct impact on the 
motivations to develop productive capacities in the camps. Over the decades, international 
intervention has been mainly focused on covering basic needs of refugees, concentrating almost 
exclusively on primary well-being aspects. As a consequence, a “culture of dependence” on ex-
ternally provided aid has developed, which implies not only that refugees give increasingly less 
value to aid received but also that the capacities and autonomy of refugees are negatively af-
fected. This situation is being detected by several aid donors, such as the Spanish Agency of 
Development Cooperation (AECID) and ECHOXVIII, who have timidly begun to work on 
mechanisms for a better aid coordination and for the introduction of development programs 
focused on local production. 

However, aid dependency in the camps has been constantly confronted by Sahrawi women. 
They have become active agents in the promotion of livelihood strategies, based on the convic-
tion that the high vulnerability of refugee population cannot be reduced by humanitarian aid 
exclusively (food supplies and medicine) if not accompanied by the promotion of processes of 
autonomous sustainable production programmes. In terms of international intervention, then, 
the challenge may be expressed as the need to “broaden from a “welfarist” focus to incorporate 
-and emphasize- the active role of women’s agency. No longer the passive recipients of welfare-
enhancing help, women are increasingly seen, by men as well as women, as active agents of 
change: the dynamic promoters of social transformations that can alter the lives of both women 
and men (Sen, 1999:189). 

Focusing on the situation of Sahrawi women and their contribution to the process of Local 
Human Development in the camps, we argue that women have been key active players in the 
enlargement of Sahrawi refugees’ capabilities. In particular, it is crucial to underline their ca-
pacity building efforts and leadership in sectors such as education and training, health, camp 
management and logistics, production, food distribution, and justice and social affairs. Sah-
rawi women, organized around the NUSW, have played a leading role in their community’s 
development rarely reached in other protracted refugee situations. This experience reflects the 
appropriateness of a notion of capacity enlargement which recognizes the centrality of the  
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collective dimension in human development (Morgan, 2006). This collective dimension is 
particularly relevant in reference to women’s agency, which tends to prioritise the search for 
collective responses to common problems instead of individualised solutions. 

However, Sahrawi women have not only helped improving and developing the capacities of the 
refugee population as a whole, but they have also worked on their own individual and collec-
tive empowerment. This process was facilitated by the prevalence of an Arab-Berber tradition 
that had historically valued and respected Sahrawi women’s autonomy and socio-economic 
influence. In this case, the importance of the traditional dimension shows the need for a great-
er knowledge and understanding of cultural and anthropology aspects on the part of humani-
tarian and development international actors (Voutira & Harrell-Bond, 1995), particularly for 
a better promotion of developmental value within the camps.

Added to cultural aspects, the outbreak of the conflict was a main determinant of the position 
of women in the Sahrawi society over the past three decades. As a consequence of the conflict, 
the assumption of important social and community responsibilities by women has been ac-
companied by political and public recognition of their role. At the same time, this has allowed 
for the development in the refugee camps of a well-organized women’s movement with the 
capacity to raise gender claims to the power structuresXIX. Linked to Rowlands’ (1995) notion 
of empowerment, Sahrawi women not only gained access to decision-making spaces in the 
camps, but also entered into a process of increasingly perceive themselves as capacitated and 
legitimated to occupy those spaces. To this purpose, the NUSW has situated at the core of its 
policy strategy the importance of education and training measures directed to women (VIDC, 
2006).

Despite their achievements, women also face important limitations which have made their 
daily struggle really difficult. In the first place, the conflict charged them with the responsibil-
ity to address new and urgent challenges in a hostile environment and with very scant  
resources. Besides, Sahrawi women faced the task of restructuring family and social life in the 
camps, assuming the loss of their relatives (parents, children, husbands, brothers) and under-
taking nation-building without time or space for the socialization of mourning. Their contri-
bution to local development in the camps, then, has not only been directed to the increase of 
material resources for refugees but also to the reconstruction and maintenance of family and 
social ties, which has turned to be fundamental in order to cope collectively in such extreme 
conditions of permanent refugee. As it is integrated in Sen’s capability approach, this social 
resilience becomes a central component of both human agency and empowerment (Sen, 1999).

Another limitation faced by Sahrawi women is that there are certain public spaces in which 
their participation has been more restricted, such as the government bodies of the SADR and 
the POLISARIO FrontXX. In particular, it is striking their limited presence in the area of Sah-
rawi Foreign Policy. Despite the outstanding projection of the NUSW in several international 
forums and women’s networks, there are still few women in the foreign policy section of the 
POLISARIO Front, and hardy ever we find a woman ambassador or delegated to regional 
governments. The training of new generations of women with university degrees and language 
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skills is contributing to reverse this situation and increase the number of women in those 
spaces. In fact, for women, the enlargement of their educational capacities is at the core of the 
empowerment process, which they link to the notion of “power to”, that is, the authority to 
make decisions, as well as the capacity to manage and resolve problems (Oxaal & Baden, 
1997). 

However, occupying more political decision-making spaces clearly remains a challenge for Sah-
rawi women’s movement. Related to the difficulties women encounter to enter certain posi-
tions in their society, a major and growing concern for them is the extent to which their present 
roles, responsibilities and rights will be respected in the future. Actually, after the cease-fire in 
1991, the military confrontations started to fall and men spent longer periods of time in the 
camps. With their return to the camps, men’s presence in decision-making bodies progres-
sively increased and the conflict over the scarce economic and social resources is becoming 
more evident now in gender terms.

Sahrawi women are conscious of the experience of other women in countries affected by con-
flict and emergency, in which any chance for a gender transformation towards a more equitable 
relationship between women and men disappeared as soon as the armed conflict ended.  
Women in the camps are now fulfilling crucial roles as teachers, doctors and nurses, adminis-
trators, managers and participants in daily social and political life that are beneficial not only 
to them but to the whole society. Thus, the variety of coping strategies developed by women 
go far beyond what is needed for survival, as they have become over the decades crucial stake-
holders of local development initiatives in the camps. The consequence, then, is that women 
are not to be considered just as “helpless victims” or a “vulnerable group”, as they frequently are 
in humanitarian and development discourses (Juliano, 1998), but active subjects in their refu-
gee community’s recovery and development, and thus fundamental agents to be promoted and 
supported. 

Even if the POLISARIO Front was from the start of the national liberation struggle a driver of 
training and participation for women, the question that finally arises is whether this decision 
was taken on the basis of the short-term needs or whether it was part of a sincere bid for a more 
egalitarian society. In any case, Sahrawi women do not seem willing to hand over their rights 
and accept a reversal of their actual position in society, neither during their stay in refuge nor 
in a future return to the Western Sahara territory. Much on the contrary, above all they main-
tain a strong will to hold on to their so costly gained social, economic and political achieve-
ments.
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Notes

I. This work has been done in the framework of the Research Group on Human Security and 
Local Human Development of HEGOA-Institute of Development and International 
Cooperation Studies, at the University of the Basque Country (http://www.hegoa.ehu.es). 
The contents of this paper are part of an ongoing research which combines the examination 
of the selected bibliography with first hand information collected during field work in the 
Sahrawi refugee camps in Tindouf, Algeria (2007, 2008).

II. Following Oxaal and Baden (1997), power can operate in diverse ways: a) Power over: it 
implies a domination/subordination relation which is based on socially sanctioned threats of 
violence and intimation; b) Power to: it is linked to the authority to make decisions, as well 
as the capacity to manage and resolve problems; c) Power with: it implies the organization of 
people with a common purpose or to reach collective objectives; and d) Power within: it 
refers to self-confidence and individual consciousness and assertiveness; it is also linked to 
the capacity of individuals to recognize -through analysis- their own experience about how 
power operates in their lives, and to gain the confidence to act with the aim of influencing 
and changing this circumstance.

III. Livelihood has been defined as the “control that an individual, a family or any other social 
group has of an income and/or a set of resources that may be used or exchanged to satisfy 
their needs. This may range over information, cultural acknowledgment, social networks, 
legal rights as well as physical resources, such as land or tools” (Blaikie et all, cited in Pérez de 
Armiño, 2001: 584).

IV. The case of the Western Sahara has been defined as a clear example of protracted refuge by 
the United Nations High Commission for Refugees and the World Food Programme. See: 
Acute Malnutrition in Protracted Refugee Situations: A Global Strategy (WFP & UNHCR, 
2006).

V. The basic foundations for these agreements were: transfer of the Western Sahara 
administration to Morocco and Mauritania; Spain’s departure from the territory on the 
agreed date; and respect for the Sahrawi people’s will by means of the Yemaa or Parliament. It 
is important to specify that Spain transferred the administration of the territory but not its 
sovereignty. Western Sahara remains one of the non-autonomous United Nations territories; 
a Spanish colonial territory still to be decolonized.

VI. Administrative division or province named after the major cities on the Western Sahara.
VII. Camp communities or municipalities named after towns or cities of the Western Sahara.
VIII. Between 1980 and 1987 Morocco built in the Western Sahara territory a large defensive wall 

known as the Berm, which was mined and reinforced with barbed wire, observation posts 
and sophisticated alarm systems. The Berm enclosed the entire population of the main 
Western Saharan centres, as well as the territory’s rich phosphate deposits. In the West side of 
the wall, the occupied territory remained under Moroccan domain after the defensive wall 
was built, and the liberated territories are those managed by the POLISARIO Front, which 
lie to the East of the wall.

IX. Cuts in the mount of Humanitarian Assistance were recognized by the United Nations High 
Commissioner for Refugees, Antonio Guterres, during his visit to the refugee camps in 
September 2009. (See official website of UNHCR: www.unhcr.org).
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X. In Argelia, for example, many women participated actively in the National Liberation Front 
(FLN) during the independence war on France. However, once independence was achieved, 
they suffered a regression in their situation due to political, social and religious pressures. 
They were forced back into their traditional roles prior to the nationalist revolution; they 
were excluded from the public space and promises such as the massive schooling for girls and 
women’s right to work and to perceive an equal salary in the same conditions as men were 
never become a reality. Many women experienced this postconflict regression as a betrayal on 
the part of the Algerian liberation movement (Kutschera, 1996). 

XI. The concept of matrilineality shows a way of adscription to the linage which is especially 
favourable to women: ethnic ownership is assigned to the family of the mother, therefore 
control over women’s sexuality that is typical of patrilineal societies lose all its sense. The 
matrilocality implies that just married couples go living with the wife’s family, or at least 
nearby, which implies that she can count on the support of her family group and thus the 
husband’s power over her declines.

XII. Given that many of the men were fighting, at the time women in the camps comprised an 
estimated 80 per cent of the adult population (Firebrace, 1992: 181).

XIII. There is not an official census about the refugee population in Tindouf, thus different 
agencies offer their own and disparate estimates. While the UNCHR and WFP recognise a 
number of 116.530 refugees (2009), other sources such as the CIA’s World Factbook rise the 
number of estimated refugees as to 405.210 (including soldiers and nomads living in the so 
called “liberated territories”).

XIV. Typical Sahrawi dress.
XV. The region of the Argelian Hammada in Tindouf may be one of the least hospitable places in 

the world. The harsh climate and desert, with daytime temperatures that can reach 60ºC in 
the summer and gusts of the sirocco with speeds of almost 100 kilometres per hour cause 
dusty and dry conditions that disrupt normal life very often. The enormous variation in 
temperature between night and day conditions the type and amount of food and water 
people need to survive. (For an extended description of life conditions in the Hammada, see 
Firebrace, 1992).

XVI. Rabuni is the core operation centre of the SADR. It is located approximately 20 kilometres 
from the camps and is headquarter for all the different ministries. In this centre were built 
both the National Hospital, which has more technical and professional resources than the 
rest of the hospitals in the wilayas, and the Military Hospital for those wounded during the 
war.

XVII. This programme allows Sahrawi children spending summer time outside the harsh living 
conditions of the refugee camps. During three months these children are hosted by families, 
mainly in Spain and Italy.

XVIII. The need for greater aid coordination is one of the main conclusions of the evaluation 
report prepared for ECHO by DARA International (DARA, 2009). The same is also stated 
in the Country Strategy document of the Spanish Agency of Development Cooperation 
(AECID, 2005).

XIX. One of the major achievements of the NUWS has been the promotion of law reforms to 
protect women’s rights. A notorious example is the Marriage Law, one of the most advanced 
in a Muslim society.

XX. The Saharawi Parliament ensures a participation of at least 30 per cent of women. Besides, 
there are two women ministers, and many other women in charges of responsibilities such as 
State Secretariats or rulers of the wilayas.
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