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Introduction

The Western Sahara is a land of paradoxes: simultaneously sparsely populated and
home to cities whose stories ripple out beyond their windswept streets into the politics
and dreams of North Africa and the world. Its seemingly endless desert hides a
tapestry of human settlement—cities and towns shaped as much by the harsh climate
as by centuries of history, colonial ambitions, and modern geopolitics. For most,
“Western Sahara” might conjure images of sand and silence. But the cities of the
region, from the bustling port of Dakhla to the spiritual enclave of Smara, add a
human dimension to this contested land, blending tradition, modernity, and resilience.

To understand the cities of Western Sahara is to explore more than just urban
geography or architecture; it requires delving into the powerful currents of history and
politics that have defined and redefined these settlements. Spanish colonizers forged
the first modern city layouts, yet these cities rest on much older routes and meeting
points, from ancient Sahrawi encampments at desert crossings to missionary and
trading hubs whose influence extended across the Sahara. In the decades since
Spain’s departure in 1975, Western Sahara’s urban map has been redrawn, with new
investments, settlements, and even entire communities-in-exile emerging, influenced
strongly by the ongoing dispute between Morocco and the Sahrawi Arab Democratic
Republic (SADR), led by the Polisario Front.

Urban life in Western Sahara is inseparable from questions of identity, belonging, and
adaptation. The influx of Moroccan settlers, government-driven urban projects, and
the growth of strategic sectors like mining and fishing have altered the rhythms and
appearance of the cities, particularly in Laayoune and Dakhla. At the same time,
indigenous Sahrawi ways of life—centered on oral tradition, hospitality, and the desert
landscape—persist and blend with new influences, producing a city culture that is
uniquely Saharan. Even the refugee camps across the border in Algeria, while lacking
many of the trappings of conventional cities, exhibit remarkable organization, vitality,
and social cohesion.

For visitors, the cities of Western Sahara present a compelling invitation: to witness
how urban centers thrive under the weight of uncertainty and the promise of
possibility. The paved roads stretching across sand dunes, the vibrant markets
echoing with Hassaniya and Moroccan Arabic, the port facilities built to export the
bounty of the ocean and the desert—each reveal a region in a state of ongoing
transformation. These cities act as crossroads both literal and symbolic, connecting
Africa and Europe, Sahara and Atlantic, past and future.

This book aims to serve both as a historical account and as a practical guide for those
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wishing to understand and perhaps visit the great cities of Western Sahara. It covers
not only the major Moroccan-administered cities but also the overlooked towns,
mining settlements, and the de facto urban enclaves in the Sahrawi refugee camps of
Algeria. The economic, cultural, and social life of each center is explored, alongside
the intricate realities of administration and identity that define the territory today.

Above all, the story of Western Sahara’s cities is ongoing, shaped each day by the
hopes of their residents and the currents of regional politics. Whether you are a
traveler, a student of history, or merely curious about one of Africa’s last major
colonial questions, the journey through the cities of Western Sahara is as rich and
complex as the desert itself.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Land and Borders of Western
Sahara

Western Sahara, a vast and enigmatic territory tucked away in the northwest corner of
Africa, presents a striking tableau of raw, untamed beauty. Bordered by the mighty
Atlantic Ocean to the west, its coastline stretches for over 1,110 kilometers, offering a
stark contrast of arid desert meeting endless blue. To the north, it shares a lengthy
border with Morocco, a boundary that is both geographical and deeply political. Algeria
lies to its northeast, while Mauritania frames its eastern and southern flanks,
completing the quartet of nations that share a stake, directly or indirectly, in this
captivating land.

This region, roughly the size of the United Kingdom, is predominantly an arid to semi-
arid expanse. Imagine an artist’s palette dominated by shades of ochre, burnt sienna,
and muted gold, stretching as far as the eye can see. This is the Sahara Desert in its
purest form—a landscape of sweeping sand dunes, rocky plateaus known as
hammadas, and gravelly plains called regs. It’s a place where the wind is a constant
sculptor, forever reshaping the dunes and whispering ancient tales across the desolate
plains.

Despite its formidable appearance, the land is not entirely homogenous. The coastal
areas, particularly around the Dakhla Peninsula, benefit from the moderating influence
of the Atlantic. Here, morning mists and fogs, known locally as garas, provide a touch
of moisture, sustaining a unique, albeit sparse, coastal ecosystem. This oceanic
embrace results in milder temperatures along the coast compared to the scorching
interior, a subtle but significant difference that has historically influenced settlement
patterns and continues to shape modern urban development.

Venturing inland, the true character of the Sahara asserts itself. Daytime
temperatures can soar, especially during the long summer months, making human
habitation a testament to resilience and ingenuity. Nights, however, can bring a
surprising chill, a stark reminder of the desert’s extreme thermal swings. Rainfall is a
rare and precious commodity, often arriving in unpredictable deluges that quickly
transform dry wadis (riverbeds) into temporary torrents before sinking back into the
thirsty earth. These ephemeral water sources, though fleeting, have historically been
vital for nomadic communities and the sparse desert flora.

The topography of Western Sahara is generally low-lying, with elevations rarely

exceeding 400 meters. The land gently slopes from the interior towards the Atlantic.
Scattered throughout this vastness are isolated hills and low mountain ranges,
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remnants of ancient geological forces, offering occasional breaks in the seemingly
endless horizon. These elevated areas sometimes harbor pockets of slightly richer
biodiversity, providing crucial grazing for nomadic herds.

The most prominent geographical feature, besides the vast desert itself, is the Sakia El
Hamra riverbed, which gives its name to one of the administrative regions. While
usually dry, this wadi system once played a more active role in supporting life in the
northern reaches of the territory, even contributing to the historical significance of
cities like Laayoune. The concept of "rivers" in the Sahara is often a study in absence,
with the power of water more evident in its ancient erosive work than in its present
flow.

The coastline, a dynamic frontier where land and sea converge, is characterized by
sandy beaches, rocky outcrops, and occasional cliffs. This interface is not just visually
stunning; it's also an area of significant economic activity, primarily fishing. The rich
upwelling currents of the Atlantic bring nutrient-laden waters to the surface,
supporting a remarkably diverse and abundant marine life. This natural bounty has
been a magnet for human settlement for centuries, long before modern fishing fleets
plied these waters.

The borders of Western Sahara are more than just lines on a map; they are deeply
entwined with the territory's complex political status. The northern border with
Morocco, stretching across desert and some more fertile areas, is a heavily
demarcated and often militarized zone, reflecting Morocco's claim of sovereignty over
the territory. This border has seen significant infrastructure development by Morocco,
aimed at integrating the region into its national framework.

To the northeast, the border with Algeria traverses some of the most desolate and
uninhabited stretches of the Sahara. While less physically defined than the Moroccan
border, it holds immense political significance. It is along this frontier, within Algerian
territory, that the Sahrawi refugee camps are located, effectively forming de facto
urban centers for a significant portion of the Sahrawi population. This border,
therefore, represents a crucial divide, separating those living under Moroccan
administration from those living under the aegis of the Polisario Front.

The eastern and southern borders with Mauritania are similarly remote and largely
undefined by natural features, instead relying on colonial-era demarcations. These
stretches of the border are less populated and are often crossed by nomadic
pastoralists, whose traditional movements predate modern national boundaries.
However, even in these remote areas, the presence of border posts and military
outposts underscores the contemporary political realities of the region.

Understanding the geography of Western Sahara is fundamental to comprehending
the genesis and evolution of its cities. The scarcity of water dictated where early

Sample from MixCache.com - The Online eBook Marketplace



SHARING STRICTLY PROHIBITED - For personal use of the licensed account only - See MixCache.com Terms of Use.

settlements could thrive, typically around oases or along wadis that offered some
hope of moisture. The Atlantic coast, with its marine resources, provided another axis
for human activity. Even today, the distribution and economic activities of cities like
Laayoune and Dakhla are intrinsically linked to their environmental
settings—proximity to the ocean for fishing, or to specific geological deposits like
phosphates for mining.

The sheer scale of the desert also means that distances between urban centers can be
vast, making infrastructure development a considerable challenge. The construction of
roads, airports, and communication networks across this expansive terrain represents
a significant undertaking, vital for connecting the cities and facilitating their growth.
These links are not merely practical; they are symbolic of the efforts to integrate and
develop the territory, whether by Moroccan administration or by the communities in
exile.

Beyond the physical boundaries, the land itself exerts a powerful influence on the
culture and lifestyle of its inhabitants. The Sahrawi people, with their deep nomadic
roots, have an intimate knowledge and profound respect for the desert. Their
traditions, oral histories, and even their music often reflect the vastness, the
challenges, and the stark beauty of their environment. Even in modern urban settings,
this desert ethos often remains palpable.

In essence, Western Sahara is a land defined by its extremes: extreme aridity,
extreme temperatures, and extreme political complexities. Yet, within this demanding
environment, human ingenuity has found ways to thrive, to build, and to create
communities. The cities and towns that dot this landscape are not merely dots on a
map; they are testaments to human perseverance, adapting to and shaping a
challenging environment, while constantly navigating the unresolved questions of
their identity and future. Their stories are etched into the very fabric of the land, as
enduring as the desert winds.
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