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The Effects of the Moroccan Advanced Regionalization Process in Western Sahara 
 
__________________________________________ 

 
ÁNGELA SUÁREZ COLLADO 

UNIVERSITY OF DUISBURG-ESSEN 
 

RAQUEL OJEDA GARCÍA 
UNIVERSITY OF GRANADA 

 

Abstract: In January 2010 the king Mohammed VI set up a new phase on 
the Moroccan regional policy with the creation of the Consultative 
Commission on Regionalism (CCR), entrusted with the task of drawing up a 
new regionalization model. The aim of reinforcing the Moroccan conflict-
solution strategy of autonomy for the Western Sahara was one of the 
reasons behind the promotion of this regional reform. This article explores 
the potential impacts of the advanced regionalization law in the current 
situation of the Western Sahara conflict, analyzing to what extend the 
CCR's reform gives autonomy to the territory in conflict as well as other 
parallel political measures adopted by the Moroccan state. 
 

1. Introduction 

On 3 January 2010, in a speech to the nation King Mohammed VI announced the 

creation of the Consultative Committee on Regionalization (CCR), entrusted with the task 

of preparing a new regionalization project. The initiative was part of the decentralization 

process initiated in the mid-seventies and was considered to be the third phase of the state 

regionalization policy, as well as the Moroccan regime’s response to international pressures 

about the stalemate in the Western Sahara dossier. 

The Project of Advanced Regionalization was presented in March 2011 when 

popular protests had already erupted in Morocco. During that period, most of the political 

actors involved in the mobilization had oriented their concerns towards specific issues such 

as corruption and the deficit in democracy. That shift in focus contributed to the project of 

regionalization being demoted on the political agenda, especially after the adoption of a 

new constitution in July 2011 and the holding of legislative elections in November 2011. 

From that time onwards, the regional reform has gone down different paths in the national 

political realm. On the one hand, the project’s legislative development and implementation 

have been blocked for almost four years in Parliament, while on the other hand, the state’s 

policies towards Western Sahara have continued and new complementary measures have 

been adopted. Consequently, the way in which the regional reform has been implemented 

suggests that the Consultative Committee on Regionalization has been mainly considered 
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by the Moroccan state as a means to stall further negotiations on the Western Sahara 

conflict. This article explores the impact that the advanced regionalization project could 

have on the resolution of the Western Sahara dispute. To that end, the article analyzes the 

Moroccan resolution proposal in the frame of the advanced regionalization project from a 

twofold perspective: on one side, the decentralization proposed by the CCR is studied in 

comparison with previous regional plans and political reforms, mainly the 1997 

Regionalization Law, the 2011 Constitution and the Autonomy Plan of Western Sahara, to 

evaluate to what extent the CCR’s blueprint gives autonomy to the territory in conflict; on 

the other side, the role played by the CCR is scrutinized within the broader framework of 

Morocco’s policy toward Western Sahara, exploring how regionalization reform interacts 

and/or overlaps with the other political measures adopted by the state to strengthen and 

normalize its position over the territory.  

The paper is divided into three sections. The first provides the general context in 

which the regional reform commenced and passed through the Moroccan political scene, 

from the creation of the CCR to the publication of its report. The second section compares 

the CCR’s proposal with previous laws and reforms, with particular focus on 

decentralization and regionalization, in order to evaluate the effective degree of autonomy 

given to the regions in the advanced regionalization project using a model for policy 

analysis based on six criteria: democratization; human and fiscal resources; good 

governance and agencification, that is, the presence and role of ad hoc agencies for public 

governance; transfer of power from state to regions; tutelle, that is, state supervision of 

regional affairs and management; and regional division. The final section examines the 

advanced regionalization project in relation to other measures and initiatives which are also 

part of the Moroccan policy towards the Western Sahara, paying special attention to the 

Economic, Social and Environmental Council’s (ESEC) proposal for a new development 

model for the Kingdom’s “Southern Provinces,” as Morocco calls the territory in conflict, 

and the role of the Royal Advisory Council for Saharan Affairs (CORCAS) in the 

integration of Saharan elites.  

 

Regional Reform in Morocco: From Exaltation to Oblivion 

In a speech to the nation on 3 January 2010, King Mohammed VI announced the 

creation of the CCR with the objective of entrusting this organ with the task of preparing a 

project that would lay the foundations for a future plan of decentralization (see Benyahya 

63, Yaagoubi 12). He asked the Committee to set a model of advanced regionalization for 
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all of the country’s regions, based on four fundamental aspects: a strong commitment to 

the nation’s sacred and immutable values (the unity of the state, of the nation and of the 

territory); the principle of solidarity; a balanced distribution of resources between powers 

and local authorities, central government and the institutions concerned; and the adoption 

of an extensive devolution within the framework of an efficient territorial governance 

system based on harmony and convergence.1 

This initiative must be considered as the third phase of the Moroccan 

decentralization process initiated in the mid-seventies (Osman 101-05). The region 

appeared for the first time in 1971 as the means to respond to the country’s needs 

regarding development and growth. That regional model turned out to be economically 

inefficient, but very politically useful for controlling peripheral dynamics through the 

renewal of local elite networks. It was not until the mid-nineties that the region received 

legal recognition as a territorial collectivity in the 1992 constitutional reform. The second 

regional reform was part of the 1996 constitutional revision and 1997 regional law, which 

established sixteen regions with a weak capacity for legislative initiative and a limited 

number of powers. Another important element of the 1997 law was regional decoupage, 

explicitly delimited with the idea of breaking the country’s old cultural, historical, linguistic 

and tribal identities. In both regionalization processes, Moroccan regional policy was 

defined more by the development of a policy of deconcentration than by a decentralization 

policy of power,2 because of the limited transfer of human and financial resources from the 

state to the regions. The dominant idea in both models was the necessity of a centralized 

state to ensure the maintenance of political control and the country’s territorial integrity, 

cohesion and homogeneity, to the detriment of the region, which was left without political 

and economic power (see Ojeda 25-28). 

Following the official discourse, regionalization had to be considered part of the 

institutional reform initiated by the Monarch after ascending to the throne, in which good 

governance was the main objective, “the key to democracy and development,”3 which had to be 

achieved through different transformations: reform of the judiciary, advanced 

regionalization, extensive devolution and a new social charter.4 The need to implement 

these wide-ranging reforms, announced on different occasions by the Palace, was 

connected to both foreign and domestic pressures: in the international arena, the European 

Union requirements imposed on Morocco in the framework of the European Proximity 

Policy, the 2007-2013 EU-Morocco Action Plan and the Advanced Status agreements (see 

Fernández Molina and Bustos 8-9); and in the national arena, the pressures emerging from 
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the need to find a solution to the question of Western Sahara (see Ben-Meir 93, and Zoubir 

162), to provide a political framework where the proposal of an Moroccan Autonomy Plan 

could be credible and admissible (see Kausch 1), and to find a solution to two other major 

problems in the system: its inability to reproduce new elites to replace the traditional ones 

and the discrediting of the institutional political sphere (see Tozy 6). 

The creation of the CCR generated intensive activity among institutional and non-

institutional political and social actors. As in the seventies and nineties, political parties and 

important sectors of civil society attributed a democratizing power to the regionalization 

process. That expectancy provoked a significant number of activities and debates all 

around the country focused on this question, and contributed to the reform of the 

Moroccan regional system being considered the greatest political project of Mohammed 

VI’s reign. In fact, the King himself had encouraged the participation of social and political 

forces among the Moroccan population as a whole, and he had asked the CCR to take their 

proposals into consideration. Over the fourteen months the CCR spent doing its work, 

several social and political actors, such as political parties, trade unions and associations, 

governmental institutions, such as governmental offices, control agencies, national 

development agencies and other national institutions, as well as different international 

organizations, forwarded a total of 124 written and oral proposals to the Commission.  

However, public attention to the reform decreased once uprisings erupted in North 

Africa and spread to Morocco, despite the fact that on 9 March 2011, two weeks after the 

first demonstrations, Mohammed VI again placed the regional reform on the political 

agenda, proclaiming the creation of an Advisory Committee for Constitutional Reform 

(CCRC). Meanwhile the King’s announcement was seen in Morocco and abroad as a 

strategic response to pre-empt a popular uprising in the country promising reform from the 

top; for him it was simply continuing the implementation of his regionalization plan (see 

Ottaway 2). Notwithstanding, the CCRC and the constitutional reform focused the 

attention of political parties, organizations, associations, institutions and citizens on other 

issues such as the role of the monarchy, the separation of powers and the independence of 

the judiciary. At that time, democratization was more important than decentralization for 

them. Thus, from that moment on, regionalization and decentralization became residual 

demands, and only the Monarchy kept the regionalization process at the center of its 

concerns. 
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2. Analysis of the Project of Advanced Regionalization: Real Autonomy for the 

Regions or Just “More of the Same”? 

The final report from the CCR comprises five books in which the Commission 

presents its proposal. From its first pages, it is clear that the effort undertaken by the 

Commission was faithful to the “great values and principles” outlined in the various 

speeches by Mohammed VI and the Monarch’s main guidelines.  In general, it is 

noteworthy that despite the project’s aims to construct regions with an “essence of 

democracy,” regions are excluded from having any real political power, as was the case in 

the 1997 regional law. In this vein, the CCR focused the advanced regional project on the 

promotion of integrated and sustainable development, which is to say that the powers of 

the regions remain circumscribed within the economic and social spheres in its proposal. 

Thus, sovereignty, territorial integrity and political, legislative and judicial unity are not 

challenged by the CCR, and all of them remain under the supervision of the King, the 

supreme representative of the nation.  

In the following subsections, the advanced regionalization project is analyzed 

following six main criteria identified to evaluate the real degree of autonomy given to the 

regions: democratization; human and fiscal resources; good governance and agencification; 

the transfer of power from the state to regions; tutelle; and regional division. To assess 

them, the latest project is analyzed against the previous regional model, the 1997 regional 

law, the Moroccan project of autonomy for Western Sahara (2007) and the provisions on 

regionalization in the 2011 Constitution.  

 

2.1 Democratization of the Regions 

Regarding the first criteria, regional democracy has been articulated using three 

mechanisms: improvement of representation and legitimacy, greater access of women to 

elected posts, and the articulation of mechanisms that improve citizen participation, both in 

civil society and in the private sector. The election of the regional council is to be 

undertaken by employing the principles of direct universal suffrage. The members of the 

council have a voice and a vote, while the participation of other members in the council is 

permitted only with the right to a “consultative voice.” This latter category is composed of 

members of Parliament who are chosen in the constituencies of the region, presidents of 

the Chambers of Commerce (organized at regional level), and trade unions with 

representation in Morocco’s second Chamber of Parliament.  
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The document produced by the European Council on regional autonomy supports 

the need to create common links between the organs of regional representation and those 

of the state. The 2011 constitution maintains a three-fifths representation for the territorial 

collectives. According to Article 63, the three-fifths are distributed in proportion to their 

respective populations, and by employing the criteria of equity among the regions. Of these 

three-fifths, a third part is reserved for the regions. The regional councils choose their 

representatives from among their members. Two thirds are chosen through an electoral 

college constituted at regional level by the members of the municipal, provincial and 

prefectoral councils.  

In the advanced regionalization project, to guarantee the greatest representation and 

transparency for the electors, the report recommends using proportional formulas. The 

influence of the French model to represent the territorial administration can be observed in 

the “prudent” limitation of the accumulation of mandates.  Despite this, the Commission 

supports the joint holding of elections to the regional and municipal councils (the two that 

are to be elected by direct universal suffrage), proposing that a person not be member of 

the regional, provincial and municipality councils at the same time (Book I. 12). 

In this area of reinforcing democratic management, the Commission grants the 

power of action to the president of the regional council to the detriment of the 

wali. However, what is most notable about this proposal is that the symbols of the 

presence of the state in the territory do not stop in the regional sphere, but also descend to 

the level of the prefectures and provinces.  

 

2.2 Improvements in the Sphere of Power  

The principle of subsidiarity (as put forward in the Council of Europe’s document on 

regional autonomy) is applicable in the relations between the state and the regions. Matters 

of economic, social, cultural, and environmental development, where each sphere of power 

(e.g., water, energy, transport) can be shared between the state and the territorial 

collectives, are a good example for the application of the principal of subsidiarity (Book I, 

14). Through the enactment of a law, the transfer of responsibilities and specific tasks from 

the state to the regions, or to other territorial collectivities, can be regulated. This can take 

place under a mechanism of contractualization and with a commitment to transfer 

resources and the corresponding means as well.    

Despite increased responsibility for the prefectures and provinces, and the fact that 

there is no hierarchical relationship between the territorial collectives, the role of the 
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regional council is preeminent over the other councils of other collectives regarding 

regional development programs. In this same vein, the role of the regional council has 

improved in relation to joint actions between the state and the territorial collectives. Thus, 

it is expected that the regional council will contribute to the implementation of programs 

for infrastructure and equipment with the aim of improving the region’s economic 

attractiveness, and to social habitat programs as well as to the development of the rural 

world and the support for populations in precarious situations (Book I, 15). 

The regional council is reinforced in the sphere of international cooperation because 

it would be permitted to collaborate with local councils in other countries and international 

organisms (such as NGOs) to promote economic, social, cultural and environmental 

development in the region. The proposals for advanced regions also include new powers in 

the sphere of research and technological innovation, with the aim of opening up 

universities to their regions and improving their relations with society.  

In sum, the spheres of power for the new regions are: economic and social 

development (this includes a social and economic development plan; a procedure to 

organize the territory; an urban development plan; the economic and social development of 

the rural world; and the promotion of investment and employment); water, energy, 

environment, education, training, culture, and health; infrastructure and equipment works; 

social habitat; sub-regional equality, and sport. When wielding practically all of these 

powers, the regions must act in coordination with the State and with the prefectures and 

provinces.  

 

2.3 Local Fiscal System and Interregional Solidarity 

The advanced regionalization project aims to ensure that the main work of the 

regional councils is focused on regional development. The severe deficits that Morocco 

suffers in human capital act as the point of departure for this agreement, and thus two 

distinct funds are planned to improve the social level of the population and to promote 

regional solidarity.  

The proposal for advanced regionalization starts with a plea for the optimization of 

financial resources, and forecasts the creation of new regional rates that are adapted to the 

specificities of each region. The goal is not to increase the tax burden (currently at 26 

percent in Morocco), but rather to ensure that payment falls on the users of large 

infrastructures (such as airports and large train stations).   
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The resources for regional council loans continue to be in the hands of the Municipal 

Equipment Fund, with the participation of private banks (Book I, 18). However, the 

Commission proposes that transfers from the State to the regions be larger, and that the 

regions be more involved in the management of their own regional affairs. It should be 

emphasized that the financial capacity of the regions since 1997 has been very poor. Total 

state income sent to local collectives in 2009, for example, was distributed in the following 

way: 49 percent went to urban areas, 25 percent to the rural communes, 19 percent to the 

provinces and prefectures, and only 7 percent to the regions; that is, 0.7 percent of the total 

global income of the state. Expenditure on human resources in the regions represents no 

more than 5 percent of the total; while social and economic spending–around 10 percent of 

the total–is not seen as a priority either. Therefore, it is clear that resources to the regions 

have been insufficient since 1997. This is why the project presents some specific proposals: 

recovery from 1 to 5 percent of the respective parts of the products of the tax on societies 

and the tax on income; distribution in equal parts between the state and regional councils 

to benefit from the rights of number plate fees and special annual rates on vehicles; the 

eligibility of the regions to benefit from Value Added Tax as investments (Book I, 18). 

Finally, one innovative aspect of the project is a ‘finance and multi-annual law’ that 

requires different ministries to provide financial breakdowns by region, so that the public 

credits that go to each region are clear. The same requirement is also proposed for public 

organisms.    

 

2.4 Good Governance and Agencification 

Within the general tendency to improve public management, good governance is the 

concept that has “lasted the longest” in political speech and has managed to gain the most 

support among experts and public decision makers. Good governance has been defined as 

“the management of public issues in an efficient and effective way,” but above all it 

includes awareness of citizen’s demands. The advanced regionalization project proposes 

the creation of an agency, under the control of the regional council that will be responsible 

for supporting the technical plan, and the initiation of investment projects. The Regional 

Projects Agency is presented as a legal organism with financial and management autonomy 

(Book I, 20). 

Therefore, the ‘new tendencies in public management’ include a step further towards 

the hollowing out of the state, with the option of “emptying the content and action of 

public administrations,” always under the presumption of inefficiency, and the creation of 
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other ad hoc organisms. The agencification of public management offers a series of 

advantages (e.g., the reduction of bureaucratic inertia, the improvement of procedures, a 

reduction in processes and their periods of resolution, etc.). But, on the other hand, it 

carries with it certain risks. Agencification can lead to a duplication of structures, 

overlapping responsibilities, and an open door to the maintenance of clientelistic networks.  

Despite clear support for the creation of an agency that is responsible for carrying 

out development policies, part of the report is also dedicated to supporting and improving 

regional public administrations. This is because one of the ongoing criticisms of the 1997 

plan for the regions was the lack of human resources and material means to implement the 

region’s responsibilities, even when the seat of the regional council was, in many cases, 

located in the same space as the offices of the governor of the province or prefecture.   

 

2.5 Control of the State and Guardianship 

One of the criticisms of the process of decentralization, and of regionalization in 

general, started with the constitutional reform of 1996, with the exercise of a priori 

guardianship. Despite this complaint, guardianship is maintained in the advanced 

regionalization project with the only difference being that it conditions the management 

carried out by each region to leave greater autonomy to the regional governments. The 

proposal supports both a reduction in the deadlines and the powers submitted to 

guardianship by the state. The text proposes that if the response of the state is negative, 

regional counselors should be able to activate their right to appeal to the competent 

tribunals or arbitration of the minister concerned or the Prime Minister. However, despite 

declarations that state control will be reduced, the project alludes expressly to the need for 

prior approval of the regional council’s meeting agendas as well as that of the budget. The 

deliberations over the development plans are also included as requiring the prior approval 

of the state. Finally, the reduction in the exercise of guardianship of the state goes hand in 

hand with greater judicial control and management evaluation of the decisions and acts of 

the regional council (Book I, 23). 

 

2.6 Regional Division 

It is common for different aspects and elements for the design of the new regions to 

provoke debates and confrontation, but the thorniest issue, and the one that represents the 

biggest challenge, is regional division (Rousset 4). This point is also acknowledged in the 

advanced regionalization project. However, the CCR is ‘faithful to the Royal line’ and 
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affirms that in Morocco there is neither regional tradition nor, much less, political 

regionalism. Morocco is characterized by a territorial structure that is: “unified and of a 

high level of integration under the aegis of a monarchy in symbiosis with its people.” 

Following this latter statement, an “advanced region” cannot be more than an institutional 

and functional structure. The rules established by the CCR for the territorial division are 

based on: efficiency, building on what already exists (such as the provincial division), 

homogeneity, functionality, accessibility and proximity, proportionality and balance (Book 

I, 31-32). Under these criteria, the number of regions falls in its proposal from 16 to 12. 

The territory in dispute that is demanding self-determination, the Western Sahara, is 

included as part of the Moroccan State and is articulated around three regions. Great effort 

has been made in the CCR document to justify and explain the new division and the 

criteria used for it. However, in the anticipated Moroccan regions that structure the 

territory of the Western Sahara, less effort is dedicated to establishing the criteria followed 

by the grouping of these provinces, or the incorporation of these provinces into the south 

of Morocco with the provinces of the territory of the Western Sahara.  

The regions of Western Sahara are those with the lowest population, although they 

do have a higher urban population (around 70percent, in contrast to a total average of 

57percent)  (Book I, 37-38). On the other hand, these regions are formed by a lower 

number of provinces and communes but nonetheless have had the greatest number of 

resources transferred from the State per inhabitant (Book III, 135).  

Considering this assessment, what follows is a table that seeks to evaluate the degree 

of autonomy conceded to the regions, using the criteria employed above and making 

comparisons with the regions in the 1997 Moroccan Autonomy Plan for Western Sahara, 

the advanced regionalization project and the 2011 constitutional text. Each one of the 

criteria forms the fundamental elements of the “skeleton” of regional autonomy. The aim is 

to try to reach some conclusions about the degree of autonomy of the regions in Morocco 

and to establish whether or not there is a significant difference between the CCR proposal 

for advanced regionalization and the previous model. The sources for this table have been 

drawn from regulatory and academic documents. 

 

Table 1. Results of the comparative analysis of regional autonomy in different 

regional and constitutional reforms (1997-2011)  
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CRITERIA* SUBCRITERIA 

R
E

G
IO

N
A

LIS

A
T

IO
N

 1997 

A
D

V
A

N
C

E
D

 

R
E

G
IO

N
A

LIS

A
T

IO
N

  2011 

C
O

N
ST

IT
U

T
I

O
N

 2011 

A
U

T
O

N
O

M
Y

 

PLA
N

 
FO

R
 

W
E

ST
E

R
N

 

SA
H

A
R

A
 2007 

1.- POWERS 

1.1. Responsibilities of an 

economic, social and 

cultural character  

X    

1.2 Promotion of 

employment, professional 

training, sport, environment 

and social solidarity 

 X X  

1.3 Responsibilities of a 

political, economic, social, 

cultural and environmental 

character 

   X 

2.- TYPE OF 

ELECTION 

 

2.1 Indirect election X   X 

2.2 Direct election  X X X 

3.- TYPE OF 

REPRESENTAT

ION WITHIN 

THE COUNCIL 

 

3.1 Representation of 

associations and 

professional chambers as 

well as trade unions within 

the council  

X    

3.2 Without collective 

representation of 

professionals and trade 

unions  

 X X  

4.- THE ROLE 

OF THE 

PRESIDENT OF 

4.1 The wali implements the 

decisions adopted by the 

regional council   

X    
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THE 

REGIONAL 

COUNCIL AND 

THEIR 

EXECUTIVE 

CAPACITY  

4.2 Executive function of 

the decisions of the regional 

council  

 X X 

X 

 

 

 

5.- 

GUARDIANSHI

P 

5.1 Control a priori over 

decisions and acts 
X    

5.2 Reduction in the number 

of powers and the deadlines 

for prior approval on behalf 

of the State   

 X X  

5.3 Control of legality a 

posterior 
   X 

6.- CRITERIA 

OF THE 

ADMINISTRATI

VE DIVISIONS 

 

6.1 Criteria that obviate the 

existence of cultural, 

historical and linguistic 

differences   

X X   

6.2 Criteria of functionality 

and rationality 
 X X  

6.3 Criteria that do not 

question the unity of the 

state but that acknowledge 

the existence of cultural, 

historic and linguistic 

differences    

   

 

 

X 

7.- LOCAL TAX 

SYSTEM 

7.1. Without resources or 

previously forecast state 

transfers 

    

7.2 Own resources and 

transfers from the State  
X X X X 

8.- EXISTENCE 

OF PARTIES OF 

8.1 Parties only from the 

national sphere  
X X X X (?) 
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REGIONAL 

IDENTITY   

8.2 Parties of the regional 

sphere 
    

9.- CITIZEN 

PARTICIPATIO

N 

9.1 Without proposals for 

mechanisms of participation 
X   X 

9.2 Articulation of 

mechanisms of participation 
 X X  

10.- 

DECONCENTR

ATION 

10.1 Deconcentration is not 

an objective of the 

regulation 

X   X 

10.2 Deconcentration is 

boosted and reinforced in 

the regulation  

 X X  

*Criteria based on Ben-Meir 2010, Grubber 1996 and Van Cauwenberghe 2010 

Source: Own elaboration 

 

The results obtained from monitoring the basic criteria are of two types, one of an 

individual character, that is, the degree of autonomy of the region in the CCR's project; and 

the second, of a comparative character, i.e. the improvements in the degree of autonomy 

with respect to the 1997 model. The first group includes the lack of responsibilities in the 

political sphere and the prohibition of the creation of parties in the regional sphere; the 

maintenance of State control a priori (= guardianship) over the acts and decisions of the 

regional council; regional division where the territory in dispute–the Western Sahara–is 

divided into three regions; and the affirmation of Moroccan sovereignty over this territory, 

all of which demonstrates that the degree of regional autonomy is insufficient.  

On the other hand, an analysis of the evolution of the region in 2011 in contrast with 

the existing model, and developments since the last constitutional reform in 1996, shows 

that there has been a notable improvement in the sphere of representation, because there 

is, for example, direct election of all members of the regional council, implementation of 

decisions on behalf of the president of the regional council, and because citizen 

participation is a formally acknowledged objective. In the same vein, there has been a small 

improvement in the recognition of powers and in the exercise of guardianship, for 

example, reducing deadlines and reinforcing the right to appeal against administrative 

decisions.  
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Finally, comparing the project of advanced regionalization with the Autonomy Plan 

for Western Sahara, the CCR’s proposal is much weaker regarding powers, the availability 

of resources, the state’s control over the decisions made by the autonomous territoriality, 

and the openness to changing status with a referendum. The advanced regionalization does 

not permit the administrative separation of the Southern Provinces, which includes the 

disputed territory. This issue is hampering a solution to the conflict in Western Sahara. 

 

3. The Advanced Regionalization Project in the Frame of the Moroccan Policy 

Towards Western Sahara 

Four years passed between the advanced regionalization project proposed by the 

CCR (2011), the constitutional reform (2011), and the start of the parliamentary procedure 

of the organic law on regionalization (2015). This delay is explained by the fact that behind 

the push for reform and the obstacles to the institutionalization of new regions lies the 

question of the Western Sahara conflict and the special political circumstances in which 

this process is framed: a coalition government composed by different forces which has to 

lead the legislation of all the amendments introduced by the 2011 Constitution within a 

post-popular protests context.  

However, the political blockage of the regionalization reform did not deter that 

Morocco's policy towards Western Sahara continued in another fields, adopting diverse 

measures of economic and political nature in order to normalize Moroccan sovereignty 

over the Western Sahara territory. Among these measures, it is worth drawing attention to 

both the new "Model of Development for the Southern Provinces" and the reconfiguration 

of the Royal Advisory Council for Saharan Affairs.  

 

3.1. The Parliamentary Procedure of the Organic Law on Regionalization: Debates, 

Obstacles and Negotiations 

The organic law approved by the National Assembly in 2015 under the government 

of the Party of Justice and Development (PJD) is the result of a long reform process during 

which a plethora of factors conditioned its parliamentary procedure: internal conflicts 

among the different parties in the government coalition; the pressure on the government 

from the Palace to advance with the advanced regionalization project and the lack of 

interest of political stakeholders on the reform after the commencement of popular 

protests in the country.  
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The parliamentary procedure of the organic law on regionalization began on 15 May 

2015, when the House of Representatives adopted an organic law draft bill for provinces, 

prefectures and municipalities. This draft commenced to be discussed in parliamentary 

committee on 18 March 2015, being strongly criticized from the beginning by the main 

opposition parties (USFP, UC, Istiqlal—a former member of the governmental coalition 

with the PJD—and PAM). Their critique focused on issues such as the lack of consultation 

on the setting of the next regional and local election dates, and the short time established 

for approving the organic law project on regionalization. They considered that these latter 

aspects constituted a strategy to put pressure on the Parliament with the aim of that the 

rules and terms proposed by the government were accepted. Thus, the final approval of the 

organic law was preceded by tough negotiations inside the parliamentary committee for 

interior affairs, fuelled by the pressure exerted by the opposition at Parliament.  

The conflicting signs in the political bargaining can be observed in certain issues 

debated, in which the nature and complexities of Moroccan politics were also present. One 

of them was the question related to election system of the president of the assembly. In 

this regard, between the options of being elected from the most-voted list or being selected 

by the different local representatives members (“Projets de loi organique…”), the final 

decision adopted was the latter one, i.e. that the president should be elected by the rest of 

the representatives publicly. This question demonstrates the difficulties of political parties 

to control their local members when it comes to establishing alliances and supporting one 

candidate for the presidency of the territorial collectivity. Traditionally, the legislation 

governing regions and municipalities has been more similar in some aspects related to 

powers and the election of the president of the assembly overall. Provinces and prefectures 

used to be different, but now the legislation is changing and the objective is to recognize 

that this level of territorial administration is more autonomous regarding the central 

administration. This adoption allows us to assume that the regionalization process is clearer 

than before, as a total process at the subnational level and that explain the reason for the 

three organic laws for each collectivity: regional organic law 111.14, prefectural and 

provincial organic law 112.14 and municipal organic law 113.14.  

Finally, other of the novelties introduced by the organic law is that the president of 

the regional assembly executes the decisions and makes decisions about the budget. The 

powers have been increased and the Ministry of Interior’s control decreased. In the new 

text, the wali cannot suspend a president of the regional assembly or dissolve the regional 
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council. Under the governance criteria, each region will serve as an agency to implement 

regional projects. 

The organic laws were referred to the Constitutional Council, which delivered its 

report on the three of them on 9 June 2015, declaring their constitutional status and 

resolving some controversies related to these laws: the need that each collectivity was 

regulated by its own organic law; the competence of the House of Representatives on 

deciding about organic laws instead of the Chamber of Councilors; and finally, the 

obligation that the presidents of the regional assemblies will be elected by public election. 

As well, it decided that the minor dispositions in these organic laws deemed 

unconstitutional must be changed before the laws enter into force. 

Another important aspect addressed by the Constitutional Council was those one 

concerning with the regional division. The twelve regions as finally drawn in the CCR's 

report continued the logic of rejecting a different personality for the non-autonomous 

territory. The draft bill of regional decree No. 2.15.40 regarding regional division was 

accepted by the Ministry of Interior on 22 January 2015 and it maintained the CCR’s 

proposal. It also determined the denomination of the regions, their capitals and the 

prefectures and provinces which comprised the new regions5.  

Regarding the Western Sahara territory, the draft of the regional decree establishes 

three regions (10–Guelmim-Oued Noun, 11–Laâyoune-Saguia al Hamra and 12–Ed 

Dakhla-Oued ed Dahab) which do not entirely correspond to the territory of Western 

Sahara.  Regions 12 and 11 coincide with the non-autonomous territory, but region 10 

enters the international division of Western Sahara through the Assa-Zag province. This 

strategy is the opposite of that implemented in 1997, because the 1997 division broke the 

Western Sahara into three regions: Laayoune-Boujdour-Sakia El Hamra, Oued-Eddahab-

Lagouira and Guelmim-Es Semara, while Western Saharan provinces such Smara were 

included in a Moroccan region.  

The draft decree is still far to be officially implemented due to it has to go before the 

Ministries Council and Government Council twice previously to be definitely approved. 

However, the degraded level of decentralization achieved in the stage in which the 

advanced regionalization process currently is offers fewer opportunities to resolve the 

Western Sahara conflict, owing to the organic law continue to provide the regions with 

scant autonomy and to reject referendums as a way to decide self-determination for the 

Sahrawi population.  
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3.2. New Roles for the Economic, Social and Environmental Council and the Royal 

Advisory Council for Saharan Affairs in the Western Sahara Affair.  

During the time in which the project of advanced regionalization was stalled in 

Parliament parallel measures and initiatives were taken by the state to respond to the social 

and economic situation in the non-autonomous territories. These initiatives were boosted 

by the events occurred in the Sahrawi protest camp set up in Gdeim Izik between October 

and November 2010. This episode constituted not only the first stage of the popular 

uprisings, in which socioeconomic grievances were expressed and calls made for “dignity” 

in a manner similar to other subsequent upheavals across North Africa (see Fernández 

Molina 235), but also a consequence of the deep inequalities between populations that 

Moroccan policies have been producing in Western Sahara.  

Despite the fact that the camp was initially tolerated by the Moroccan state, it was 

dismantled with fierce repression, which generated strong international criticism and 

demands to know what really happened. This international campaign forced the state to 

create an internal commission in Parliament to investigate what actually happened. The 

Commission published a report in which it discussed the need to review the state’s 

management of local entities and incorporate the local population both in economic and 

social terms, as well as to change the clientelistic system dominating the state’s relationship 

with the territory (see Desrues and Larramendi 329). These recommendations were basis of 

some of the policies implemented by the state during the time the regional reform was 

blocked.  

Thus, in 2012 the king decided to ask the Economic, Social and Environmental 

Council (ESEC) to design a new model for economic development of the so-called -by the 

Moroccan state- "Southern provinces" (Ottaway 3). Presented in October 2013, it was the 

result of a participative process and conceived as a platform to consolidate the Moroccan 

position in the conflict and the Autonomous Plan for Advanced Regionalization in 

Western Sahara as the unique possible option to resolve the political and territorial dispute. 

With that aim, it proposes certain measures and policies to create the appropriate 

environment to develop new regions with the required conditions to execute the 

Autonomous Plan. Thus, the ESEC’s report is based on the advanced regionalization 

project and constitutional reform, and is designed to facilitate the implementation of the 

Autonomy Plan for Western Sahara. From this premise, the report notes, firstly, that 

development for the Southern Provinces must be inclusive, including economic, social and 

environmental policies respecting human rights. 
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Despite its positioning with Morocco's stance, the ESEC's report presents an 

important criticism of the public actions implemented by the state in Western Sahara, 

giving an examination of its weaknesses and recommending specific measures to overcome 

the situation. For instance, it highlights aspects such as the need to be transparent and 

respectful in questions like the concession of rights and licenses for fishing and exploiting 

natural resources, and to openly discuss the claims of organizations and non-governmental 

associations regarding the limits to exercise the rights of association, demonstration and 

expression.  

Thus, the report offers an overall view of human development, understood not as a 

merely question of gross national product or economic indicators, but also of ecological 

and human rights, with the aim of creating an inclusive model of development for the 

region. On the economic side, some of the suggestions made are the urgency of getting a 

more positive correlation between the public effort put into investment in the Southern 

Provinces and the development of the economic sector6. Some of them refer to the need to 

promote an increase in private investment, strengthening trust in the public sector within 

the population and ameliorating fiscal resources and legal guaranties for investment and 

property.  Moreover, the report underscores the importance of avoiding ecological risks 

and future problems in the area, characterized by its desert and lack of water, without 

disregarding that each region has its own potential: natural resources of phosphates and 

agriculture as well as administrative services in Laayoune-Boujdour; fisheries, renewable 

energies and tourist areas in Oued-Eddahab-Lagouira; and the Guelmim-Es Smara's role as 

social and economic nexus between Morocco and the “Southern Provinces.”    

On the social side, the report states that the social policies must be aimed at the 

neediest people and not use direct transfers of funds to create clientele networks. Finally, 

on the cultural realm, the hassanie particularisms are seen as an important element to 

recognize, but considering them part of the Moroccan state. In this vein, the language, 

history, music and traditions in the area constitute for the ESEC a value for the holistic 

view of development it seeks to sketch for the region.  

The correlative implication of the ESEC's proposal is that Morocco is continuing 

with its strategy of advancing its plan and introducing a solution for the Western Sahara 

conflict separate from the United Nations resolutions. Following the logic behind these 

steps, the ESEC's report dedicates a section to draw attention to the need to prepare the 

territory for the return of the Tinduf refugees. If this happens, the distribution of space and 

questions about property and employment will be the most important issues to be resolved 
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according with the ESEC, which asks in the document for the creation of an agency that 

provide social support to this returning population and establish a regional fund for it.  

The ESEC's report collects somehow the social and economic concerns expressed in 

Gdeim Izik and constitutes a response to the suggestions made by the Parliamentary 

Commission which investigated the events related with the disarticulation of the protest 

camp. The other decision taken in relation with that recommendations came again from the 

Palace, which initiated a procedure for including new elites from the local civil society, 

especially groups focusing on human rights, youth and women, into the Royal Advisory 

Council for Saharan Affairs (CORCAS), an institution created to represent the interest of 

Sahrawis, but which actually is an entity to support Morocco’s positions and policies 

towards Western Sahara in the international sphere. The call for a renewal of the 

CORCAS's composition comes after years of public criticism on its inoperative character 

and its lack of credibility in the eyes of Sahrawis. However, no action has been taken on 

this direction hitherto.  

 

Conclusion 

In conclusion, it has been shown in previous sections how royal discourse has 

underscored the importance of regionalization as a way to unfreeze the Moroccan solution 

to the Western Sahara conflict, and how the autonomy plan for the Western Sahara 

proposed by Morocco—and rejected by the Polisario Front and Algeria—needs to be 

implemented in a decentralized way. Therefore, despite the amendments introduced in the 

course of the parliamentary procedure of the project, the advanced regionalization neither 

breaks with the old model of government nor ends the contradictions and grey areas in the 

Moroccan Autonomy Plan for the Western Sahara. On the contrary, it can be stated that 

the advanced regionalization constitutes a “cut” with respect to the provisions in the 

Autonomy Plan for Western Sahara.   

The diagnosis made by the ESEC in its report on the social, political and economic 

situation in Western Sahara highlights the fact that, despite efforts on the part of the 

Moroccan State and constant injections of money in the form of investments, policies and 

social assistance, the hoped-for economic upturn has not occurred in the area. The reasons 

for this failure include a lack of legal security, uncertainty about property rights and the 

absence of homogeneous, stable fiscal regulation for economic activity. In other words, the 

contradictory situation in Western Sahara–which is still considered a non-decolonized 

territory by the international community but part of the Moroccan State by Morocco and 
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some its key partners–has created a situation of intense uncertainty that runs counter to 

both development and economic and political stability.  
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Notes 

																																																													
1 Speech to the nation, 3 January 2010. 
2“Decentralization” refers here to the transfer of competencies and resources to local elective authorities, 
while “deconcentration” refers to administrative decentralization.  
3 Speech to the nation on the 10th Anniversary of the Day of the Throne, 30 July 2009. 
4 Speech at the opening of the Parliament, September 2009, speech on the 56th anniversary of the 
Revolution of the King and the People, August 2009 and speech to the nation on the 10t h Anniversary of 
the Day of the Throne, 30 July 2009. 
5 The names of the twelve regions established by the decree are the following: Tangier-Tetouan-Al 
Hoceima, l’Oriental, Fès-Meknès, Salé-Rabat-Kénitra, Beni Mellal-Khénifra, le Grand Casablanca, 
Marrakech-Safi, Tafilalet-Draâ, Souss-Massa, Guelmim Oued- Noun, Laâyoune-Sakia El Hamra, Dakhla-
Oued EdDahab. 
6 The population of the Southern Provinces is 3.2percent of the total Moroccan population and includes 
50percentof the territory of Morocco (including Western Sahara). Indicators for literacy, urbanization 
(more than 74percent), and health are better than for the Moroccan state, but the percentage of 
unemployment is higher than in the Moroccan territory (15percent versus 9percent for Morocco). 
Therefore, the positive data and the public effort put into investment in the Southern Provinces do not 
have a correlation in the development of the economic sector and an increase in private investment. 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



	

	

97  | Suárez Collado, A. and Ojeda García, R. Transmodernity. Special Issue: Sahara (Winter 2015) 

																																																																																																																																																																																			
Works Cited 
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