
Western Sahara1

According to the official 2004 census, the population of Laayoune Province was
210 023 in 2004, an annual increase of 3.2 percent from 2003.  This population is
centred predominantly in the urban areas, which accommodate 164 807 people (93.81
percent of the population of the whole region).  Only 10 862 people reside in the
rural areas.  This number exceeds by far the Western Sahara average which reached
51.4 percent in 19946.  

An emergency programme lead by Morocco has been implemented in 2014 to build
2 847 decent urban houses, and 2 305 housing lots.  The  first section of the ‘return
residential development’ housing programme has produced approximately 1 450

Overview
Western Sahara is not officially recognised as a country and is included on
the United Nations list of non-self-governing territories.  Its domestic legal
status is disputed.2

Located in Northern Africa, the Western Sahara borders the North Atlantic
Ocean between Mauritania and Morocco.  Algeria borders it to the northeast.
Composing 266 000 sq.  km, Western Sahara consists of mostly desert and
is one of the most sparsely populated areas in the world.  Its population is
over 578 536, half of whom live in the largest city, Laâyoune or El Asiun.3

Western Sahara is divided due to conflicting views on how this region should
be governed and administered.  Spain gave up colonial control of the territory
in 1975 to a joint administration of Morocco and Mauritania by negating the
right to self -determination by the Sahrawis.  Following the withdrawal of
Mauritania from the conflict, an unresolved dispute remained between
Morocco and Western Sahara represented by the Polisario Front (the self-
declared government in exile in Algeria).  Today, Morocco controls 80 per
cent of the disputed territory while the remaining portion is controlled by
the Polisario Front.  In terms of an international court ruling, Western Sahara
remains a territory in limbo with extremely limited access to information
mainly due to consolidation of information by the Moroccan government.4

Western Sahara has a small market-based economy whose main industries
are fishing, phosphate mining, tourism, and pastoral nomadism.  The territory's
arid desert climate makes sedentary agriculture difficult, and Western Sahara
imports much of its food.  The Moroccan Government administers Western
Sahara's economy and is a key source of employment, infrastructure
development, and social spending in the territory.5

The housing and urban planning sector in Western Sahara has gone through
tremendous change since it regained independence from Spain, particularly
after the notable success of the various housing programmes and projects
led by Morocco, which resulted in several residential complexes that have
effectively integrated the urban areas.

The Moroccan plans for the housing and urban planning sector of the
Southern provinces aim at increasing the number of houses that are in
conformity with the Moroccan social and urban requirements.
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KEY FIGURES 

Main urban centres Laayoune

Exchange rate: 1 US$ = [a] 1 July 2019
1 PPP$ = [b]

9.71 Moroccan Dirham (MAD)
4.20 Moroccan Dirham (MAD)

Total population [c] | Urban population [c]
Population growth rate [c] | Urbanisation rate 
GDP per capita (PPP$) (2007) [c]
Percentage of population below national poverty line
Unemployment rate (% of total labour force, national estimate)
Proportion of adult population that borrowed formally
Gini coefficient 
HDI country ranking | HDI country score 

652 271 | n/a
2.54% | 2.61%
PPP$2 500
n/a
n/a
n/a
n/a
n/a | n/a

GDP (PPP$) (2007) [c]
GDP growth rate 
Inflation rate
Yield on 10-year government bonds
Lending interest rate

PPP$906.5 million
n/a
n/a
n/a
n/a

Number of mortgages outstanding 
Value of residential mortgages (Current US$) 
Typical mortgage rate | Term | Deposit 
Ratio of mortgages to GDP
Number of mortgage providers 
Number of microfinance loans outstanding 
Value of microfinance loans in local currency units
Number of microfinance providers 

n/a
n/a
n/a | n/a | n/a
n/a
n/a
n/a
n/a
n/a

Total number of formal residential dwellings in the country
Total number of residential properties with a title deed
Number of formal housing units built in this year 
Price of the cheapest, newly built house by a formal developer or
contractor in an urban area in local currency units
Size of cheapest, newly built house by a formal developer or
contractor in an urban area
Typical monthly rental for the cheapest, newly built house
Cost of standard 50kg bag of cement in local currency units
Type of deeds registry: digital, scanned or paper
World Bank Ease of Doing Business index rank 
Number of procedures to register property 
Time to register property
Cost to register property as share of property price 
World Bank DBI Quality of Land Administration index score (0-30) 

n/a
n/a
n/a

n/a
n/a
n/a
n/a
n/a
n/a
n/a
n/a
n/a
n/a
n/a

Percentage of women who own a house alone: Tota | Urban [d]
Percentage of households with basic sanitation services: 
Total | Urban [d]
Percentage of households with no electricity: Total | Urban [d]
Percentage of households with 3+ persons per sleeping room: 
Total | Urban [d]
Percentage of urban population living in slums [e]

n/a | n/a

n/a | n/a
n/a | n/a

n/a | n/a
n/a

NB: Figures are for 2019 unless stated otherwise.

[a] Xe.com
NB: In the 80% of the Western Sahara which is controlled by the Moroccan government, the Moroccan Dirhmam is
used as currency. In the remaining 20% of Western Sahara, currencies circulating are the Moroccan Dirham,
Algerian Dinar, and Mauritanian Ouguiya, alongside the Sahrawi peseta. However the peseta Sahrawi is not an
official currency and therefore exchange rates are not available.

[b] World Bank World Development Indicators
[c] Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) World Factbook
[d] Demographic and Health Surveys, USAID 
[e] United Nations Human Settlements Programme (UN-HABITAT)



houses in the city of Laayoune, while the second section is expected to offer
around 1 550 houses in the territory of the commune of Laayoune.

In addition, there are other programmes underway relating to the first section of
the governmental programme of the city of union, which provides 2 144 residential
developments, in addition to the ‘National Reconciliation’ Development Project,
which is expected to offer 1 500 modern urban houses.

The Province of Smara is characterized by relative stability, with a population of
60 426 in 2004. The majority of Smara’s population is centred in the urban centre,
due to availability of housing in these areas. Some development projects have also
been launched in the rural areas, including infrastructure programmes and the
provision of basic facilities such as schools, roads, and clinics.

Whereas the population of Oued Eddahab-Lagouira Region reached 36 751
people in 1994, with the urban areas accounting for 85 percent, the Demographic
Research and Studies Centre indicates that the population of the region was
around 54 000 in 2003.
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COVID-19 response
On April 4, 2020 the first four cases were confirmed in Boujdour by the
United Nations Mission for the Referendum in Western Sahara
(MINURSO). 

On April 9, 2020 MINURSO reported that two new cases were
confirmed in Dakhla, bringing the number of confirmed cases to six. 

By June 19, 2020 there had been 26 confirmed cases, the latest of which
in Laayoune.  One patient had died, 23 had recovered and 2 were still
active cases.7

Overall, according to the UN Secretary General 2020 special report on
Western Sahara,8 the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic in Western
Sahara has been limited.  As Morocco quickly took preventive and
containment measures, only a handful of cases were recorded in the
territory until May 30, when a major outbreak was detected in the
Laayoune region, there were 41 patients on August 31, 2020.

Availability of data on housing finance
It is almost impossible to access data on the housing finance sector in
this region.  The resolution of the dispute in this region would certainly
positively support the development of a functioning housing and housing
finance sector, as well as increased availability of data on the sector.
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WESTERN SAHARA
Annual income profile for rural and urban households based on consumption (PPP$), 2019
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PPP$26 841
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Population: 652 271

Urbanisation rate: 2.61%

Cost of cheapest
newly built house:

n/a

House price PPP$: n/a

Urban households
that could afford this
house with finance:  

n/a

1 PPP$:
9.71 Moroccan

Dirham


