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About

Front Line Defenders is an international human rights organisation founded in Dublin in 2001, with the

specific aim of protecting human rights defenders at risk (HRDs).

Front Line Defenders works to improve the security and protection of human rights defenders and
organisations around the world at risk for their peaceful and legitimate human rights work. As
identified by human rights defenders themselves, the organisation responds to protection and security
needs by providing support through grants, capacity building, visibility, networking, and advacacy, at
the international, regional and local levels. Front Line Defenders has been awarded the 2018 United Nations

Human Rights Prize.

Front Line Defenders maintains its headquarters in Dublin, an EU Office in Brussels, and regionally-based
field staff in the Africa, Americas, Asia, Europe & Central Asia, and the Middle East and North Africa.

About

The annual Front Line Defenders Award was established in
2005 to honour the work of human rights defenders who
are courageously making outstanding contributions to the
promotion and protection of the human rights of others, often
at great personal risk to themselves.

The Award focuses international attention on the work and
struggles of HRDs. This provides them with a greater national
and international platform to speak about and advocate

for the human rights issues they are defending, while also
contributing to their personal security.

Up until 2018, Front Line Defenders named one Global
Laureate each year. Since 2018, Front Line Defenders
began honouring five Regional Award Winners, with the
Irish jury selecting one among them as the Global Laureate.
In 2021, Front Line Defenders began recognising all regional
winners as Laureates.
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Mhamed Hali

Sl dead

A BEACON OF LIGHT IN DARK TIMES

Mhamed Hali is a Sahrawi human rights defender living and
working in the occupied territories of Western Sahara.

To be a human rights defender in Western Sahara means that
you have chosen a life of danger and hardship, which extends
to your family. However, despite all the pains, difficulties and
dangers, Mhamed Hali reflects that the humanity of this work
makes him and others capable of enduring these difficulties.

In 1975, Morocco annexed the territory of Western Sahara
through a military invasion. Since then, Sahrawis have
lived under oppressive rule in their own lands, subjected to
discrimination, violence, and severe limitations on their civil
and political rights, often likened to Apartheid.

Itis an extremely dangerous space for human rights defenders
to work, as anyone who speaks out about the occupation faces
immediate backlash.

Mhamed says that the most meaningful part of his work is
when he sees a smile on the faces of victims of human rights

violations and their families. This is when he feels the deep
impact of his human rights work - that he has done his duty
towards his people, because they deserve to live with dignity.

In a world where information is at our fingertips, Mhamed
is aware of the power of making people’s stories heard, how
it can inspire and motivate us to keep working for a better
future even in the darkest times. He says that “the forgotten
experiences of the Sahrawi struggle are a source of true
inspiration, a candles that illuminates the dark and perilous
tunnel of our march.”

AMPLIFYING SAHRAWI VOICES IN THE INTERNATIONAL
COMMUNITY

Mhamed himself and the organisation he belongs to are a
beacon of light for Sahrawi political prisoners.

The League for the Protection of Sahrawi Prisoners in Moroccan

Prisons monitors reports on and follows up on the situation
of Sahrawi political prisoners. The organisation accompanies

FRONT LINE DEFENDERS ‘ 5



detained activists from the first stages of arrest until their
release, follows their trials and coordinates with international
lawyers and observers, as well as monitors conditions inside
prisons and reports on them.

When the anxious families of these political prisoners find
themselves hopeless, he and his colleagues bring them support
and comfort, providing desperately-sought information about
their loved ones. Since its inception, the organisation’s work
has been invaluable in shining a light on the situation of
Sahrawi political prisoners on the international stage.

Mhamed credits this as one of the major successes of his
human rights work. Furthermore, he sees the additional
international awareness about the under-reported situation in
Western Sahara as one of the biggest victories of his and the
organisation’s work.

He has worked with other comrades to make use of international

human rights mechanisms aimed at strengthening advocacy for
victims and the Sahrawi cause. This includes filing complaints
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with UN special rapporteurs, drafting several Universal
Periodic Review submissions and interacting with international
organisations, all contributing to spreading the message of the
Sahrawi cause.

THE COURAGE TO FACE REPRESSION

The challenges of being a human rights defender in Occupied
Western Sahara are many, ranging from arrest, abduction,
violent attacks, illegal prosecution, defamation, economic
restrictions and more.

Unfortunately, the cost of Mhamed Hali's human rights work
has been high. He has been detained many times in Moroccan
police stations. However, in 2007, in response to his student
activism and human rights work , he was forcibly disappeared
by Moroccan intelligence services, and detained for eight days
without being brought to trial He was subjected to various
cruel types of torture, the horrific memories of which he says
are still with him now.

He has also been subjected to violence many times. Peaceful
protest is banned in the occupied territories, and as a result,
when Sahrawis demanstrate, they are subject to harsh violence
which, in some instances, has resulted in life-threatening
injuries and even death.

Mhamed himself has suffered violent, life-threatening attacks
aimed at silencing him. On two occasions, in 2009 and 2012,
groups of masked attackers beat him with sharp instruments,
They threatened to close his organisation if he did not stop
his human rights work and student activism. While a student
in Rabat, he was attacked again front of the university's
dormitory, resulting in severe injuries.

Most recently, in 2019, Mhamed Hali applied for and passed
the exam to enter the legal profession and practise as a
lawyer. Despite having met all the requirements. the Agadir
Bar Association rejected his application, claiming that it had
received a secret report from the Moroccan security services
that he was a known activist, “member of an organisation
(ASVDH) that denies Moroccan sovereignty over Western
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Sahara” and that “the concerned candidate is well known
for his separatist and anti-territorial integrity attitudes”. He
challenged this before the court, which only reaffirmed his
rejection. He was also prevented from accessing a range of
jobs, even in the private sector, as Moroccan companies are
pressured to discourage them from hiring him. This is a clear
case of retaliation and reprisal, just one example of a practice
faced by many other defenders.

Lastly, he faces vicious defamation campaigns facilitated by
the Moroccan government. After his rejection from the Bar,
Moroccan authorities immediately publicised the decision,
which created a wave of violent reactions against him by
Moroccans who threatened to kill him. Mhamed Hali reflects
that these challenges have deep psychological consequences
for Sahrawi defenders, despite their determination and belief
in the cause.

How does Mhamed keep going in the face of all these threats?
Why does he risk his life to defend human rights? From a
young age, he has felt a strong urge to speak out about the
injustice he saw happening around him.

A JOURNEY THAT STARTED AT A YOUNG AGE

Mhamed Hali's own lived experience as a Sahrawi under
occupation pushed him to pursue the field of human rights.
He was born in the largest occupied city of Laayoune/El Aiun,
in 1987, into a family of eight. He grew up with stories of the
grave violations Moroccan authorities committed against
his family, which he eventually came to experience himself,
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from a young age. Despite this, Mhamed Hali and many other
Sahrawi defenders, stand proud in defence of their culture
and their land, enduring whatever is put in front of them.

As a Sahrawi, the options for higher education are extremely
limited and subject to the discretion of the government. So,
when it came to pursuing university studies, he had to move
away from his family, to the Moroccan cities of Marrakech
and Rabat. He studied international relations and eventually
obtained a doctorate in international humanitarian law. He
credits his education for solidifying his ideas of the need for
human rights and gaining international recognition of human
rights causes such as that of the Sahrawis.

He also credits his time as a university student in 2005 with
laying the foundation for the inspiring human rights work he does
now. Sahrawi students experience high levels of discrimination
in Moroccan universities, and Mhamed Hali was a key organiser
in mobilising Sahrawi students to defend their rights within
universities, as well as for concurrent violations that were taking
place at the same time in the occupied territories.
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In 2004, Moroccan authorities had intensified arrests and
detentions of human rights defenders and activists, which
sparked an uprising. It was during this crucial time that
Mhamed Hali worked with fellow activists to establish the
League for the Protection of Sahrawi Prisoners in Moroccan
Prisons, responding to the grave conditions of political
detentions that Sahrawis were facing.

SPEAKING UP AGAINST DISCRIMINATION

“With the political momentum associated with the conflict in
Western Sahara, there is an undeniable human rights imperative
for the world to speak up for those suffering from the cruelty of
the conflict, if we truly seek peace and justice.”

Mhamed does this work because he wants the world to see the
struggle and hear the voices of the Sahrawi people.

“The truth is that throughout this ongoing experience until now,
despite the fact that this challenge means a direct confrontation
with the Moroccan authorities who master the policy of revenge,
my main motivation has been the need push accountability of the
Moroccan regime for the repeated violation of rights to which my
peaple are exposed, especially in light of the weak human rights
awareness in the region.”

No matter how many more arrests, beatings, defamation or other
challenges Mhamed faces, he will continue to shine a light on the
dozens of Sahrawi political detainees, as well as the Moroccan
state’s continued policy of political detention in retaliation
against Sahrawi activists and human rights defenders.
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In the joint communication AL MAR 5/2025 (dated 30
July 2025), three UN experts raised serious concerns
about Morocco's exclusion of Sahrawi lawyer Mhamed
Hali from the legal profession. The experts denounced
that the refusal to admit him appears grounded in
his peaceful political opinions and human rights
activities rather than any professional misconduct.
Building on previous communications regarding
the targeting of Sahrawi human rights defenders,
indicating a broader and systematic pattern of abuse
and retaliation, the Special Rapporteurs warned that
the use of vague ethical notions such as “citizenship,”
“morality,” or “national unity,” which lack clear legal
definition, enables arbitrary and discriminatory
decisions and risks chilling legitimate expression.
The UN experts emphasised that lawyers must be able
to practise without reprisals and recalled Morocca's
obligations under international human rights law,
including protections for freedom of expression, non-
discrimination, and the independence of the legal
profession.

Source: UN Special Procedures, AL

MAR 5/2025, 30 July 2025, https://
spcommreports.ohchr.org/TMResultsBase/
DownloadPublicCommunicationFile?gld=30219
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SAHARA OCCIDENTAL
Mhamed Hali

UN FARO DE LUZ EN TIEMPOS OSCUROS
Mhamed Hali es un defensor saharaui de derechos humanos que
vive y trabaja en los territorios ocupados del Sahara Occidental.

Ser defensor de derechos humanos en el Séhara Occidental
significa elegir una vida de peligro y dificultades, que se
extienden también a la familia. Sin embargo, a pesar del dolor,
las dificultades y los peligros, Mhamed Hali piensa que la
humanidad de este trabajo hace que él y otras personas sean
capaces de soportar estas dificultades.

En 1975, Marruecos anexd el territorio del Sahara Occidental
mediante una invasion militar. Desde entonces, el pueblo
saharaui ha vivido bajo un régimen opresivo en su propia tierra,
sometidos a discriminacion, violencia y graves limitaciones
a sus derechos civiles y politicos, que a menudo han sido
comparadas con la experiencia del Apartheid.

Es un espacio extremadamente peligroso para las personas
defensoras de derechos humanos, ya que cualquiera que alce
la voz sobre la ocupacion se enfrenta a represalias inmediatas.

Mhamed dice que la parte méas significativa de su trabajo
es cuando ve una sonrisa en los rostros de las victimas de
violaciones de derechos humanos y de sus familias. Es entonces
cuando siente el profundo impacto de su labor: el deber
cumplido hacia su pueblo, porque merecen vivir con dignidad.

En un mundo donde la informacion esta al alcance de la mano,
Mhamed es consciente del poder de hacer que las historias de
las personas sean escuchadas, de como pueden inspirarnos
y motivarnos a sequir trabajando por un futuro mejor incluso
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en los momentos mas oscuros. Afirma que ‘las experiencias
olvidadas de la lucha saharaui son una fuente de verdadera
inspiracion, una vela que ilumina el oscuro y peligroso tunel de
nuestra marcha”.

ALZAR LA VOZ DEL PUEBLO SAHARAUI EN LA COMUNIDAD
INTERNACIONAL

Mhamed y la organizacion a la que pertenece son un rayo de luz
para los presos politicos saharauis.

La Liga para la Proteccion de los Presos Saharauis en Carceles
Marroquies monitorea, informa y da sequimiento a la situacion
de los presos politicos saharauis. La organizacion acompana a
las personas activistas detenidas desde las primeras etapas de
su arresto hasta su liberacion, sigue sus juicios y coordina con
abogados/as y observadores/as internacionales, ademas de
monitorear e informar de las condiciones dentro de las carceles.

Cuando las familias de estas personas, angustiadas, se sienten
sin esperanza, él y sus colegas les brindan apoyo y consuelo,
proporcionando informacién muy necesaria sobre sus seres
queridos. Desde su creacion, el trabajo de la organizacion de
visibilizar la situacion de los presos y presas politicos saharauis
en el escenario internacional ha sido inestimable.

Mhamed lo considera uno de los mayores logros de su labor en
materia de derechos humanos. Ademas, considera que una de
las mayores victorias de su labor y de la organizacion ha sido
la mayor visibilidad internacional de la situacién en el Sahara
Occidental, que hasta ahora habia pasado desapercibida.

Ha trabajado junto con otros comparieros y companeras para
hacer uso de los mecanismos internacionales de derechos
humanos destinados a fortalecer la defensa de las victimas y
de la causa saharaui. Esto incluye presentar denuncias ante

relatores especiales de la ONU, redactar informes para el
Examen Periddico Universal e interactuar con organizaciones
internacionales, contribuyendo a difundir el mensaje de la
causa saharaui.

LA VALENTIA DE HACER FRENTE A LA REPRESION

Los desafios de ser defensor o defensora de derechos humanos
en el Sahara Occidental ocupado son numerosos: arrestos,
secuestros, ataques violentos, enjuiciamientos ilegales,
difamacion, restricciones econémicas y mas.

Lamentablemente, Mhamed Hali ha pagado un precio alto
por llevar a cabo su labor. Ha sido detenido muchas veces en
comisarias de policia marroquies. Sin embargo, en 2007, como
respuesta a su activismo estudiantil y a su defensa de los
derechos humanos, los servicios de inteligencia marroquies
lo secuestraron y detuvieron durante ocho dias sin que fuera
llevado a juicio. Fue sometido a diversos tipos de tortura crueles,
cuyos horribles recuerdos todavia lo acompanan.

También ha sido victima de violencia en numerosas ocasiones.
Las protestas pacificas estan prohibidas en los territorios
ocupados y, como consecuencia, cuando el pueblo saharaui se
manifiestan, es objeto de una violencia severa que, en algunos
casos, ha provocado lesiones graves e incluso la muerte.

El propio Mhamed ha sufrido ataques violentos y potencialmente
mortales destinados asilenciarlo. En 2009y 2012, unos grupos de
atacantes enmascarados lo golpearon con objetos punzantes.
Le advirtieron que cerrarian su organizacion si no abandonaba
su labor de defensa de los derechos humanos y su activismo
estudiantil. Mientras estudiaba en Rabat, fue nuevamente
atacado frente a la residencia universitaria, causandole heridas
graves.

Més recientemente, en 2019, Mhamed Hali solicitd y aprobd el
examen para ejercer la abogacia. A pesar de cumplir todos
los requisitos, el Colegio de Abogados de Agadir rechazo su
solicitud, alegando que habia recibido un informe secreto de
los servicios de sequridad marroquies afirmando que era un
activista conocido, “miembro de una organizacian (ASVDH) que
niega la soberania marroqui sobre el Sahara Occidental” y que “el
candidato es conacido por sus actitudes separatistas y contrarias
a la integridad territoriaf”.

Impugnd esta decision ante los tribunales, pero su rechazo fue
ratificado. También se le impidid acceder a numerosos trabajos,
incluso en el sector privado, ya que las empresas marroquies
reciben presiones para no contratarlo. Este es un claro caso de
represalia, un ejemplo més de una practica a la que se enfrentan
muchas otras personas defensoras.

Finalmente, es objeto de campanas de difamacion impulsadas
por el Gobierno marroqui. Tras su rechazo por parte del Colegio
de Abogados, las autoridades marroquies hicieron publica la
decision, lo que generd una oleada de reacciones violentas
de personas que lo amenazaron de muerte. Mhamed Hali
considera que estos desafios tienen profundas consecuencias
psicoldgicas para las personas defensoras saharauis, a pesar
de su determinacion y fe en la causa.

UNA VIDA MARCADA DESDE JOVEN

La experiencia vital de Mhamed Hali como saharaui bajo
ocupacion lo impulsé a dedicarse a los derechos humanos.
Nacid en la ciudad ocupada de El Aaitn en 1987, en una familia
de ocho personas. Crecié escuchando historias de las graves
violaciones cometidas por las autoridades marroquies contra
su familia y él mismo comenzd a experimentarlas desde joven.
A pesar de ello, Mhamed y muchas otras personas defensoras
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saharauis se mantienen firmes en la defensa de su cultura y de
su tierra, soportando todo lo que se les presente.

“Las experiencias olvidadas de la lucha saharaui son una fuente
de verdadera inspiracion, una vela que ilumina el oscuro y
peligroso tunel de nuestra marcha”.

Como saharaui, las opciones de educacién superior son
extremadamente limitadas y dependen del Gobierno. Por
ello, cuando quiso continuar sus estudios universitarios, tuvo
gue mudarse lejos de su familia, a las ciudades marroquies
de Marrakech y Rabat. Estudid relaciones internacionales y
finalmente obtuvo un doctorado en derecho internacional
humanitario. Atribuye a su educacion el haber consolidado
sus ideas sobre la necesidad de los derechos humanos y el
reconacimiento internacional de causas como la saharaui.

También atribuye a su etapa como estudiante universitario en
2005 el mérito de haber sentado las bases de su inspiradora
labor en materia de derechos humanos. Los/as estudiantes
saharauis se enfrentan a altos niveles de discriminacion en las
universidades marroquies, y Mhamed fue una figura clave en la
movilizacion estudiantil saharaui para defender sus derechos
en las universidades y denunciar las violaciones concurrentes
en los territorios ocupados.

En 2004, las autoridades marroquies intensificaron los arrestos
y detenciones de personas defensoras y activistas de derechos
humanos, lo que provocé una revuelta. Fue en ese momento
crucial que Mhamed trabajo con otros/as activistas para
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establecer la Liga para la Proteccion de los Presos Saharauis
en Carceles Marroquies, en respuesta a las graves condiciones
de detencion politica a la que se enfrentaban las personas del
pueblo saharaui.

ALZAR LA VOZ CONTRA LA DISCRIMINACION

“Con el impulso politico asociado al conflicto del Sdhara
Occidental, existe la imperiosa e innegable necesidad en materia
de derechos humanos de que el mundo alce la voz en defensa de
quienes sufren la crueldad del conflicto, si realmente buscamos
la paz y la justicia”.

Mhamed realiza este trabajo porque quiere que el mundo vea la
lucha y escuche las vaces del pueblo saharaui.

“La verdad es que, a lo largo de toda esta experiencia que
continta hasta ahora, a pesar de que este desafio supone una
confrontacién directa con las autoridades marroquies que
dominan la politica de la venganza, mi principal motivacion ha
sido la necesidad de exigir responsabilidades al régimen marroqui
por las repetidas violaciones de derechos a las que mi pueblo estd
expuesto, especialmente ante la débil conciencia de derechos
humanos en la region”.

Sin importar a cuantos arrestos, palizas, difamaciones o demas
desafios se enfrente, Mhamed sequira arrojando luz sobre las
decenas de presos y presas politicos saharauis, asi como sobre
la politica continuada del Estado marroqui de detenciones
politicas como represalia contra activistas y personas
defensoras de derechos humanos saharauis.

En la comunicacion conjunta AL MAR 5/2025 (de fecha 30 de julio de 2025), tres expertos de las Naciones Unidas expresaron
su profunda preocupacion por la exclusion por parte de Marruecos del abogado saharaui Mhamed Hali de la profesion
juridica. Los expertos denunciaron que la negativa a admitirlo parece basarse en sus opiniones politicas pacificas y sus
actividades en favor de los derechos humanaos, mas que en cualquier mala praxis profesional. Basandose en comunicaciones
anteriores sobre la persecucion de las personas defensoras de derechos humanos saharauis, que indicaban un patrén mas
amplio y sistematico de abusos y represalias, los relatores especiales advirtieron que el uso de nociones éticas vagas como
«ciudadania», «moralidad» o «unidad nacional», que carecen de una definicion juridica clara, permite tomar decisiones
arbitrarias y discriminatorias y corre el riesgo de coartar la libertad de expresion legitima. Los expertos de las Naciones
Unidas hicieron hincapié en que los abogados deben poder ejercer su profesion sin represalias y recordaron las obligaciones
de Marruecos en virtud del derecho internacional de los derechos humanos, incluida la proteccion de la libertad de expresicn,
la no discriminacion y la independencia de la profesion juridica.

Fuente: Procedimientos Especiales del Consejo de Derechos Humanas, AL MAR 5/2025, 30 de julio de 2025,
https://spcommreports.ohchr.org/TMResultsBase/DownloadPublicCommunicationFile?gld=30219
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