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Prospects
improve but
there is still
a way to go

refers to as the “lost decades” of the
1980s and 1990s. The tiny $4.2bn economy grew at 6.7 per cent last year,
inflation runs at 5 per cent and there
is no longer a crisis in its foreign
reserves. Instead of having funding
for only two months of imports in
2009 (international financial institutions can brook only as low as three
months without squirming), internationally audited reserves now run at
$1bn, equivalent to seven months of
imports.
“The president has seen the effects
of bad management; he doesn’t want
to be like that,” says central bank
governor Sid’Ahmed Raïss, who
believes administrative reform is paying off, albeit slowly. “Liberalisation
started in 1986, but was a failure
because of corruption – it was like we
created a Russia-style rentier state of
barons who took everything for themselves, we had bad management of
public resources and there was no
economic progress. Now we have
more of a culture of responsibility.”

‘The president has seen
the effects of bad
management; he doesn’t
want to be like that’

A period of stability has brought growth and
greater openness, but social fractures may
undermine the effort, says Katrina Manson

F

or a president who has carried out two coups in his fragile, poor country, Mohamed
Ould Abdel Aziz has made
quite a personal turnround.
Only five years ago, the African
Union issued sanctions against
Mauritania’s general-turned-president;
today he is its chairman, counted on
by the west as an ally against jihadi
militancy and attracting foreign
investment from the likes of Glencore
Xstrata and Total.
As he prepares for his second set of
elections in this Islamic state, likely
in June, he “doesn’t need to cheat to
win”, according to one diplomat. If
the elections are largely peaceful, as
expected, it will mark a period of stability following a series of eight successful or attempted coups that have
unbalanced the country since Moktar

Ould Daddah, the president at independence, was ousted in 1978.
The polls should also recognise the
strength of Mr Aziz’s security
response – which has involved both
uninvited military action across the
border in Mali and conciliatory public
debate at home – against al-Qaeda in
the Islamic Maghreb, whose affiliates
have carried out kidnappings, assassinations and car bombings on Mauritanian soil since his first coup, but not
since 2011.
He can also argue that political stability, thanks largely to his military
strength, the financial fruits of a
renewed hunt for oil and minerals,
along with some efforts at reform and
liberalisation, has delivered a turnround in the country’s economic fortunes since the woes of what IMF resident representative Tijani Najeh
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But Mauritania is by no means
home and dry. For now, economic
growth and a steady government –
which some diplomats refer to as “stable fragility” – mask entrenched corruption and social divides that, without greater attention, could threaten
the state’s fortunes again. The country already performs poorly in indices
that track the business environment
and graft, and it also regularly meets
widespread
condemnation
over
domestic slavery, which it regularly
bans; an indication it persists.
“It’s an apartheid system,” says
Biram Dah Abeid, an anti-slavery
activist who has been tear-gassed and
arrested, but wants to run for president in the June elections. He says
new laws are passed solely to please
Popular support: President Mohamed Ould Abdel Aziz will soon face voters
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Challenging times for a country reinventing itself
Economy Reforms
have helped but
diversification is key,
says Katrina Manson

S

uch is the Mauritanian government’s zeal for better economic and fiscal indicators
that it sometimes loses sight
of the desert for all the sand.
In an attempt to incentivise tax collection – which today runs at an
impressive 19 per cent of GDP, up
from 12 per cent four years ago – state
tax collectors personally pocket 100
per cent of the payment every time a
company incurs a tax penalty.
The overall effort may be working –
authorities predict tax collection will

this year reach 23 per cent of GDP –
but this part of the incentive scheme
also results in no extra income for the
state and unhappy international policy wonks.
“It sends a negative signal to foreign investors,” says one, who is fed
up with the rule. “You’re going to
have a problem if the tax system is
compensating its people for enforcing
public policy.”
Some close to the government
worry this is part of a broader challenge: it is so focused on its commitment to reform, it has forgotten what
those reforms were meant to achieve:
poverty reduction.
The reforms – close to 30 under a
three-year $118m IMF programme that
ended last year – may help macroeconomic stability indicators, but the
country is falling in the World Bank’s
Doing Business rankings. It is down
two places to 173 (of 189) this year.

“The business environment is weak.
Unfortunately, that’s one of the big
challenges and bottlenecks that are
impeding the private sector in Mauritania,” says the IMF’s resident representative Tijani Najeh, who says a
forthcoming one-stop shop may help.
Others think the country’s ambitions have impressive reach but are,
so far, too grand and incoherent to be
achieved. The enthusiastic launch of a
new free zone in Nouadhibou is a case
in point. It widened its initial narrow
scope from the fisheries sector alone
to cover almost the entire peninsula
and also includes plans to expand and
relocate the small airport to accommodate 1m arrivals a year and
develop mass tourism infrastructure
in a country subject to travel advisories over terrorist concerns.
The project – first considered 20
years earlier but taken up in earnest
by President Mohamed Ould Abdel

Aziz – has several more immediately
achievable aims: to attract fisheries
and logistics companies and develop a
deep-water port.
An $18m extension to the fishing
port completed this month, more than
three years late, will let heavier ships
dock, allowing foreign fishing vessels
more usually bound for Spain’s Las
Palmas to disembark in Mauritania
instead. Mohamed Daf, the president
of the Free Zone Authority, says:
“Half the economy comes through
Nouadhibou – it is well situated with
many natural advantages, including
the most fish in the world and the
export port for minerals. It’s in the
midst of emerging; more and more
flights are starting up.”
Plans for Nouadhibou are only one
part of Mauritania’s effort for economic and administrative reform.
Sidi Ould Tah, minister of economics and planning, says: “We have

improved the credibility of our financial system and public finances. We
have increased our investment budget
and improved procurement practices,
and reduced tax evasion and corruption. Before, ministries didn’t used to
pay their electricity, water, telephone
bills; today, we pay our bills.”
But Mauritania’s good economic
performance rides almost exclusively
on the surge in the iron ore price, up
85 per cent in the past four years. The
state mining company Snim contributes 25 per cent to GDP, half of
exports and, with 10,500 workers, is
the country’s biggest employer after
the government. The risk of shocks,
whether a fall in iron ore and gold
prices or a drought or swarm of
locusts (which destroyed agricultural
output in 2004), remains substantial.
“Despite Mauritania’s good performance in terms of [the] macroeconomy
it remains vulnerable to economic

shocks because the economic base is
still narrow,” says Mr Najeh at the
IMF. “We think the Mauritanian economy is not diversified enough. There
is the fisheries sector, but it has not
contributed that much to growth. And
livestock has an important potential
that has not been used as it’s supposed to be.”
Extending the country’s economic
base might also help address poverty
which, Mr Najeh says, could otherwise become a source of political
instability. Government officials readily acknowledge that the education
and health sectors are failing the
country.
“We need to train a new generation
capable to run an administration
effectively and with integrity,” says
Sid’Ahmed Raïss, the central bank
governor. “We’re putting a great deal
of attention on this, but we have
many things to do.”

Revenues fail to materialise as
energy explorers keep looking
Oil and gas

The majors and
petrodollar billions
are yet to roll in, says
Katrina Manson
Not long after oil was first
discovered in Mauritania 13
years ago, the government
set up an official overseas
fund to safeguard the petrodollar billions that were
expected to roll in.
Today, the Paris-based
account is disappointing,
containing only a few tens
of millions of dollars.
Sid’Ahmed Raïss, central
bank governor, says: “We
created this account because we thought we would
have huge oil revenues, but
we haven’t. It has been very
feeble.”
The underperforming output is thanks to Chinguetti
– a block controversial both
for its geology and its politics. Although Australia’s
Woodside Petroleum started
producing oil in 2006, output reached the 75,000 barrels a day capacity only for
a few weeks, as the reservoir proved hard to access.
Today, operated by Malaysia’s Petronas, production
sits at 6,500 bpd.
Politically, it hurt the
country’s image, because
Woodside was unexpectedly
obliged to pay a preproduction $100m bonus to the
new military government
after it came to power in a
2005 military coup and
Woodside sold out at a loss
soon after.
“It was a big mess, which
impacted [investor interest],” says an oil insider.
Nonetheless, several others have undertaken exploration in deepwater offshore and remote onshore
Mauritania.
Today, 10 companies are
searching for oil, among
them France’s Total and
Spain’s
Repsol,
which
started drilling in huge
onshore blocks in the country’s remote desert southeast.
However, some government officials are privately
downbeat about the likely
results. Mohamed Ould

Khouna, minister of oil,
energy and mines, says:
“We have to intensify drilling and attract more companies. Perhaps we can
attract majors to blocks
that have been drilled
where there are already
indications.” He says Mauritania will probably tender a
new round of blocks in
August, after the presidential elections.
“I think if they find something in Taoudeni [Basin],
it will push more companies to come because
Taoudeni is enormous,” he
adds. US-listed Kosmos
Energy is exploring offshore
but does not expect to drill
until next year.
“It’s not the big bonanza
everyone hoped for, but
everyone realises that Mauritania is vastly underexplored, so the work is still
to be done,” says Kemal
Mohamedou, president of
Tullow Petroleum Mauritania, which also has a 22 per
cent stake in Chinguetti.
The company reckons
that, as Mauritania and
Brazil were neighbours
before they broke apart
200m years ago, Mauritania
might share some of the offshore geology that contains
Brazil’s presalt deposits.
“The area we have is
shrinking, so it’s a race
against time,” says Mr

Mohamedou of Mauritania’s
requirement that prospectors return a quarter of
their block every three
years, and all of it after
nine. But, although Tullow
says its work in Mauritania
has opened a “new oil play”
and that it is racing against
the clock, things appear to
be slowing down rather
than speeding up.
It has delayed drilling two
of its four planned deepwater offshore wells. Its
first
gave
inconclusive

‘Everyone realises
Mauritania is vastly
underexplored,
so the work is
still to be done’
results, the results of its
second are due shortly and
the final two – originally
due this year – are on hold.
Investors may have to
take comfort from gas.
Two offshore blocks have
yielded discoveries in the
past decade, but for years
they lay idle. “[Previous
operators] didn’t develop
the gas reserve at the time,
because there was no market – there was too much

New drill: FPSO Mauritania heads to Chinguetti oilfield
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for Mauritania to take but
not enough for export,”
explains Mr Mohamedou.
The gas reserve, at 1.1tn
cubic feet, could deliver 300
megawatts over a 35-year
life. An ambitious and innovative public-private partnership may be able to realise the value of the gas,
although Tullow, majority
shareholder in the two
blocks, has yet to agree
terms to build a 75km
undersea pipeline to serve a
gas-to-power
project
in
Nouakchott.
An energy consortium
involving the government
and Kinross Gold Corporation, a Canadian miner, has
stepped in as buyers, with
the World Bank offering
guarantees and transmission line funding, but the
parties have so far been
unable to agree the offtake
price and give the $1bn
project the go-ahead.
Kinross holds a 34 per
cent stake in Société de Production
d’Electricité
à
partir du Gaz (Speg), the
consortium, whose other
members are state-controlled miner Snim and state
power company Somelec.
James Crossland, executive vice-president at Kinross, says: “There’s no
agreement on the gas price
between Tullow and Speg,
nor on the transmission tariff, so it’s hard to forecast.”
The project, whose first
phase will rely on power
generation from heavy fuel,
could eventually deliver
700MW, meaning Mauritania would need to sell it to
neighbours Mali and Senegal to justify the volumes.
For now, national energy
demand stands at 221MW,
although this is forecast to
rise to 1,347MW in 10 years.
Mr Crossland says: “To
shift that much power,
you’ve got to put in a transmission line – Senegal is
key: you don’t get the volumes unless you get Senegal.”
Kinross will not make a
decision until next year.
Miners First Quantum and
Xstrata (now Glencore)
bowed out of the project as
potential energy buyers at
committee steering stage.
That puts Mauritania firmly
back in the waiting game.
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State looks to rail and
water to boost sector
Mining Investing in
infrastructure is
essential, reports
Katrina Manson

S

tretching 704km into the
remote desert and guarded
in places by the army, Mauritania’s iron ore railway is
the backbone of the country’s economy. It is also the key to
unlocking its vastly underdeveloped
mining potential.
The railway is owned by the statecontrolled mining company, Société
Nationale Industrielle et Minière
(Snim), which some who know it well
describe as a jealously defended “state
within a state”. The line and the port
of Nouadhibou at the end of the track
are critical to opening up Mauritania’s
vast iron ore deposits.
Mohamed Ould Khouna, Mauritania’s mines minister, says: “We have
maybe at least 2bn-3bn tonnes of good
iron ore, [known as] magnetite, so
now we are looking for how to transform this discovery into production.
To produce, we have to secure two
things: the railway and water, which
will require investment. If we sort out
the infrastructure, I’m sure we will
make a huge jump in mining output.”
It has not been plain sailing. It took
Glencore two years to negotiate
access to Snim’s 100 per cent owned
and operated railway.
But now the agreement is, according to Snim’s chief executive Abdellahi Ould Mohamed Oudaâ, “definitive” as of last month, it could open
up several deposits to foreign investors.
“It’s been difficult because it’s the
first [agreement], but we have now
agreed the model with Glencore [and]
that will form the basis for our discussions with other companies from
Saudi Arabia and China that are also
looking to export iron ore from Mauritania using our infrastructure,” he
says, citing several other huge
planned projects that could double
annual iron ore output.
Snim, which first exported iron ore
in 1963, plans to boost its own production from last year’s 13m tonne record
to 40m tonnes by 2025 as part of a
$6bn expansion, putting Mauritania in
the top five producers in the world, up
from second in Africa.
“There’s a gap [in global supply and
demand] today, but it will close after
2020. That means we have a window
to boost output before it’s too late and
other producers come online,” says
Mr Oudaâ, who points out that more
than 75 per cent of its iron ore
now goes to China, compared with

Expansion plans: an exploration rig at a surface gold mine

only 20 per cent before the global
financial crisis. Although several foreign mining companies plan to
develop iron ore projects, Mr Oudaâ
says Snim intends to maintain its 100
per cent ownership of the port and
railway, which has top carrying
capacity of 80m tonnes a year.
Plans to privatise Snim were abandoned in 2008 after President
Mohamed Ould Abdel Aziz, praised
for his “patriotic historical position”,
put his foot down. As it is the crown
jewel in the nation’s otherwise feeble
economy, Mr Khouna says the country will “never” privatise Snim.
Elsewhere, the country has issued
more than 300 permits to more than
70 companies for mining exploration,
for everything from diamonds and
quartz to rare earth metals and uranium.
Although the country depends heavily on mining and reformed the mining code to attract foreign investment,
so far only two enterprises, both
Canadian, have set up production
operations: Kinross, with its 220,000oz
a year gold mine at Tasiast, and First
Quantum Minerals’ copper and gold
operation at Akjoujt.
Kinross will next year decide
whether to go ahead with a mill
expansion plan, after having to scale
back earlier production plans to
accommodate the falling gold price.
Some of the 300 workers it laid off last

Alamy

year as a result are continuing their
protests.
“It’s a very good asset, but the mine
is losing money,” says James Crossland, executive vice-president at Kinross.
Although the company says it is
owed tens of millions of dollars in
value added tax rebates, relations
with government remain largely good.
“Kinross has a problem with itself,
not with the government,” says Mr
Khouna, a reference to shifts in internal company strategy in part to
accommodate what turned out to be
the high fee paid for the mine, given
the subsequent drop in gold prices.
First Quantum also made hundreds
redundant last year, but has found
ways to cut production costs. Since
2012, it has sold gold in concentrate
rather than as the more expensively
processed ingots.
The mine, which started production
in 2006, is due to run out of its copper
and gold resource in 2022, but the
company plans to process tailings for
magnetite, thanks to a new iron ore
plant scheduled to start up this year.
“We hope it gives us an additional
revenue stream and longevity,” says
Bill Wakabayashi, the mine’s general
manager.
If not, residents in Akjoujt, the mining town that is also home to the
president, may face the limits of the
mining economy all too soon.

Prospects improve but have a way to go
Continued from Page 1

the west and that slavery
continues.
His campaign highlights
wider ethnic and historical
fissures in the 4m-strong
society. He is attempting to
unite the Arabic-speaking
black Haratin, descendants
of slaves, of which he is a
member and who he
believes comprise half the
population, with non-Arabic-speaking black Africans
who come from the south
and
have
longstanding
grievances against the Moor
elite.
Others say the Haratin –
who have long taken the
names of their former masters – have more in common with the Arabic-speaking Moors who occupy most
of the top positions of the
administration than with
black Africans.
Mr Abeid will probably
face obstacles – he may be
banned from running, and
many black Mauritanians
lack identity cards that
would give them the right
to vote, following a flawed
registration process that
may have left many out, in
the words of another diplomat, “by design”.
The government understands the danger of these
cleavages. The president
positioned himself as the
“President of the Poor” on
the eve of the 2009 election
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that rendered him legitimate, following his 2008
coup in which he deposed
the country’s first democratically elected leader.
However, his detractors
quip he has earned the title
not by reducing poverty but
by increasing it. It is a
tricky point to argue: the
latest household survey
dates from 2008. It found 42
per cent of people lived
below the poverty line –
high for so small a country.
But the update to the survey is two years late, and a
more targeted poverty survey intended to reveal the
greatest need that would
direct resources better has
still not been conducted
beyond the capital Nouakchott. Even the new government agency set up to target poverty and assist
former slaves refuses to
determine how many it
should be helping.
Such delays, along with a
gap between the promise of
publicly
declared
good
intentions
and
results,
mean few can decide how
much of a reformer the
president really is. “He’s in
search of international
legitimacy and recognition,
[but] the elite runs the
country as if it’s their property,” says a senior western
diplomat, who is nevertheless impressed at recent
efforts to reach out to the
public. The president, for

the first time in African history, convened a meeting
last month with 400 under40-year-olds to hear their
complaints and suggestions
in 10 areas from economic
policy to free speech.
The
working
groups,
attended by a president
who says he is determined
to renew the political class,
lasted until 3am. A commission will now take up and
implement their solutions.
Mr Aziz has also liberalised the media, and defamation is no longer an imprisonable crime. “You really
have liberty of expression,

42%
Number of people in 2008
living below the poverty line

even when it comes to saying things about the president,” says Mohamed Aly
Ould El Abady, president of
the Mauritanian union of
websites, which run to
about 100. “Before, if you
wrote against the president
it crossed a red line; you
could be arrested right
away.”
When the president was
“accidentally shot” in 2012,
newspapers ran reported
conspiracy theories blaming
everything from errant lovers to coup plotters alongside the official explanation
– that a guard fired when

the president failed to stop
at a checkpoint after
returning home from the
desert late at night.
Freedom of expression
stops short of religious
opinion, however, and Mr
Aziz has emphasised that
religion outranks democracy, aware that this red
line is quickly thickening in
popular opinion.
Demonstrators took to
the streets last month on
hearing a rumour a copy of
the Koran had been torn up
inside a mosque. And when
a young man was convicted
of apostasy in January, the
president took to the streets
to reassure protesters calling for his death that he
sympathised with their
view. Whether that signals
a state-led step towards conservatism (older Mauritanians remember plenty of
easy,
energetic
debate
about whether God exists
without
invoking
state
crackdowns
and
death
threats) or what one diplomat describes as a canny
“pandering” to the cause,
it is clear that the state
wishes to appropriate religious debate.
“We’re worried these
could be the first steps in
the radicalisation process,”
says a government official.
“We want the Islamic
Republic of Mauritania to
remain more traditional
and tolerant.”
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Mauritania

Democracy has
no hope until
slavery ends
Opinion
Nasser Weddady

Fish stocks: deals with other countries provide an important source of income for the cashstrapped government, but experts say it needs to do more to develop the industry

Alamy

Fisheries should contribute more
Food security Most catches are landed abroad, while poor harvests have raised crop prices, says Javier Blas

A

t first sight, Mauritania does
not look a promising location for food production.
The country sits on the
edge of the inhospitable
Sahara desert, with millions of square
kilometres consisting of no more than
sand dunes. The UN’s Food and Agriculture Organisation (FAO) estimates
that more than 80 per cent of the
surface of the country is desert. On
top of that, recurrent droughts, environment degradation and periodic
locust invasions mean the country
experiences “structural food deficits”.
Yet, Mauritania’s 754km-long Atlantic seaboard is among the world’s
most plentiful ocean fishing grounds.
The coast, stretching from Moroccancontrolled Western Sahara to Senegal,
provides the government of Nouakchott with a rare opportunity simultaneously to improve domestic food
security, earn much needed hard currency and develop the national economy.
But critics say that Mauritania has
so far used these fishing grounds as a
source of hard currency, failing either
to develop its economy or improve
food security.
The country started systematically
to exploit its fishery sector in 1979,
and since then has signed bilateral
fishery deals with several neighbouring countries, including Morocco and
Algeria and with fishery leaders Russia, Japan and the EU.
The EU, for example, says its fishing deal with the country, known as
the EU-Mauritania Fisheries Partnership Agreement, is Brussels’ most
important fisheries agreement both in

terms of volume and product diversity. Both sides signed the latest twoyear agreement in 2012, enabling more
than 100 European vessels from 11 EU
countries to fish in Mauritanian
waters. The EU pays €70m a year in
exchange.
The deals with foreign countries
provide an important source of
income for the cash-strapped government, but experts say it needs to do
more to develop the industry. In spite
of the importance of the fishing industry, it is barely integrated into the
national economy.
Only 5-10 per cent of the fish caught
are unloaded at Mauritanian ports,
and a much smaller percentage is
processed locally, according to European estimates. Morocco, on the other
hand, has been able to develop a
strong industry, forcing European
vessels to discharge most of their
catches at local ports.
The FAO has urged Nouakchott “to
increase the integration of the fishery
sector into the national economy by
processing the catch in Mauritania”.
At present, more than 95 per cent of
fish landed are exported as gross
frozen products.
“There is little processing or valueadded onshore, except for a small portion of the catch that is filleted or
smoked in Nouakchott and minor, traditional value-added processing in
Nouakchott and fishing villages along
the southern coast,” the FAO says.
“The industry is vital for government
revenue but does not create many
jobs, as most processing is done elsewhere.”
Foreign executives complain that

‘Nearly
25 per cent
of rural
households
suffer from
food
insecurity’

the country provides poor services to
the fishing industry and that costs are
high, particularly for the electricity
needed for cold storage.
One executive says that the costs
are three time higher than in Spain’s
Canary Islands, in the Atlantic to the
north of Mauritania.
Nouadhibou, the port that is home
to most of the foreign fleet, does not
have enough handling equipment to
unload frozen fish quickly from the
vessels. The government, however, is
promising further investment to
resolve the problem.
Over-exploitation of the rich fishing
grounds – particularly for the more
valuable species such as squid and
shrimp – is also a serious concern,
foreign critics say. Greenpeace complains that European vessels are contributing to overfishing in Mauritania.
The ecological organisation says that
it would take more than 56 traditional
Mauritanian boats a year to catch the
volume of fish that one European
industrial vessel can capture and
process in a single day.
The German government, in a
report issued last year, argued that
“by using its fish stocks sustainably,
Mauritania could preserve some 40,000
jobs in the long run”.
While the fish sector awaits reforms
that could transform it into an engine
of economic growth and food security,
the agricultural sector faces an even
more difficult situation.
Inside the Sahel, the arid region just
south of the Sahara desert that
includes countries such as Burkina
Faso, Mali, Mauritania, Niger, Senegal
and Chad, the country badly needs

irrigation infrastructure to grow more
food. The World Bank and the EU
have pledged $8bn in aid for the
region, in part to boost irrigation to
increase agricultural production.
But, until the money arrives, the
FAO says poor and erratic rainfall has
meant failed harvests, “and nearly 25
per cent of rural households suffer
from food insecurity” in the country.
“Food prices have remained high,
reducing the purchasing power of vulnerable households and making their
access to food more difficult,” the
FAO adds.
The cost of wheat flour in Nouakchott rose this year to a record of 188
Mauritanian ouguiya per kilogramme,
nearly double the price of a decade
ago, according to FAO data. The price
of wheat flour is critical, as it is a
staple food, consumed either as bread
or couscous. Wheat accounts for a
third of dietary energy supply and
almost all of it is imported.
The price of camel meat, an important source of animal protein, has
risen further, reaching 1,577 Mauritanian ouguiya per kg, rising 130 per
cent in 10 years.
“Mauritania has been struck by successive severe food crises in recent
years that resulted in depletion of
household assets and high levels of
indebtedness,” the FAO warned in its
most recent report.
“The armed conflict in Northern
Mali has driven thousands of Malians
across the border into Mauritania . . .
These refugees represent an additional burden to a region that was
affected by a serious food and nutrition crisis in 2012,” it added.

Nearly three decades ago
deep in the hinterland, I
had my first encounter
with slavery in Mauritania.
Playing soccer with my
peers, one black boy never
finished a game. He was
always in a rush.
My first clue as to why
he could not, was someone
referring to him as an
“Abd” which is Arabic for
slave. Later, I found out
the boy was in fact
“inherited” as property
between three siblings and
had to divide his time
between them tending
their palm groves and
herding goats for no pay.
Asking adults about this
was no easy task. Curt and
sometimes evasive answers
were all I could get.
“Slavery is part of the
natural laws of society and
is sanctioned by religion,”
I was told. In fact, I came
to understand that the two
black families who were
euphemistically referred to
as “our relatives” and
resided just outside our
compound used to be our
slaves. They were freed by
my father upon acceding to
his inheritance – an act of
rebellion in the 1960s that I
came to appreciate only
much later.
Yet, we could not have
an open discussion about
their condition. That was
Mauritania’s paradox –
silence was the only
accepted response to this
painful legacy.
In fact, Mauritania’s first
official attempt to address
slavery came in the 1981
Orwellian law stipulating
that slaves should be
freed – but only after
compensating the slaveowners for their “property
loss”. In the meantime, the
first abolitionist manifesto
was clandestinely written
by Haratin (descendants of
slaves) activists, who
became known for a
phrase in the manifesto:
“Akhouka al-Hartani”.
(your brother the Haratin).
It demanded an end to
slavery, equal treatment
socially and official
recognition of the reality of
slavery and its legacy in
my country of birth.
The Arab establishment’s
reaction was swift.
Abolitionists were vilified
as imperialist agents or, in
some of the country’s most
reactionary Arab
nationalist and Islamist
circles, as apostates. Many
were jailed and some coopted by the system in
order to deny the reality of
slavery. The international
community remained
largely passive and
indifferent.
Over the next two
decades, this state of
play did not change
much, except for the
emergence of a new
generation of dissidents,
including Arab, Haratin
and Afro-Mauritanian
activists who, in 1995,
founded SOS
Slaves which
became the
main flagbearer of the
abolitionist
cause in
Mauritania
and
overseas.
This led to

members of ethnic groups
in Mauritania working
together for the first time
and waging a war of ideas
against both slavery and
military dictatorship.
Their work paid off in
2007, when Mauritania’s
first democratically elected
parliament, presided over
by a descendant of slaves,
passed unanimously a law
criminalising slavery.
This success was largely
homegrown and did not
involve much foreign
interference. The discourse
leading to it carefully
avoided stigmatising Islam
and, in fact, managed to
win over clerics and
conservatives alike.
But the fight is far from
over, as many abolitionists
rightly complain that the
2007 law is rarely enforced.
Haratins and slaves remain
at the bottom of the
socioeconomic ladder.
The government has
recently taken two
important steps: changing
the mandate of the
country’s National Agency
for The Struggle Against
Slavery Vestiges (formerly
dedicated to refugee
resettlement) and the
creation of a separate court
specifically to deal with
slavery cases.
This shows the debate in
Mauritania is no longer
about whether slavery
exists or not, but rather
how best to deal with it.
Some abolitionists,
however, are still
suspicious, wondering
whether these measures
are sincere or merely
cosmetic and designed to
placate the international
community.
Mauritania’s North
American and European
partners must take a more
active role in assisting
both sides of the debate to
move on and form a
pragmatic partnership to
tackle the problem from
both ends of the social
spectrum. The stakes are
high. Social injustice, the
country’s volatile regional
environment (notably the
implosion of neighbouring
Mali), and the rise of
terrorist groups create a
fertile ground for
extremism – as we have
painfully learned
elsewhere.
Mauritania’s Haratins,
like their US counterparts
two centuries ago, should
not wait another century
to receive their mule and
40 acres.
Nasser Weddady is a
Mauritanian-American
activist, co-editor of The
Arab Spring Dreams
Anthology and a
member of
SOS Slaves
Mauritania. You
can follow him
on twitter
@weddady
Equal rights:
the stakes
are high
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Nouakchott sees value in courting foreign backers of all stripes
International

Diplomatic relations
finally offer a way
forward, writes
Borzou Daragahi
Just months after the 2009
Israeli invasion of the Gaza
Strip, the newly installed
Mauritanian
government
made a daring move.
The country had been one
of only three Arab nations
to recognise Israel, but
President Mohamed Ould
Abdel Aziz, who had taken
power months earlier in a
military coup and booted
out the Israeli ambassador,
shut his country’s embassy
in Tel Aviv.
He then welcomed the foreign minister of Iran –
Israel and the US’s arch-

rival – to the capital,
Nouakchott, in the first
such visit since the early
1980s.
Adding insult to injury,
Tehran agreed to finish a
Nouakchott cancer hospital
Israel had started building.
The foreign policy shift
was popular among Mauritanians long wary of the
country’s friendly relations
with Israel and hopeful for
a more independent foreign
policy. And it ultimately
cost the Nouakchott regime
nothing. Despite warming
to Iran, Mauritania soon
began to receive US aid cut
immediately after the coup:
including millions of dollars
in annual development aid.
“Mauritania’s foreign policy, especially under the
current president, is pragmatic in the sense of wanting to have good diplomatic
relations with all sides,”

says Isselmou Ghaly, an
instructor at the University
of Nouakchott and a journalist.
“This approach is akin to
the Mauritanian proverbial
saying: ‘I like you for what
you admire, but I don’t necessarily hate what you
hate.’”
From its independence
from France in 1960 until
recently, Mauritania was
considered an impoverished
and sparsely populated
backwater on the far edge
of both the Arab world and
Africa.
But the mostly desert
southern Atlantic nation of
about 3.5m has acquired
greater international significance than its size and
economy might lead one to
expect.
In the past two years, it
has received official delegations from Turkey and

France, as well as a visit in
January by the USS Elrod,
a guided-missile frigate.
This year, Mauritania took
over from Ethiopia as chair
of the African Union.
“Our foreign policy is
now based on national
interest,” says Lemrabott
Issa Baba, a scholar in
Nouakchott. “In the past,
national policy was very
weak and Mauritania was
not playing a great role in
the region.”
Relations with the west
largely soured after the 2008
coup, which toppled the
democratically elected government of Sidi Mohamed
Ould Cheikh Abdallahi.
That forced Mauritania’s
isolated new government to
court other foreign backers,
including the then Libyan
leader Muammer Gaddafi’s
Libya, Qatar, Iran and Turkey. In particular, Ankara’s

relations with Mauritania
skyrocketed. Turkish shops,
schools, and construction
companies have a presence.
Mauritania’s large iron
ore reserves, as well as the
possibility of offshore gas
and oil finds, helped attract
international interest. But,
in large part, Mauritania’s
emergence as a hotspot for
international terrorism is
what has drawn broader
western engagement.
The French-led intervention last year in northern
Mali, where al-Qaeda affiliates had set up a mini-state,

‘We see ourselves
as a great nation
and a great player
in this region’

as well as the on-and-off
resurgence of al-Qaeda in
the Islamic Maghreb, or
AQIM, highlight the importance of Mauritania, which
has shown an ability and
willingness to engage militarily against militants.
“Mauritania
is
approached by the US as a
focal point in the fight
against terrorism,” says
Paulo Gorjão, a north
Africa specialist at the Portuguese Institute of International Relations and Security in Lisbon.
Within the Arab world,
the tangled relationship
between Morocco and Algeria over the disputed territory of Western Sahara has
long drawn in Mauritania,
which has at various times
courted both north African
powers. Morocco considers
western Sahara its own
despite the objections of

Algeria and militants seeking autonomy. Mauritania,
which Morocco has in the
past also claimed, watches
nervously from the sidelines, mostly siding with
Algeria in recent years,
after edging closer to Rabat
until about three years ago.
“With
Algeria
and
Morocco, Mauritanians go
back and forth,” says Kal
Ben Khalid, the AlgerianAmerican analyst who oversees The Moor Next Door
blog. “They can get something from each of them,
and turn to one or the other
at different times.”
Mauritania
maintains
strong ties with the EU, but
less as a trading partner
than as a recipient of aid
that sometimes contributes
to the rentier mentality
that holds back the country’s growth.
Many believe Maurita-

nia’s economic future lies
with the rest of Africa.
Though the US may provide
counter-terrorism support,
“Mauritania must secure its
borders to achieve stability
and that will only come
through co-operation with
neighbours,” says Mohamed
Ould Mahboubi, a Nouakchott political scientist.
Unlike Morocco and other
north African states, Mauritania sees itself as deeply
embedded within the continent, a result of both its
geography and a long history of Mauritanian clerics
and traders establishing
themselves throughout subSaharan Africa.
Mr Issa Baba sees a
potential role for Mauritania as a transit point
between “white and black”
Africa. “We see ourselves as
a great nation and a great
player in this region.”

