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[bookmark: _GoBack]Maat For Peace, Development, and Human Rights is a nonpartisan and nonprofit civil society organization. Established in 2005, Maat seeks to use the human rights approach, mechanisms and tools; to promote the values ​​and practices of social peace, development, democracy and good governance. It also works through international and regional mechanisms and bodies in the framework of networks and alliances to advocate and mobilize support for the promotion of peace and sustainable development practices and policies, and mobilizing against all forms of violence, conflict and injustice.

Introduction:
There has been no follow up report presented to the Committee by the Islamic Republic of Mauritania, following the submission of the combined second and third periodic reports in February 2013.This submission focuses on four themes: Violence against women and girls (in all its forms); access to sexual and reproductive health services; access to primary and secondary education; and access to employment in relation to Articles 1, 2, 3, 5, 10, 12, 14, and 16 of the Convention on CEDAW. It also proposes recommendations that Committee members may wish to call on the government of Mauritius to consider. 
Violence against women and Girls (Articles 1, 2, 3 and 16)
Domestic violence, rape (as well as marital rape), and other forms of harmful practices against women remain highly prevalent and there are still no specific laws nor policies in Mauritania which to combat this scourge.
Sexual Violence
The government of Mauritania in the last few years has made several progressive moves towards improving the policies and regulations for the safety and security of women and girls. In March 2016, the government approved a draft law on gender-based violence, which would define and punish rape and sexual harassment, create specific sections in criminal courts of first degree to hear sexual violence cases, consolidate criminal and civil court proceedings to favor prompt compensation of survivors, and allow civil society organizations to bring cases on behalf of survivors. While this is a commendable step, the draft does not meet international standards in the following ways: it provides restrictive definition of rape; it fails to criminalize other forms of sexual assault; it explicitly provides criminalization of consensual sexual relations outside marriage; and it fails to repeal domestic law provisions that criminalize abortion.  Nevertheless, the draft law presented to the parliament has been rejected on two occasions. [footnoteRef:1]  [1:  United Nations Human Rights Office of the High Commissioner, Press Briefing Note on Mauritania, November 2019. https://www.ohchr.org/EN/NewsEvents/Pages/DisplayNews.aspx?NewsID=25264&LangID=E] 

Furthermore, charges of Zina (adultery punishable by a prison sentence of 2 to 5 years under Sharia Law and the Criminal Code) are applied on a basis of gender discrimination. An unmarried woman or girl who is pregnant is considered guilty of adultery because pregnancy is evidence of the offense, even when the pregnancy occurs due to rape. According to Aichetou Salma El Moustapha, a Mauritanian lawyer, who represents women and girls told Human Rights Watch: “For rape cases where the complainant is a minor, when the girl becomes pregnant, she’s convicted for zina because according to the judge’s reasoning, if a girl becomes pregnant, her body is mature she can conceive a child and is thus, legally speaking, an adult.”
 Unfortunately, the government’s prosecution for zina and its failure to ensure access to justice, effective remedies, and care facilities for sexual violence survivors violates several human right laws and conventions including Article 2 of the CEDAW Convention, which obliges states to remove all national penal provisions that discriminate against women. As a response to this, in its reply to the List of issues raised by the committee in 2014, the government of Mauritania has enacted various awareness-raising campaigns to encourage women and girls who were victims of rape to file a formal complaint, and it has provided in-service training for judges and law officers to ensure there is a clear distinction between rape victims and those who have committed zina.[footnoteRef:2] Despite these measures however, sexual violence and  rape continues to be a problem in the country, and rape offenders often avoid prosecution through monetary settlements outside of court[footnoteRef:3] (ASI, 2014; US Department of State, 2016). [2:  Social Institutions & Gender Index, Mauritania 2019. https://www.genderindex.org/wp-content/uploads/files/datasheets/2019/MR.pdf]  [3:  United States Department of State, 2019 Country Reports on Human Rights Practices - Mauritania, 2019. https://www.state.gov/reports/2019-country-reports-on-human-rights-practices/mauritania/ ] 

Childhood Marriage and Forced Marriage
In 2014, the government established a multi- sectorial committee to combat child marriage in Mauritania. The committee launched awareness-building campaigns and programs across the country to shed light on the social and health risks of child marriage.[footnoteRef:4] However Mauritania still ranks among countries with high prevalence of child marriage globally.[footnoteRef:5] In 2015, the National Office of Statistics estimated that 15.6 percent of women between 15 and 49 were married before the age of 15 and 35.2 percent of women between 20 and 49 were married before the age of 18.[footnoteRef:6]  [4:  Musawah, Mauritania, Overview of Muslim Family Laws & Practices, May 2017. https://www.musawah.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/03/Mauritania-Overview-Table.pdf]  [5:  The Conversation, Child marriage in North Africa.: still a lot to be done, October 23, 2019 https://theconversation.com/child-marriage-in-north-africa-still-a-lot-to-be-done-125400]  [6:  National Office of Statistics, Multiple Indicator Cluster Survey, 2015, Key results, Nouakchott, Mauritania, (“Office National de la Statistique, Enquête par Grappes à Indicateurs Multiples, 2015, Résultats clés, Nouakchott, Mauritanie”), September 2016, https://mics-surveys-prod.s3.amazonaws.com/MICS5/West%20and%20Central%20Africa/Mauritania/2015/Key%20findings/Mauritania%202015%20MICS%20KFR_French.PDF] 

Under the practice of Maslaha or “kinship marriages”, young girls are being married off to cousins in efforts to protect them from sexual violence.[footnoteRef:7] Furthermore, Mauritania’s ambiguous domestic laws allow the practice to persist today as the laws promote rather than prohibit child marriages.[footnoteRef:8] Although the Personal Status Code in Mauritania sets the minimum age for marriage at 18;[footnoteRef:9] it also provides that a woman who has reached “age of majority” cannot be married without her consent and the approval of her male guardian (“weli”). There is a lack of clarity in the code as to whether the “age of majority” is the minimum age as set by Mauritanian laws or refers, to the age of puberty as under traditional Islamic jurisprudence.  In addition, the article also provides that “the silence of a young girl implies consent.”[footnoteRef:10]  [7:  Girls not Brides, Mauritania (Website), https://www.girlsnotbrides.org/child-marriage/mauritania/]  [8:  United Nations Children’s Fund, “Achieving a future without child marriage, Focus on West and Central Africa,” October 23, 2017, https://data.unicef.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/10/Child-Marriage-WEB.pdf. ]  [9:  Personal Status Code, Law. 2001-052 of 19 July 2001, art. 6. July 19, 2001. http://www.droit-afrique.com/upload/doc/mauritanie/Mauritanie-Code-2001-statut-personnel.pdf ]  [10:  Ibid. art 9] 


Female Genital Mutilation and Cutting (FGM/C)
The Mauritanian regulations which provide legal protection for the child, punishes perpetrators of FGM only when it “causes harm”.[footnoteRef:11] In addition, the law does not protect adult women from FGM. The continuous practice of FGM has reportedly made it possible for girls under the age of 10 to be put up for marriage as FGM is commonly seen as a sign of adulthood and readiness for marriage. [11:  Wikigender, Africa for Women’s Rights: Mauritania, (Website)https://www.wikigender.org/wiki/africa-for-womens-rights-mauritania/] 


Slavery
Slavery is still practiced in Mauritania despite being made illegal in 1981. Thousands of people from minority Haratine and Afro-Mauritanian groups live as domestic servants and child bridesth subjected to violence and abuse. Local NGOs report that temporary siriya marriages are still practiced between Mauritanian girls and wealthy Middle Eastern men, particularly in Saudi Arabia.[footnoteRef:12] [12:  Girls not Brides, Mauritania (Website), https://www.girlsnotbrides.org/child-marriage/mauritania/] 




Other Harmful Practices
There are no laws prohibiting the leblouh practice. Leblouh or gavage also known as forced fattening is the practice of force-feeding young girls to fatten them up for marriage. It is closely linked with childhood marriage because forced fattening accelerates puberty and makes younger girls appear more womanly and ready for marriage. The girls are put on high calorie diets, animal growth hormones and other dangerous drugs to help pile on weight,[footnoteRef:13] as obesity is typically regarded as a sign of beauty in Mauritania. Leblouh seriously endangers the health of young girls and there have been cases of deaths of young girls who were force fed.[footnoteRef:14] [13: Equality. Now, Protecting the Girl Child, January 2014. https://d3n8a8pro7vhmx.cloudfront.net/equalitynow/pages/300/attachments/original/1527597531/Protecting_the_Girl_Child_1.pdf?1527597531]  [14:  See Human Rights Watch, “They told me to keep quiet” Obstacles to Justice and Remedy for Sexual Assault Survivors in Mauritania, September 2018. https://www.justice.gov/eoir/page/file/1092086/download] 

Maat is concerned that violence against women is still very much evident in the day to day lives of women and girls in Mauritania. It is also of great concern that Mauritania lacks state-funded programs and care facilities to ensure safety, support, legal action and recovery for women and girls who seek safety after an assault.[footnoteRef:15] [15:  Ibid.] 

Maat recommends that the Committee calls on the government of Mauritania to:
· revise the draft bill to comply with human rights standards, including a clear definition of rape and other forms of sexual violence, adequate and proportionate sentences for alleged perpetrators, and to adopt it as soon as possible.
· provide shelters equipped to accommodate women and children, victims and survivors of abuse on a short, medium, and long-term basis, and allocates adequate funds to implement such measures.
· end victimization of victims of rape and gender discrimination in the use of charges of the crime of zina.
· ensure greater access to medical care for victims and survivors of violence and abuse, including psychological support. 
· Develop gender-responsive investigative trainings and require law enforcement officials to take them periodically, and ensure that they, along with judges and health professionals, follow forensic protocols specific to sexual assault cases; and 
· Develop awareness-raising campaigns about the various forms of sexual violence. Such campaigns should target the general public, law enforcement, and judicial officials, health professionals, and religious leaders who may influence public opinion. Such campaigns should seek to erode the social stigma surrounding sexual assault and rape survivors, to challenge victim-blaming, and to promote available resources for survivors to seek protection and remedies. 
· adopt a national plan to combat child marriage including amending ambiguous laws which promote child marriage and implementing campaigns at national and local level to raise awareness about the mental and physical health risks of child marriage. 
· adopt explicit laws to put an end to the practice of Leblouh, Female Genital Mutilation and other harmful practices.
Access to Sexual and Reproductive health services (Articles 5, 12, 14, 16)
In a progressive move, Mauritania approved the country’s first ever Reproductive Health and Family Planning law in 2017.  Later that same year, the Ministry of Health gave the go ahead to all public and private health centers to offer choices of contraceptive methods to patients.  However, despite these strides, women and girls, particularly in rural areas, lack access to adequate health care services, especially with respect to prenatal and postnatal care and family planning.[footnoteRef:16] Hence, the rate of teenage pregnancies remains very high, as well as the infant and maternal mortality rates. In addition, there is the criminalization of abortion except when the mother's health puts women and girls at risk. This is because victims and survivors of rape who become pregnant and are not legally allowed to obtain an abortion and may resort to clandestine measures which exposes them to risks of infection and even death. [16:  Family Planning 2020, Mauritania: Commitment Maker Since 2013. (Website) https://www.familyplanning2020.org/mauritania
] 

Maat wishes to mention that despite the general prohibition of the performance of abortions, under general principles of necessity, in the case of rape or incest, an abortion can be performed to save the mother’s life.[footnoteRef:17]   [17:  Women on Waves, Abortion Law Mauritania. (Website). https://www.womenonwaves.org/en/page/5005/abortion-law-mauritania] 

Maat recommends that the committee calls on the government of Mauritania to:
· Take all necessary measures to ensure all women and girls including women and girls in rural areas, have access to sexual health and reproductive health services. 
· Create awareness of sex education for women and girls
· Decriminalize abortion 
Access to Education (Article 10)
The government of Mauritania has made significant progress in ensuring more girls have access to and complete their primary education. In 2017, primary school enrolment for girls increased to 50.91% in 2017.[footnoteRef:18] Similarly, 21,168 adolescent females have been enrolled in lower secondary education in 2016, as opposed to 7,400 in 2014.[footnoteRef:19] However, transition to lower secondary school remains a challenge, especially for girls. Secondary schools are typically located in district towns, not in villages. While parents are likely to feel comfortable sending their adolescent sons to stay with a friend or relative who lives near the school, they are far less likely to agree to similar arrangements for their daughters.[footnoteRef:20] Hence there are fewer girls than boys in secondary school. Furthermore, between 2017 and 2018, primary education, pupils (% female) in Mauritania was decreasing on average by 0.09% each year, although before that, it grew from 48.18 % in 2001 to 50.91 % in 2017.[footnoteRef:21] [18:  See Knoema, Mauritania: Primary Educations Pupils (% Female) 50.78 in 2018 (Website) https://knoema.com/WBADI2019/africa-development-indicators?tsId=2125740]  [19:  The Borgen Project, Girls’ Education in Mauritania, August 17, 2018. https://borgenproject.org/girls-education-in-mauritania/]  [20: Global Partnership, Mauritania: Distance shouldn’t stand between girls and their education (Website) https://www.globalpartnership.org/where-we-work/mauritania]  [21:  See Knoema, Mauritania: Primary Educations Pupils (% Female) 50.78 in 2018  (Website) https://knoema.com/WBADI2019/africa-development-indicators?tsId=2125740] 


Maat would like to highlight that girls’ education has been shown to be the foundation for female empowerment. Improving access to education in Mauritania will also reduce poverty in the country. Hence Maat recommends that the Committee calls on the government of Mauritania to:
· Take all necessary measures to ensure access to education for girls and women, particularly for women and girls in remote rural areas, as well as establishing a strict mechanism to monitor girls’ education and ensure that they complete primary and secondary education. 
· Educate women and girls as well as community and religious leaders on the rights of women and girls to education, as well as introduce civic education and women’s rights, into the school curriculum.
Access to employment
Although Mauritanian legislation provides for equal rights with respect to employment, no specific measures have been taken to eliminate discrimination against women. According Art. 247 of the Labour Code, women are prohibited from working in jobs which are likely to affect their health, physical integrity or damage their morality[footnoteRef:22]. Art. 166 further prohibits women from working night hours in specific environments, including in factories, plants or mining quarries.[footnoteRef:23] If married, women are permitted to pursue jobs outside of the marital home, however, they are bound to professions that are considered appropriate under Sharia law.[footnoteRef:24] While the available laws obviously prohibit women from seeking jobs in several sectors, women’s participation in the formal labour market remains low due to unequal pay, sexual harassment as well as  pay gap. In addition, women and young girls are vulnerable to sexual harassment. Thus, women are overrepresented in the informal sector where they are not protected by labour laws and have no social security [22:  Social Institutions & Gender Index, Mauritania 2019. https://www.genderindex.org/wp-content/uploads/files/datasheets/2019/MR.pdf
]  [23:  Ibid.]  [24:  Social Institutions & Gender Index, Mauritania 2019. https://www.genderindex.org/wp-content/uploads/files/datasheets/2019/MR.pdf] 

Furthermore, discrimination in employment is also deeply rooted in social status and ethnicity. Women and girls of Haratine descent are subjected to slavery and forced labour where there are exposed to violence and mistreatment.
Maat recommends that the committee calls on the government of Mauritania to:
· Encourage programmes that help women develop the entrepreneurship skills they need to become financially and economically stable
· Provide access to funds for women entrepreneurs
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