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GENERAL SITUATION OF MAURITANIA. CURRENT SOCIAL, POLITICAL AND ECONOMIC SITUATION
Mauritania is an Islamic republic located in northwest Africa with a large part of its territory located in the Sahara Desert. Mauritania has a population of almost five million inhabitants and borders Senegal (western border), Mali (east and southwest), Algeria (northwest) and Western Sahara (north). For many centuries, this region was inhabited by nomadic tribes and later became part of Islamic empires. In the 19th century it was colonized by France, which, as in the rest of the colonized countries after the Berlin Conference, meant important changes imposed on all the traditional structures of the country. Around 1950 it began its struggle for independence from France, which culminated in 1960, although it continued to maintain a close relationship with the country that continues to this day. After its independence Mauritania has been a country characterized by political instability due to successive coups d'état (Fernandez- Fernandez, 2017).
Mauritania is a presidential democracy. However, as I mentioned before, since its independence, democracy has never been fully consolidated due to successive coups d'état. Officially, the military dictatorship ended in 2005 through another military coup d'état, and the first democratic elections were called in 2007. However, in 2008 there was another coup d'état by the previous president of the government, who in turn reconvened presidential elections in 2009 with Ould Abdel Aziz (author of the coup) winning them and assuming the presidency (Fernandez-Fernandez, 2017). Currently, Mauritania is under great political tension, especially after the 2019 elections in which the opposition accused the government of electoral fraud (although the International Community recognized them as valid) due to irregularities in the electoral process, such as suspicions of alteration of results and a flagrant lack of transparency. Its current president is Mohamed Ould Ghazouani, former army general and key player in the 2008 coup d'état (Ojeda García, 2023).
It is necessary to mention the important role of youth in the political opposition in Mauritania, especially in terms of social mobilization and activism. This is very prominent as the opposition had traditionally been dominated by more established political classes and this has completely changed the way of understanding politics in the country and of exercising opposition to the current government (Human Rights Watch, 2020; Al Jazeera, 2024). This is due to the strong demand and commitment of this sector of the population to economic, social and political changes, demanding, above all, an improvement in living conditions and an end to corruption (Carnegie Endowment, 2012). 
Certain structural and historical circumstances have perpetuated a system in which economic resources are diverted for the benefit of a political and economic elite, leading to a great lack of transparency and misappropriation of funds (Time Africa Magazine, 2024). In particular, corruption around natural resources stands out, as Mauritania is a country rich in raw materials. In fact, the former president, Mohamed Ould Abdel Aziz, is currently under indictment on corruption charges and in 2023 was sentenced to 15 years in prison for misappropriation of public funds, including more than $70 million (AP News, 2023). The current president has had some initiatives in this regard, but the opposition claims that they are not sufficient due to their lack of depth (Time Africa Magazine, 2024).
Continuing with the important position of young people in the opposition, it is worth mentioning the Beghar movement, a social category composed of descendants of former slaves who have traditionally been marginalized and have suffered great racial discrimination. Precisely, the main struggle of this movement is against slavery and racial discrimination (Minority Rights Group, 2024).
Slavery is one of the main problems in Mauritania; although it was officially abolished in 1981, the last country in the world to do so, this abolition was not initially accompanied by effective penal measures, allowing the practice to continue in many communities (Arab Center Washington DC, 2022). In 2007, a law was passed that criminalized slavery and established harsh prison sentences; however, the implementation of the law has been very poor and there is a glaring lack of prosecution of slavery, as noted by the UN (Anti-Slavery International, 2015). To this day, many descendants of slaves are still subject to exploitation and structural marginalization, which keeps this struggle alive within youth activism and the broader political opposition (UNPO, 2024).
Thus, this practice (referring to slavery) continues to exist in the form of forced labor and domestic servitude, including also the enslavement of children (The New Arab, 2023). In fact, especially in rural areas, hereditary slavery still exists, where the children of slaves are owned by the landowners and enslaved like their parents (Anti-Slavery International, 2016). In addition to the Beidans, another community heavily affected by slavery, although less stigmatized because they are of Berber ethnicity, are the Haratines (Minority Rights Group, 2024).
In 2008, IRA Mauritania (Initiative for the Rehabilitation of Abolition) was founded, one of the main civil platforms fighting against this practice in the country, seeking its eradication and the achievement of rights for those who suffer from it (The New Yorker, 2014). Its leader and founder, Biram Dah Abeid, has been arrested on several occasions due to his activism. In 2016, after spending 18 months in prison, he was released by decision of the Supreme Court of Mauritania (Amnesty International, 2016). Despite the obstacles, he remains one of the most prominent figures in the fight against slavery in Mauritania (The New Yorker, 2014).
As for the activism of the young society, it is characterized by the use of social networks to organize and by the constant exercise of peaceful demonstrations to pressure the government. In addition, these networks have usually been formed around universities, so these young people who make up the country's new opposition have an academic background. This has allowed them, in many cases, to develop a greater critical consciousness, which has led to greater participation in leftist parties and human rights movements. These young activists have on many occasions experienced strong repression by the authorities, leading to arbitrary arrests and police harassment (Amnesty International, 2019).
It is worth noting that these organized youth groups were the ones that spread the effect of the Arab Spring in Mauritania, although it did not have as strong an impact as in Tunisia or Egypt. The demands of these groups were similar to those already mentioned: an end to corruption and labor improvements. Although the protests were peaceful, they were dispersed with harsh reprisals in many cases (Refworld, 2012). It is worth noting that following this series of protests, the February 25th Movement emerged, a youth group that organized numerous demonstrations in 2011 demanding democratic reforms and change in the country (Al Jazeera, 2012).
Regarding the human rights situation in Mauritania, it is characterized by major shortcomings. It is a country with major civil and political restrictions where, as mentioned above, slavery still exists (Global Slavery Index, 2018), forced and child marriages (U.S. Department of State, 2022), and female circumcision is still widespread (Human Rights Watch, 2021). Mauritania applies Islamic or Sharia law, which, among other things, continues to allow stoning and other death penalties (Front Line Defenders, 2020).
Like the political situation, the economic situation in Mauritania is characterized by great instability. Despite being a country rich in natural resources, as is the case in other African countries, Western powers benefit from their exploitation, which generates enormous poverty within the country due, in large part, to the aforementioned corruption surrounding the exploitation of these natural resources. According to the World Bank, Mauritania has experienced economic growth driven by exports of raw materials, but this growth has not translated into a significant improvement in the living conditions of the population (World Bank, 2020).
Thus, Mauritania is a country rich in minerals, oil, gas and one of the main iron producers in the world (African Business, 2024). The only state-owned company in charge of iron exploitation is the Société Nationale Industrielle et Minière (SNIM), although, as explained above, given the high level of corruption, its profits do not reach the population, although it does represent one of the main drivers of the country's economy (IMF, 1999). It is true that foreign companies also benefit from the exploitation of iron, such as the French-Indian owned ArcelorMittal, which has invested heavily in mining infrastructure. The exploitation of the rest of the natural resources belongs mostly to foreign companies, mainly French (a country that has preferential treatment because of its former colonial ties and has played an important role in the formulation of energy and mining policies), Canadian and American (World Bank, 2021).
Fishing is a key sector of the Mauritanian economy (about 10% of GDP) although, as in other countries such as Senegal, the increasing exploitation of fishing by foreign vessels is leading to the ruin of Mauritanian fishermen, who are increasingly migrating out of the country because they cannot compete against large fishing companies. Artisanal fishing is an extremely important activity for many coastal communities in the country, which depend on it not only as a commercial activity but also as a source of food (FAO, 2021). However, industrial fishing and exploitation by foreign fleets have led to overexploitation of fishery resources, seriously affecting artisanal fisheries (World Bank, 2018). Competition with industrial vessels and foreign fleets has made artisanal fishing less profitable and local populations face difficulties in sustaining their livelihoods. Foreign fleets often have a preference for the most profitable species (such as tuna and squid), which depletes resources and leaves local fishermen with a limited amount of species to catch (FAO, 2021). To this we have to add the problem of illegal fishing, which also contributes to overexploitation and the fact that a large part of the benefits of fishing do not reach local communities due to the lack of transparency and the concentration of profits by foreign companies. 
In the case of Mauritania, fishing is one of the country's most important natural resources. However, it is dominated by foreign fishing companies, mostly French, such as Compagnie Française de Pêche and Intermarché, which have access to Mauritania's exclusive economic zone (about 300 nautical miles), one of the richest fishing zones in the world. There are also Spanish, Chinese and European Union companies, which have bilateral agreements for their countries' fleets to fish in this zone (FAO, 2021).
On the other hand, the agricultural sector in Mauritania, another sector with a lot of strength in the country, also faces important challenges due to climate change that has contributed greatly to the creation of more arid areas and desertification of the country, we cannot forget that most of the Mauritanian territory is located in the Sahel desert (FAO, 2021).
All this has led to the country facing a high unemployment rate, which especially affects the youth, which is one of the reasons why they are rebelling against the established regime. This often results in young Mauritanians, who often have a university education, being forced into low-paid informal jobs or emigration (UNDP, 2021).
In addition, poverty is a widespread problem throughout the country. In fact, according to the Human Development Index published in 2020, Mauritania ranks 157th out of 189 countries, implying that it is one of the most socially unequal countries in the world (UNDP, 2020). This has important consequences, such as a low rate of education and a very low per capita income. According to World Bank data, the extreme poverty line in Mauritania is at $1.90 and approximately 35% of the population lives below this threshold (World Bank, 2022). However, despite this high poverty, Mauritania has a relatively high GDP ($6.5 billion) due to the wealth in natural resources (World Bank, 2023).
This, in addition to showing the great social polarization, is also a reflection of the deep corruption that the country's wealthy classes take advantage of to enrich themselves. This corruption problem, in addition to the obvious diversion of resources that could be invested in other more necessary things for the population such as health or education, hinders foreign investment and diversification of the economy. 
Employment is one of the main causes of migration of young Mauritanians, as well as one of the main demands of the opponents. Unemployment is one of the country's most important economic and social problems. According to data from the World Bank and the International Monetary Fund (IMF), the unemployment rate is around 10-12% (World Bank, 2023). The most affected are young people and women. Youth unemployment is one of the most serious problems, as approximately 40% of the Mauritanian population is under the age of 30, and many of these young people have difficulty finding stable and remunerative jobs. Women also face significant barriers in the labor market, with strong marginalization in the formal sectors, often forcing them into informal or poorly paid jobs (ILO, 2021). To this must be added the great discrimination that is still very present in the country and that especially affects people of black African origin, who also encounter great difficulties when it comes to accessing the labor market.
A large percentage of the labor force is employed in the informal sector, which means that many workers do not have access to social security, basic labor rights, and work in precarious conditions. This is especially common in the agricultural and artisanal fishing sectors.
In conclusion, the social situation in Mauritania is characterized by great inequality, which leads many sectors to discrimination and poverty. There are great tensions between the Arab-Berber groups, which represent the political and economic elites, and the black Africans and communities of slave descent. This translates, for example, into large differences in access to education, which, although 70%, presents large disparities according to gender and ethnicity. 







2. THE MIGRATION SITUATION IN MAURITANIA
Mauritania is the main transit country on the Western Mediterranean Route and a destination country for migrants from the Sahel zone in search of job opportunities (mainly in the fishing and construction sectors). This is mainly due to the instability of the Sahel and the political crisis in Senegal, which has been going on for three years. 
Currently, Mauritania is primarily a receiving country for regional and seasonal migration, and in recent years has received more than 60,000 Malians seeking refuge due to insecurity, violence and political instability in their country. For many of these people, Mauritania functions as a temporary destination, either while they gather resources to continue their journey or to return to their countries of origin after a temporary migration. In addition, the country also acts as a permanent place of refuge, with the M'bera refugee camp standing out as housing more than 60,000 people (CEAR, 2022).
Mauritania also functions largely as a transit country for people trying to reach Europe. In this context, it is important to highlight the increase in the migratory flow to Mauritanian shores due to the tightening of Morocco's migration policies, the conflict in Guerguerat and the health crisis caused by the COVID-19 pandemic. Since 2018, the port of Nouadhibou, established in 2006 as one of the main departure points of the Atlantic route, has regained relevance as a point of embarkation to the Canary Islands. Thus, the reinforcement of controls in Morocco and the difficulty in crossing the borders to Ceuta and Melilla (a situation that worsened after the border closure caused by the pandemic), together with the blockage of the passage between Mauritania and Western Sahara due to the conflict in Guerguerat, have contributed to a significant increase in the number of people opting for the Canary Islands migratory route through Mauritania in the last two years (CEAR, 2022). 
Mauritania, in turn, is the main country receiving deportation flights from Spain, based on the agreement between the two countries that allows the deportation of Mauritanian and third-country nationals who have transited through Mauritania. 
Mauritania has a relatively marginal role as a country of origin of migrants: in 2020, about 130,000 Mauritanian citizens were living outside the country, mainly in neighboring African countries, while only 26% resided in the European Union (CEAR, 2022). As for the refugee population, according to data from the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (2021), the total number of Mauritanian refugees worldwide was 37,931 in 2020, a figure that reached over 80,000 in the mid-1990s.
Mauritania's socio-political position with respect to migration is determined by the fact that it is not a country of origin but eminently a country of destination (mainly temporary/seasonal) and of transit to Europe for migrants. This means that there is no public opposition to the presence of these people and that there is no social unrest arising from a policy of mobility control, as it does not affect its nationals. 
In 2019, the IOM estimates that there were about 84000 migrants in Nouakchott alone and that 94% of them had secured income-generating employment, although only 39% planned to stay in the capital, as many of them plan to migrate to Europe. The other main receiving city of migrants, as already explained, is the port city of Nouadhibou, which hosts approximately 32,000 people. According to this agency, migration flows are particularly complex in Nouadhibou and Nouakchott, transit points for migrants on their crossing to Morocco and other countries (IOM, 2018)
In an IOM report (2020) conducted through interviews with migrants, 61% of those residing in Nouakchott considered the relationship with the host community to be good or very good and 85% of those who fell ill reported receiving adequate medical treatment. 
The head of the IOM mission in Mauritania in 2020 (IOM, 2020) stresses the relevance of the seasonal migratory movement that takes place in the country. This type of phenomenon is strongly influenced by climate change and increasing instability at the borders. 
According to the World Migration Report 2024 published by IOM Mauritania is among the 20 African countries with the highest numbers of internal displacement due to disasters and conflicts. According to these data the percentage of migrants in relation to the population is 4%, with 37000 refugees. On the other hand, based on this report and 2020 data the numbers of people migrating to Mauritania are as follows: Mali (114379); Senegal (19294); Guinea (3396); Algeria (1788); Guinea-Bissau (1316). According to the IOM report, the majority of migrants arriving in Mauritania are men between 18 and 35 years old. 
In addition, the numbers of migrants leaving Mauritania are as follows based on destinations: Senegal (46376); Mali (24197); France (20324); Ivory Coast (12739); Spain (8879) (IOM, 2024). 
These data are in contrast to those recently presented by the country's Minister of Foreign Affairs (Mohamed Salem Ould Merzoug) who at a donor conference on the humanitarian crisis in the Sahel and Lake Chad region said that migrants coming to this country from the Sahel countries represent 10% of the population (between 350,000 and 400,000 immigrants). Mass immigration to this country poses a humanitarian problem for several reasons, among which is the overflow of refugee camps such as the aforementioned Mbera camp, which is one of the largest refugee camps in Africa (InfoBae, 2024). 
Currently, this refugee camp is home to some 50,000 people (mostly Malians fleeing a war that has been going on for 12 years) who live in overcrowded and terrible living conditions (LaSexta, 2024). The organizations working there highlight the lack of means to meet the needs of the people (mainly due to lack of funds). In a report by CEAR (2022), many of the people interviewed call for long-term measures to address the necessary inclusion and regularization of refugees. They also point out that, on many occasions, this lack of long-term measures has led to tension between the inhabitants of the camp and the locals. 
The Mauritanian CNDH (2020) admits that, "although the public authorities have developed structures and signed agreements and pacts with certain neighboring countries and with the EU to better manage migratory flows and protect the rights of migrants, there are barriers to the protection of these people such as the high cost of the residence card - which prevents some families from migrant communities to find themselves in a regular situation -, the difficulties for minors from migrant communities to attend school or the weak involvement of associations of migrant communities in decision-making that affects them" (CEAR, 2022:20).
As for the situation of migrants in the country, it is abysmal. For starters, they often only have access to the most precarious and informal jobs (U.S. Department of State, 2024). They are also more vulnerable and prone to be victims of human trafficking and smuggling (IOM, 2019).
In addition, according to the IOM, social protection coverage is insufficient to meet the needs of the population, resulting in a lack of assistance to migrants. The lack of specific mechanisms to assist migrants and inform them about these initiatives adds to the obstacles they face in accessing relevant information about their rights and the services available to them (IOM, 2024). 
On the other hand, it is worth noting the opacity of the so-called "detention centers" (of which Mauritania has at least three). As soon as a person enters these centers, NGOs no longer have access to them, and are unable to assist them in any way or carry out any kind of intervention prior to their deportation from the country. Although there are no official up-to-date figures available on the exact number of people detained for immigration reasons, there are reports documenting the situation. For example, between January and April 2025, the Mauritanian government intercepted more than 30,000 migrants and dismantled 80 smuggling networks, arresting 119 people linked to these activities. However, these data do not specify how many of those arrested were migrants intercepted on Mauritanian territory or in transit (Naranjo, 2025).
Organizations such as Human Rights Watch have documented cases of arbitrary and abusive detention of migrants, including unaccompanied children, with inadequate detention conditions and no access to legal or medical assistance . In addition, the Global Detention Project notes that although no official statistics are available on the total number of immigration detainees, there were 6,463 apprehensions of non-citizens in 2014 (Human Rights Watch, 2021). 
Regarding repatriation flights from Spain, of which Mauritania is the main destination, several organizations have also stressed their concern about the situation of the deported persons. A report made in 2019 by the Spanish Ombudsman indicated that, in these flights, "none of the return resolutions supporting these repatriations indicated that the place of origin of the small boats in which the repatriated persons arrived was Mauritania or that they had transited through this country" (CEAR, 2022:23). Furthermore, in the same report, the national mechanism against the prevention of torture said it was "concerned about "the conditions of respect for fundamental rights in Mauritania and the situation of those countries of which the repatriated persons are nationals and whose authorities are allegedly handed over by Mauritania" (CEAR, 2022). 
Since 2020, the IOM has recorded an increase in attempts to cross to Europe via the West African route and has since been calling for increased assistance to be able to provide urgent and humanitarian assistance to these people who survive shipwrecks (IOM, 2020). Moreover, since 2023, the capacity of the actors involved in these rescues has been overwhelmed by the massive arrivals. Thus, the UN agency provided assistance to more than 32 vessels that failed in their crossing, or in other words, more than 2,775 people disembarked, including 105 women and 156 children between June 31 and December 31 alone (Moncloa, 2024). 
In 2024, the IOM also warned of an increase in the number of departures of canoes bound for the Canary Islands, which also implies an increase in landings following rescues off the Mauritanian coast. Thus, the Spanish government recognizes that 83% of the arrivals registered in the Canary Islands depart from Mauritania.


3.  THE MIGRATION POLICY OF MAURITANIA
The Islamic Republic of Mauritania has become a key player in the control of migratory flows to Europe, especially since the mid-2000s. Its geographical position as a transit country on the Atlantic route to the Canary Islands and its proximity to the southern border of the European Union have placed it at the center of the EU's border externalization policies.
3.1 Border Outsourcing
Since 2006, following the cayuco crisis, Mauritania's migration policy has been increasingly shaped by the requirements of the European Union to contain irregular migration to the Canary Islands and, by extension, to the European continent. 
Mauritania's migration policy is intrinsically linked to the process of externalization of borders promoted by the EU. This situation has marked a turning point, redefining Mauritania's position in the imaginary of EU migration governance, shifting it to an elementary role in the Atlantic operational route (CEAR, 2021).
The EU outsourced its borders to Mauritania in the supposed need to stem unwanted arrivals outside its territory. This strategy was based on the premise that it was more effective and less costly to contain migration in countries of origin and transit than to manage arrivals at European borders. Externalization was initially presented with rigid security measures aimed at preventing migrant departures. Then, the operation of border externalization in Mauritania has "evolved" to a new approach in which it is intended to integrate measures for local development by seeking to address the root causes of migration (Hassan Ould Moctar, H, 2024). Undoubtedly, the aforementioned has made the Islamic Republic of Mauritania a relevant actor for the implementation of policies to contain migratory flows and, in turn, the African country has received various financial resources from the EU (CEAR, 2021). This collaboration has allowed the European Union to delocalize migration control, shifting the responsibility of flow management to a third state (Hassan Ould Moctar, H, 2024).
It is not trivial to mention that this cooperation has brought concrete benefits to Mauritania, although not without question. First, the externalization of EU borders has resulted in a significant injection of funds to Mauritania (CEAR, 2021) through various instruments such as the EU Trust Fund for Africa (EUSF), Memoranda of Understanding, the EU-Mauritania Joint Operational Partnership (2024), the EU-Mauritania Partnership on Migration, among others. These agreements have been mainly aimed at trade and development cooperation, migration and security projects. Secondly, cooperation on migration issues has raised Mauritania's geopolitical profile vis-à-vis the EU, allowing it to exert some influence and negotiating capacity in other areas of mutual interest, such as fisheries agreements with the EU and Spain. However, this relationship is determined by an asymmetry of power where the EU agenda usually takes precedence over Mauritania's needs (Hassan Ould Moctar, 2024).
However, the externalization of European borders in Mauritania cannot be understood as a simple technical and reciprocal agreement between parties; it embodies, rather, a complex reworking of power that drags from colonial issues (Hassan Ould Moctar, H, 2024), deep economic asymmetries and security logics that often push human rights to a second, third and fourth plane. From the moment the European Union decided positively to transfer part of its migratory control and thus its responsibility to transit territories such as Mauritania, a new stage began in which Mauritania was conceived not only as a geographical enclave, but also as a fundamental element in the European strategy to contain migratory flows to the global north. While it is true that in this process, Mauritania has gained a certain diplomatic visibility, which allows it to negotiate on certain matters, this has had a high impact in terms of subordination: the European Union has determined the roadmaps, defining the indicators of success and distributing - at its discretion - the funds to finance projects and collaboration agreements for development, which are sometimes aimed at security-related issues rather than at strengthening democratic institutions or attacking the problems of origin that drive migration. 
The relationship of subordination between Mauritania and the European Union is rooted in colonialism which, despite having formally ended several decades ago, remains absolutely present in the way we understand territoriality and with it, its inhabitants. The borders that are currently modernized by means of maritime patrols, biometric points at border crossings and detention centers reflect, ultimately, decisions permeated by the colonialism of the 20th century that delimited territories at will and classified societies according to racial criteria (Hassan Ould Moctar, H, 2024). Therefore, the externalization of borders is far from correcting these historical fractures, in fact, it legitimizes and deepens them: the agreements and projects of both the EU and Spain are somehow limited to transfer and direct a significant percentage of funds to the development of technical knowledge and police procedures to the Mauritanian security forces, thus reinforcing a model of surveillance and containment of migratory flows before promoting a democratic and respectful self-government with rights, maintaining a paternalistic and Eurocentric relationship with the African country. In other words, Mauritania sees its coercive capacity strengthened, but at the same time, it is not granted a real space to build an autonomous migration policy, based on the dignity of all people and their legitimate right to migrate.
In this framework, the idea of irregularity becomes an instrument that acts in favor of the strategic interests of the EU, the campaigns of raids in camps and neighborhoods, deportations without protocols, detentions and sanctions without procedural guarantees and the very high administrative requirements for obtaining permits of various kinds have become constant practices that push hundreds of people into clandestinity. Therefore, it is not merely a matter of applying a regulation, but rather, the declared objective is to discourage and control irregular migration (at any cost), and this securitarian argument dilutes any consideration of the effectiveness of due process, the protection of asylum seekers and in general, the guarantee and respect for human rights. In more detail, by imposing excessive and bureaucratized residency requirements, a large number of foreign residents become absolutely susceptible to deportation, abuses of power and extreme vulnerability. This, in addition to hindering mobility, generates and enhances a climate of hostility and local desperation, which in turn predisposes both the population of origin and transit to take desperate measures such as embarking on a boat along the Atlantic route. Therefore, it is worth questioning the place of the EU's official discourse on promoting development cooperation agreements with Mauritania in order to remedy the reasons for migration (labor options, education, etc.) from the origin, when in practice securitization is the absolute priority. 
However, it should be noted that the Mauritanian state is acting positively in line with the above. Faced with the pressure of European funding for various projects, Mauritania has managed to strengthen, develop and improve its operational security systems: the training of police and coastguards in maritime control techniques or in the management of detention centers has resulted in a victory against organized crime and terrorism in the Sahel, all of which is in line with European standards of success and those of the Mauritanian elite. However, this development goes hand in hand with a weakening of democratic guarantees. This is an internal contradiction that shows us that the resources allocated to development cooperation are not necessarily used to strengthen the country in terms of education, work and digitalization, but rather to support security policies.
On the other hand, on the coast of Mauritania, migrants trying to reach the Atlantic routes, encounter coastal rescue means that often prioritize control and control over emergency assistance (deliberate delays and inaction) generating shipwrecks that are entirely avoidable (Walking Without Borders ORG, 2024). There is no doubt that migrants face multiple violations of their rights along the migration route: sexual violence, human trafficking and torture by criminal networks, but also, corrupt police officers take advantage of their situation of extreme vulnerability (El País, 2024). 
Furthermore, in order to fight against human trafficking, terrorism and organized crime, the EU legitimizes security projects and, on the other hand, in order to alleviate irregular migration, it finances projects and agreements for development cooperation based on the pretense of attacking the origin of this migration. The above, in our opinion, structures almost perfectly the task: to externalize the borders of the EU by means of an excessive policy of securitization of the container country without being implicated of responsibilities. Not to mention the questionable nature of the Mauritanian authorities and the lack of transparency in the use of the funding received. 
From our perspective, it is urgent that funding is not conditioned through development cooperation agreements to containment goals, it is necessary to address in a comprehensive manner the current situation of sub-Saharan countries, and also that migration is recognized as a transforming and enriching force for the destination country (CEAR, 2021). This would imply giving a greater voice to Mauritanian community networks and to the migrants themselves, who often develop strategies of resilience and solidarity. It is also imperative to establish independent monitoring mechanisms to investigate where funds go and violations committed by both Mauritanian and European actors.

3.2 Regulatory framework related to migration in Mauritania 
A. National legislation
· Decree No. 62-169 of April 14, 1962: Regulates the issuance of visas and travel permits in Mauritania. 
· Decree No. 64-169 of December 15, 1964 (amended by Decree No. 65-110 of July 8, 1965): Establishes the immigration regime (entry and stay of foreigners) in Mauritania.
· Law No. 65-046 of February 23, 1965: Penal provisions of the immigration regime (punishes the irregular entry and stay of foreigners). Category: national, recently amended by Law No. 2024-038 of October 8, 2024.
· Law No. 2010-021 of February 10, 2010: Fight against the smuggling of migrants (criminalizes the facilitation of the fraudulent entry/exit of persons).
· Decree No. 2005-022 of March 3, 2005: Sets the modalities of application in Mauritania of international conventions on refugees.
· Decree No. 2012-031 of 2012: Establishes security measures for the issuance of the resident alien card. 
· Decree No. 2012.235 of October 3, 2012: Creates the National Committee for Migration Management in Mauritania. 
· Decree No. 2009-224 of October 29, 2009: Conditions of employment of foreign labor and institution of the work permit for foreign workers (replaces Decree 74-092/1974). 
· Decree No. 2022-022 of March 4, 2022: Conditions of employment of foreign labor and institution of the work permit. 
· Law No. 2020-017 of 2020: Prevention and Suppression of Trafficking in Persons and Protection of Victims (replaces Law No. 25/2003).
· Immigration Law 038-2024: Relating to penalties of imprisonment and fines for false documentation and irregular entries. 
B. International Treaties
· Geneva Convention relating to the Status of Refugees (1951) and New York Protocol (1967): ratified by Mauritania on May 5, 1987.
· 1969 OAU (African Union) Convention on Refugees in Africa: Ratified by Mauritania in 1972.
· International Convention on the Protection of the Rights of All Migrant Workers and Members of Their Families (1990): Mauritania ratified it (by accession) on January 22, 2007. 
· ILO Convention C143 (1975) Convention on supplementary provisions concerning migrant workers: Mauritania ratified it on September 23, 2019. 
· United Nations Protocol against Trafficking in Persons (2000): Protocol supplementing the Convention against Transnational Organized Crime. Mauritania acceded to it on July 22, 2005. 
· United Nations Protocol against the Smuggling of Migrants (2000): Complementary Protocol to the same UN Convention. Mauritania acceded to it on July 22, 2005.
· 2009 Kampala Convention on the Protection and Assistance of Internally Displaced Persons in Africa, which entered into force in December 2012.

4. MIGRATION IN MAURITANIA: THE ROLE OF SPAIN
4.1 General information 
Spain's foreign policy is structured on the basis of principles of human rights, multilateralism and sustainable development, with a strong relationship with Africa as a strategic partner. The existing foreign relations between Spain and the Islamic Republic of Mauritania range from migration management, economic development cooperation and peace and security issues, among others (Spanish Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 2025; Spanish Ministry of the Interior, 2024).
The relationship between the Kingdom of Spain and Mauritania on migration issues has been consolidated in recent years as a model of "efficient" bilateral cooperation with a multidimensional approach, which has been supported by the European Union through the financing of various projects and the promotion of agreements. The policies that have been adopted include mainly circular migration programs as well as issues related to economic development cooperation and collaboration in peace and security. In addition, Spain and Mauritania have participated in various European projects aimed at strengthening the capacities of security forces in the region in order to combat terrorism, organized crime and human trafficking, which are very present in the region (Spain-Mauritania Joint Declaration, 2024).
Notwithstanding the above, as we have already mentioned, since the externalization of the EU borders, Mauritanian migration policy has been characterized by a growing securitization, marked by important agreements and projects aimed at border control, operational cooperation and technical assistance. 
In line with the above, we find several projects and agreements that reaffirm this trend, for example: the EU-Mauritania Partnership 2021 and 2024, surveillance and control of migratory flows as a priority area of cooperation (Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Spain, 2024). Likewise, the European Commission, through the FIAP delegation (ex FIIAPP), has initiated during 2024, the third phase of the Gar-si Sahel project (Rapid Action, Surveillance and Intervention Groups) in West Africa, allocating €10,850,000 of European funding to ensure the control of State institutions in border areas, improve cross-border cooperation and intervene in situations of security conflict (FIAP, 2024).
Without prejudice to other projects that are also in line with operational cooperation, such as: POC Mauritania Project, NETCOP II and G5 Sahel.
In this regard, Spain has dedicated in recent years a significant volume of economic resources to the strengthening of security and surveillance mechanisms in Mauritanian territory. In more detail, in February 2024, the Spanish Prime Minister, Pedro Sanchez, announced a financial commitment exceeding 300 million euros for the coming years, aimed at curbing irregular migration from Mauritania to the Canary Islands. Of this amount, 50 million euros will be invested exclusively in financial cooperation, including the co-financing of projects with the World Bank in areas such as infrastructure and renewable energies (Europapress, 2024).
Moreover, an additional 200 million euros have been earmarked to promote investment by Spanish companies in Mauritania, through instruments such as the Fund for the Internationalization of Enterprise (FIEM) and the Spanish Export Credit Insurance Company (CESCE) (Europress, 2024), which responds mainly to national economic interests rather than to a logic of international cooperation.
On the other hand, the Spanish State has allocated only 60 million euros for development projects within the framework of the "Country Partnership Framework Mauritania-Spain 2024-2027", which covers issues such as economic diversification, human capital development and democratic governance (Cooperación Española, 2024). Although this figure represents an effort in the field of international cooperation, it is significantly lower than the expenditure directly or indirectly associated with migration control and reinforces a structural trend of prioritizing strategic interests of containment over the promotion of rights. In greater detail, direct humanitarian aid has been notoriously marginal: it went from 1 million euros in 2023 to 2 million in 2024 (El Independiente, 2024). This figure pales in comparison to the resources allocated to security and underscores the lack of a truly rights-based approach to vulnerable populations, including refugees, asylum seekers and economic migrants.
As well as the funds, the Spanish operational presence in Mauritania also reinforces this security approach. Indeed, a permanent contingent of 43 agents of the Guardia Civil and National Police is maintained, supported by patrol boats, helicopters, all-terrain vehicles and, on occasion, surveillance aircraft and ocean-going vessels (Huffingtonpost, 2024). This militarization of migration management contributes to consolidate a logic of control and deterrence that not only makes invisible the structural causes of human mobility -such as poverty, climate change, armed conflicts and structural violence- but also produces direct effects in the violation of fundamental rights.
However, this policy cannot be analyzed solely from a quantitative perspective, but it is also necessary to reflect on its legitimacy and consistency with the international obligations assumed by the Spanish State in terms of human rights. Under instruments such as the Global Compact for Safe, Orderly and Regular Migration (2018) and the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (ICESCR), States are called upon to adopt measures that place human dignity at the center of their migration policies. For this reason, it is problematic that the budgetary priorities of the Kingdom of Spain are more aligned with a logic of containment and externalization of borders than with compliance with international standards of protection.
In short, the cooperation model between the Kingdom of Spain and the Islamic Republic of Mauritania shows a fundamental asymmetry: while hundreds of millions of euros are invested in securitization strategies, the funds allocated to human development and genuine cooperation are kept at subordinate levels, if not subordinate. This political choice is anything but neutral, i.e. it implies an implicit renunciation of the human rights paradigm as a guiding principle of international relations and a reaffirmation of utilitarian approaches that perpetuate the root causes of the irregular migration they are supposed to solve.
4.2 Some agreements between Mauritania and Spain
· Agreement between the Kingdom of Spain and the Islamic Republic of Mauritania on immigration (readmission), 2003.
· Joint patrol agreement. Surveillance of the National Police, Guardia Civil and Gendarmerie in Mauritania in Nouadhibou, 2006.
· Convention on Assistance to Detained Persons and Transfer of Sentenced Persons, 2006.
· Extradition Agreement September, 2006. 
· Convention on Legal Assistance in Civil and Commercial Matters, 2007.
· Agreement between the Kingdom of Spain and the Republic of Mauritania, regarding the regulation and management of labor migration flows between both States, 2007.
· MoU for migration control (surveillance and return), 2008.
· MoU for the creation of joint police cooperation teams, 2008.
· Agreement for the promotion and reciprocal protection of investments, 2008
· Joint air patrol agreement, 2009
· Statement of intent regarding the development of actions in the area of internal security and institutional strengthening, 2015.
· Joint Maritime and Land Patrol Agreement, CG and Gendarmerie, 2015.
· Security Cooperation Agreement: concerning irregular immigration and trafficking in human beings, 2018.
· Joint Declaration between the Islamic Republic of Mauritania and the Kingdom of Spain (2024): This agreement reaffirms the commitment of both countries to promote safe, orderly and regular migrations, including circular migration programs and security cooperation. 
· Cooperation agreement between the European Union and Mauritania (2024): The EU and Mauritania signed a declaration to strengthen cooperation on migration issues, including border control, maritime rescue and return of migrants.

4.3 Foundation for the Internationalization of Public Administrations, FIAP.
The Foundation for the Internationalization of Public Administrations (FIAP), formerly FIIAPP, is the entity of the Spanish Cooperation system specializing in the promotion of public policies. The foundation plays a key role in migration cooperation between Spain and Mauritania. 
4.3.a Some FIAP projects in Mauritania
POC Mauritania Project: FIAP is leading the project "Creation of a joint task force to support the fight against migrant smuggling and the management of irregular migration in Mauritania" (POC Mauritania), financed by the European Union Emergency Trust Fund for Africa. The main objective of the POC Mauritania is to contribute to the effective fight against migrant smuggling and to improve the irregular migration management capacities by supporting the Mauritanian security forces. To this end, work is being carried out to strengthen police and judicial investigation capacities against criminal networks linked to migrant smuggling, as well as to improve the structural and operational capacities of the irregular immigration management system. The actions developed within the framework of this project include specific training for Mauritanian security forces in investigation techniques on smuggling and trafficking of migrants, identification and treatment of victims, and police and judicial cooperation. These trainings are given by members of the Spanish National Police, in collaboration with the Central Office for the Repression of the Smuggling of Migrants and Trafficking in Human Beings of Mauritania.  
NETCOP II: Project aimed at strengthening the investigative capacities of African police forces by training them in various aspects such as operational cooperation, data protection and operational procedures. It also aims to create a regional office to manage police relations between the countries of (Ivory Coast, Gambia, Mauritania, Niger, Senegal).
G5 SAHEL: Mauritania is a member state of this regional force, financially supported by the European Union through the EUSF. The main purpose is to combat terrorism and organized crime in the Sahel region, as well as border management and human mobility issues. The European Union has identified the Sahel as an area of security risk and intervention.
GARSI SAHEL (third part): Project to be discussed in the following section. 
This translates into the management of migratory flows in Mauritania from a national security perspective and a strong border control. In more detail, the Islamic Republic of Mauritania allocated 2.27% (World Bank, 2023) of gross domestic product to defense spending in 2022, which translates into 12% of the country's public spending. In turn, this strategy is perfectly aligned with the European Union's border externalization policy.
While these projects have contributed to strengthening the operational capacities of the Mauritanian authorities and improving cooperation in the area of security, migration policies must certainly balance the need for security with the protection of the fundamental rights of migrants, avoiding practices such as: arbitrary detention, restricted access to asylum, intense border controls, which may put their integrity and dignity at risk.
4.2.b GARSI SAHEL: Rapid Action Groups for surveillance and intervention in the Sahel
This project is known as the binomial for security and development, which aims at the stability of the Sahel region by strengthening the capacities of security forces and improving cross-border cooperation. The task is carried out through the training and equipping of police units (GAR-SI) in collaboration with the Spanish Guardia Civil, French Gendarmerie and Civilpol, Portuguese Guardia Republicana and Italian Arma Dei Carabinieri in the Sahel area. The aim is for these units to be able to deal with threats such as terrorism, human trafficking and smuggling, and to ensure in some way effective control of the territory and its borders (FIAP, 2023).
The project was approved in 2016 and its third phase has started in December 2023 in Mauritania (Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 2024). Officially, it is presented as a project that aims to strengthen regional security and address "irregular migration and the creation of terrorist groups" (FIAP, 2023) in the Sahel zone. This project is financed with European funds (in 2024 the EU announced €210 million for migratory cooperation with Mauritania) and Spanish funds (€10 million/year in police subsidies). According to the EU, the aim is to "turn Mauritania into the new great brake on irregular migration", through police equipment, information exchange and coordinated return of migrants (El País, 2024).
The main objective is to combat human smuggling, trafficking and cross-border insecurity. In other words, GAR-SI is a means to achieve in some way the militarization of migration through the training of rapid action units for coastal and border surveillance, with logistical support and European intelligence. Therefore, we understand that there is a securitarian approach that favors the containment of migratory flows over humanitarian elements such as assistance to migrants at risk (on the coast or in the desert) or development in terms of the causes that originate migratory flows (labor, internal conflicts, environmental factors, etc.). Undoubtedly, the deterrence of migration is one of the roadmaps as pointed out in the study "On Migration and Security: Europe managing migration from Sub- Saharan Africa", in practice the EU policy in the region is above all "deterrence and forced return of migrants" using Maghreb countries as a "cordon sanitaire" (Stephan Dünnwald, 2011). 
The GAR-SI Phase III project in the Islamic Republic of Mauritania operates under a budget of €10.850M (2023-2026) funded by the European Commission (FIAP, 2024). In addition to the above, there are other funds, such as bilateral funds: Spain, in particular, allocates some €10M per year for police cooperation in Mauritania (FIAP, 2023), in addition to other types of contributions such as equipment (vehicles, digital communication, etc.). Furthermore, during 2024 the EU-Africa Trust Fund announced an additional €210 million for migration cooperation with Mauritania (Africa News FR, 2024). It is important to note that a large part of these resources is managed through the Spanish agency FIAP, which carries out various projects in Africa. In sum, the projects are exclusively for security capacity building: military training, provision of vehicles (Toyota Hilux, Land Cruiser) and creation of police detention centers (Lighthouse Reports/El país, 2024).
In practice, the intensification of border security has implied severe restrictions on the mobility of sub-Saharan migrants, with multiple allegations of rights violations. Since 2024, Mauritania has been carrying out repeated collective deportations, as indicated by the Minister of Interior himself, who has indicated the expulsion of 10,753 people by September 2024, 14% more than in 2023 (Org global voices, 2025). The people to be expelled are often detained on the coast (or even in villages) with absolute lack of due process, sometimes they are transferred by the Mauritanian police to remote border points (border with Mali or Senegal) where they are abandoned without resources. This practice occurs despite knowledge of the current situation in Mali (UNHCR, 2019).
Journalistic investigations such as "Desterrados en el desierto" have documented that Spanish collaboration facilitates these abuses. For example, they have found that Spanish patrols share intelligence that allows them to intercept boats en route to the Canary Islands or arrest migrants on land, vehicles donated by the EU/Spain are used to arrest sub-Saharans and transfer them to the new detention centers (Lighthouse Reports/El país, 2024).
Arbitrary arrests solely because they are sub-Saharan Africans, massive raids in camps, beatings and insults, migrants massively expelled abroad without consular contact or means to return to their country, are exploitations of the extreme vulnerability (Org global voices, 2025) experienced by these people and undermine any transparency index of good governance. All of the above fits a pattern of securitization of migration and a violation of human rights.
The project clearly prioritizes border control over any other measure. Resources are directed towards surveillance, detention and repression; little is invested in assisting victims of trafficking, or generating legal migration channels, facilitating access to asylum or enhancing internal development. For example, although Mauritania hosts tens of thousands of Malian refugees (Africa News FR, 2024), practically no funds have been allocated to improve their protection or to create minimum conditions in the camps where they normally reside. It is clear that the few efforts for humanitarian support (e.g., some assistance in refugee camps) are minimized in the face of the priority of security spending.
Currently, humanitarian initiatives have been displaced by what today seems to be more relevant, security. The minimal existence of education programs, the lack of jobs or protection for migrants, stall any real attempt to attack migratory factors at the source. From this perspective, since migrants do not have the possibility to apply for asylum or opt for legal routes, they must, as a last resort, embark on a boat, with the risk that this implies. On the other hand, the strategy proposed through the GAR-SI project has inconsistencies in relation to international regulations, which prohibit collective expulsions and require individual processes with defense guarantees. In line with the above, the European Parliament debated during 2023 the situation in Mauritania, alerted through various reports of deportations and situations of police abuse (Lighthouse Reports/The Country, 2024).
Finally, it is key to conclude that the externalization of EU borders in Mauritania has been carried out through a strong securitization policy process that brings with it actions that restrict the mobility of sub-Saharan migrants and seem to condition their rights in terms of security. Beyond the official discourse against organized crime and terrorism in the Sahel zone promoted by the EU and Spain, in practice it has been translated into massive deportations and arbitrary detentions, abuses of police power, police inactivity in risk situations, often financed and trained by Spain, positively obviating respect for the dignity and rights of migrants.
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