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Section A: Introduction to the Report 
 
This  alternative  report was submitted  by  the  Unrepresented  Nations  and  Peoples  Organization (UNPO) in collaboration with the Initiative de Résurgence du Mouvement Abolitionniste en Mauritanie (IRA) on the occasion of the 49th Session of the United Nations Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (henceforth, “the Committee”).
 
The framework of this report will comment upon relevant articles of the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights sequentially.  The final section of the report raises questions that should be posed and recommendations regarding concerns which are intended to inform the discussions taking place within the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (henceforth, “ICESCR” or “the Covenant”) and between the Committee and the Mauritanian delegation at the 49th Session. 
 
This alternative report will focus on the situation of the Haratin population in Mauritania and the Mauritanian government’s compliance with and implementation of the provisions in the International Covenant as it affects this particular group. The major issue dealt with in this report is the continued existence and widespread practice of slavery in Mauritania as well as the lack of educational, training and employment opportunities for freed slaves.
 
 


The Hague, August 2012




















	

Section B: Introduction to the Haratin

The Haratin are a minority group of Black African origin known as “Black Moors” whose culture, language and identity are Arab as a result of centuries of enslavement by Beydan or “White Moor” masters.  The Beydan remain dominant in Mauritania’s political, economic, military administrative and security spheres. Despite repeated attempts to abolish slavery in Mauritania in 1905, 1981 and the criminalization of slavery in 2007, the practice is still commonplace and particularly affects the Haratin. The vast majority of Haratin continue to live as slaves.
 
Mauritania has a history of slavery going back hundreds of years. It is deeply entrenched as part of a hierarchical social structure in all ethnic communities in Mauritania. Although the Haratin’s origin is not clear, it is believed they are the descendants of sedentary black ethnic groups along the Senegal River who were invaded, enslaved and assimilated during raids by Berber Arabs (White Moors), becoming to be treated as inheritable property.
 
After the colonial period, increasing urbanization and migration appeared which, to a certain extent, reduced the slave system somewhat. Nouakchott, the capital of Mauritania, became to some degree a safe haven for escaped or freed slaves. In 1974, an emancipation movement known as El Hor was spawn out of this small community of freed or escaped slaves. Regrettably, the movement’s focus on redress of social issues and justice brought it in direct confrontation with the government. This confrontation culminated in widespread arrests and torture as well as the expulsion of many Haratin from the country.  
 
At the beginning of 1980 Mohamad Khouna Ould Haidallah came into power through a military coup. While the new government appeared at first to sympathize with the situation of the Haratin and other minority groups, a 1981 law abolishing slavery proved to be completely ineffective. Slavery was not a criminal offense in Mauritania until 2007, and the authors of this report believe that the total lack of enforcement of the 2007 law criminalizing slavery indicates that slavery is not in reality criminalized in Mauritania.  
 
Due  to  the  profoundly  conservative  nature  of  Mauritanian  society,  strict  hierarchical  social systems are prevalent, especially in the dominant Berber or White Moor classes which have traditionally dominated positions of power, politics and wealth. As a result, Mauritania’s caste‐system is deeply engrained within society; slaves within this system are categorized on three levels: the ‘total subject’, the ‘part slave’, and the ‘true Haratin’.  



	



Section C: Compliance with ICESCR 

Article 6 – Right to work  
Article 7 – Right to just and favorable conditions of work 
 
Article 6.1 states that “[t]he States Parties to the present Covenant recognize the right to work, which includes the right of everyone to the opportunity to gain his living by work which he freely chooses or accepts, and will take appropriate steps to safeguard this right.” 
 
Article 6.2 states that “[t]he steps to be taken by a State Party to the present Covenant to achieve the full realization of this right shall include technical and vocational guidance and training programs, policies and techniques to achieve steady economic, social and cultural development and full and productive employment under conditions safeguarding fundamental political and economic freedoms to the individual.” 
 
Article 7 states that “[t]he States Parties to the present Covenant recognize the right of everyone to the enjoyment of just and favorable conditions of work which ensure, in particular: (a) Remuneration  which  provides  all  workers,  as  a  minimum,  with:  (i)  Fair  wages  and  equal remuneration for work of equal value without distinction of any kind… with equal pay for equal work; (ii) A decent living for themselves and their families in accordance with the provisions of the present Covenant; (b) Safe and healthy working conditions… (d) Rest, leisure and reasonable limitation of working hours and periodic holidays with pay, as well as remuneration for public holidays.”

The conditions of slavery that continue to exist in Mauritania are a clear violation of article 6.1 of the Covenant. An estimate of 20 % of the Mauritian population, almost exclusively Haratin, still lives in slavery or slavery like conditions. This affects women, men and children in rural and urban areas, often living with their ‘White Moor’ masters all their lives.[footnoteRef:1] Their work, mostly consisting of domestic servitude, street begging and agriculture, is unpaid and they usually only receive very basic food and shelter.[footnoteRef:2]  [1:  United States Department of State (2012). “2012 Trafficking in Persons Report” pp. 243-4. Washington, 
D.C., June 2012.]  [2:  Immigration and Refugee Board of Canada (2009). “Responses to Information Requests” Web. <http://www.irb-cisr.gc.ca:8080/RIR_RDI/RIR_RDI.aspx?id=452243&l=e> Accessed 20 August 2012.] 


The State Party is largely responsible for the continued existence of slavery in Mauritania, particularly because of lack of crackdown on the practice of slavery, forced labor and domestic servitude, and the dearth of policies and programs aimed at aiding victims of slavery in reintegrating into society.   

In 1981, Mauritania passed a law abolishing the practice of slavery, though this law was widely ignored and slavery continued unchecked for the next decades. The law included provisions to provide compensation for masters who would lose their slaves, thus illustrating the societal perception of slaves as property rather than victims. A 2007 law criminalized the practice of slavery in Mauritania, as well as any form of contracting to benefit from forced labor and specified compensation masters should pay to slaves.[footnoteRef:3] In March 2012, the Mauritanian Constitution underwent a number of constitutional amendments. It included a new section being added to Article 13, equating slavery as well as all other forms of exploitation and cruel, inhuman or degrading treatment, including torture, to crimes against humanity, punishable as such by law[footnoteRef:4].  [3:  See Appendix 1 for the full text of the 2007 law (French).]  [4:  Republique Islamique de Mauritanie (2012). “Projet de Loi constitutionnelle portant révision  de la Constitution du 20 juillet 1991” Web (French). <http://www.mpil.de/shared/data/pdf/projet_de_loi_constit_amende_fr.pdf> Accessed 21 August 2012.] 


The very existence of these laws is a form of acknowledgement by the State that slavery still exists, despite the fact that the government keeps denying it, arguing any cases persisting today are merely "vestiges" of slavery.[footnoteRef:5] In practice, slavery is so widespread that the State Party passed a decree in May 2001 aimed at regulating the sector, establishing a minimum standard (minimum wage; duly signed contract; health insurance), thereby recognizing the scale of this problem[footnoteRef:6]. This decree showed hardly any effect, as slaves remain unpaid and the minimum wage is not enough to live on in the first place. This decree was followed by a statute in August 2011, strengthening the labor code for domestic workers in private households. However, there is massive lack of investigations and prosecutions as well as insufficient supportive and protective services for victims.[footnoteRef:7] As a result of insufficient of political will to set an end to slavery, all the legal measures mentioned above have had very limited impact.[footnoteRef:8] [5:  Open Society Justice Initiative (2011). “Ending Slavery in Mauritania needs deeper Engagement” Web. <http://www.soros.org/voices/ending-slavery-mauritania-needs-deeper-engagement?utm_source=Open+Society+Institute&utm_campaign=e9775a69fd-justice-20120112&utm_medium=email> Accessed 17 August 2012.]  [6:  Salem, Zekeria Ould Ahmed (2009). “Bare‐foot activists: Transformations in the Haratine movement in 
Mauritania” Ch. 8 in Ellis, Stephen and Ineke van Kessel. Movers and Shakers: Social Movements in Africa. 
September 2009.]  [7:  United States Department of State (2012). “2012 Trafficking in Persons Report” p. 244. Washington, 
D.C., June 2012.]  [8:  Report of the Special Rapporteur on contemporary forms of slavery, including its causes and 
consequences: Mission to Mauritania (A/HRC/15/20/Add.2), 24 August 2010, states that “[d]espite laws, 
programmes and difference of opinion with regard to the existence of slavery in Mauritania, the Special 
Rapporteur concluded that de facto slavery continues to exist in Mauritania” p. 1.] 


The Special Rapporteur on contemporary forms of slavery has reported further problems, particularly focused on enforcement of the 2007 Act, including: cases being re‐filed as inheritance or land disputes; pressure on claimants from family, masters and local authorities to retract the claim; reluctance from police and courts in following up on allegations of slavery‐like practices; reluctance of judges to act; effectiveness of those practicing slavery at keeping the practice hidden,[footnoteRef:9] and that the vagueness of the law resulted in “many master‐servant dependencies —often encompassing former slavery bonds— fell short of inclusion in the antislavery policy.”[footnoteRef:10] The 2007 law includes penalties on government official failing to act upon reported cases but no investigations or prosecutions of any officials have been reported, even though civil society representatives argue this practice amounts to tactic complicity[footnoteRef:11]. Even where both parties freely admitted to the master-slave relationship, police refused to bring charges.[footnoteRef:12] [9:  Special Rapporteur on contemporary forms of slavery (2010). “Report of the Special Rapporteur on contemporary forms of slavery, including its causes and consequences: Mission to Mauritania (A/HRC/15/20/Add.2)” pp. 19 – 20.]  [10:  United States Department of State (2010). “ Trafficking in Persons Report 2010” Web. 
<www.state.gov/documents/organization/143187> p. 230. Washington, D.C., 2010.]  [11:  United States Department of State (2012). “ Trafficking in Persons Report 2012” Washington, D.C., June 2012. p. 244.]  [12:  Open Society Justice Initiative (2011). “Ending Slavery in Mauritania needs deeper Engagement” Web. <http://www.soros.org/voices/ending-slavery-mauritania-needs-deeper-engagement?utm_source=Open+Society+Institute&utm_campaign=e9775a69fd-justice-20120112&utm_medium=email> Accessed 17 August 2012.] 


Women in Mauritania face particular difficulties in escaping from slavery. Female slavery victims filing official complaints are scrutinized closely by the courts, and often face intimidation from officials and their former masters. Unmarried female slaves with children, often the result of rape by their masters or his friends and family, can be threatened with prosecution for adultery.

The limitation of the 2007 Act to the criminal responsibility of slave‐owners does not provide for the possibility of civil cases seeking reparation or compensation for victims of slavery but requires victims to personally report the violation of the law and to provide evidence proving their enslavement. Third parties cannot trigger prosecution; the 2007 law bars NGOs from filing complaints on behalf of slaves. Only few reports of slavery are being filed since facing the process alone is intimidating and illiteracy prevents many slaves from completing the necessary paperwork. The government has not supported any programs in systematically assisting victims in filing complaints on slavery.[footnoteRef:13]  [13:  United States Department of State (2012). “ Trafficking in Persons Report 2012” Washington, D.C., June 2012. p. 244.] 


The few complaints that are brought to the attention of the judicial system are dismissed, with frequent retaliation against the victims. The very rare cases of arrests of slave owners which are investigated, thanks to pressure by human rights organizations, are handled by the judicial system in a way intended to avoid any precedent, which results in acquittals, unenforced sentences, and repressive actions against the victims who have turned to the justice system to seek protection from their abusive masters. The government adopting legislative measures to combat slavery but preventing their implementation through lack of pressure for implementation and hindering practical procedures, suggests those legal measures are merely a tool aimed at improving the State’s image in international forums. 

This is further illustrated in the high portion of Haratin still being unaware of the abolition of slavery. As the 2011 US Human Rights report claims, public self-identification as slave or master is not extraordinary. Many have never heard of the 2007 law criminalizing slavery. This is a result of the majority of the Haratin being illiterate and the 2007 Act including no measures of publicizing the law to the general population[footnoteRef:14].  [14:  United States Department of State (2012). “2011 Country Reports on Human Rights Practices – Mauritania” Washington, D.C., 24 May 2012.] 


Even when freed, slaves often continue to work for their former ‘masters’ due to psychological and economic dependence, established through years of enslavement. One of the major obstacles in alleviating slavery in Mauritania is the strong tradition regarding slavery which is embedded in Mauritanian culture. An old Mauritanian saying is thus: ‘Paradise is under your master’s foot.’ Many are taught they will go to heaven if they obey their master. The precedence of Islamic law as enshrined in the Mauritanian Constitution is connected to the continued practice of slavery in the country. Even though no support for slavery can be found in the Koran, local religious authorities often resort to other religious texts that are not considered as sacred to justify this practice.[footnoteRef:15] All national religious figures are unwilling to denounce slavery. Many Islamic scholars even argue for the Islamic lawfulness of the practice.[footnoteRef:16] The State failed to take action to challenge the institution of slavery being supported by religious means hence it will be unable to follow the Committee’s request outlined under General information, section 2: [15:  MJEM (2012). “Interview of IRA Leader Hours Before Arrest "I will pay the price to show the world lies of this government" Web. <http://mjem.org/4/post/2012/05/interview-ira-leader-hours-before-arrest-i-will-pay-the-price-to-show-the-lies-of-this-government.html> Accessed 21 August 2012.]  [16:  CODESRIA General Assembly (2011) “Africa and the challenges of the 21st century – Former Slaves becoming Imams – Citizenship, Islam and Ethnicity in Contemporary Mauritania” Web, p. 1. <http://www.general.assembly.codesria.org/IMG/pdf/Zekeria_Ould_Ahmed_Salem-2.pdf> Accessed 20 August 2012.] 


2.	Please indicate what steps are taken by the State party to ensure that traditional Islamic sharia law and customary law do not negatively impact on the enjoyment of economic, social and cultural rights enshrined in the Covenant.[footnoteRef:17] [17:  Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, Pre-sessional working group (2012). Implementation of the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights - List of issues to be taken up in connection with the consideration of the initial report of Mauritania concerning articles 1 to 15 of the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (E/C.12/MRT/1).] 


The 2007 Act criminalizing slavery does not account for the inextricable link between discrimination and slavery in Mauritania. The Haratin in particular continue to experience legal and social discrimination, which acts as an unofficial barrier to their escape from slavery. Most Haratin do not have birth registration or identity documents, hence cannot vote and their ability to travel, even within the country, is extremely limited.[footnoteRef:18] Discrimination is a significant factor in the difficulties facing freed Haratin in finding work[footnoteRef:19] and together with lack of literacy and education limits the Haratin’s opportunities upon their freedom.  As a result of many are forced to return to their former masters and work for little to no compensation. The government made no efforts aimed at reducing demand for forced labor[footnoteRef:20] and the 2007 Act lacks any measures to provide rehabilitation and aid programs for former slaves. Such measures would prevent slaves from being forced into ‘voluntary’ servitude out of economic necessity. The Mauritianian government had good intentions for a while to change this and established literacy programs. However those ceased to exist after a short while. Furthermore, government organized programs and job training schemes do not benefit the Haratin since a certain degree of education is pre-requisite, hence freed slaves who are illiterate are being excluded.  [18:  Open Society Justice Initiative (2011). “Ending Slavery in Mauritania needs deeper Engagement” Web. <http://www.soros.org/voices/ending-slavery-mauritania-needs-deeper-engagement?utm_source=Open+Society+Institute&utm_campaign=e9775a69fd-justice-20120112&utm_medium=email> Accessed 17 August 2012.]  [19:  United States Department of State (2011). “2010 Human Rights Report: Mauritania” Washington, D.C., 8 April 2011.  ]  [20:  United States Department of State (2012). “ Trafficking in Persons Report 2012” Washington, D.C., June 2012. p. 245.] 


The Haratin continue to be extremely marginalized economically; even if they are free, their freedom entails working subaltern jobs and living in extreme poverty.[footnoteRef:21] Additionally to lack of education, the discriminatory practices which are found in the national recruitment processes make it very difficult for the Haratin to attain senior executive positions. The White Moors dominate the military, economic, religious, political and communicative realm. This is for instance reflected in Mauritania’s over 30 ambassadors and 20 consulates all being of White Moor origin except for one service ambassador.[footnoteRef:22] Haratin are largely excluded from State decision-making. Some Haratin are able to express themselves to a certain degree in trade unions and NGOs, however those civil society institutions are not included in State decision-making. Furthermore, many of those institutions are either empty shells or controlled by individuals with close ties to government elites.[footnoteRef:23] [21:   Salem,  Zekeria Ould Ahmed (2009). “Bare‐foot activists: Transformations in the Haratine movement in 
Mauritania” Ch. 8 in Ellis, Stephen and Ineke van Kessel. Movers and Shakers: Social Movements in Africa. 
September 2009.]  [22:  SOS-Abolition (2012). “L’Etat Beydano-berbère, le racisme anti noir et la stratégie esclavagiste du caporal Mécanicien Mohgamed Ould Abdel Aziz” Web. http://haratine.blogspot.nl/2012/08/letat-beydano-berbere-le-racisme-anti.html> Accessed 28 August 2012.]  [23:  Bertelsmann Stiftung, BTI (2012). “Mauritania Country Report” Gütersloh, 2012. p. 24, p. 30.] 


Additionally, the Haratin’s economic emancipation is hampered by a systemic destitution barring access to property. As a result of the Land Reform Act of 1983, lands that the Haratin have been cultivating for generations under feudalistic conditions are subject to land grabbing and can be leased at any time to national and foreign investors.[footnoteRef:24] The Haratin frequently see their land rights violated in favor of White Moors, who have been allowed by authorities to expropriate land owned by former slaves and to obstruct their access to water and pastures. Former slaves involved in land disputes concerning forced evictions have been attacked with impunity.[footnoteRef:25] Furthermore there are numerous cases of inheritance disputes since traditionally masters inherit their slaves’ possessions.[footnoteRef:26] [24:  MJEM (2012). “Mauritania: Expropriations of Black African Lands Continue” Web. <http://mjem.org/4/post/2012/07/mauritania-expropriations-of-black-african-lands-continue.html> Accessed 22 August 2012.]  [25:  United States Department of State (2011). “2010 Human Rights Report: Mauritania” p. 25. Washington, 
D.C., 8 April 2011.]  [26:  United States Department of State (2012). “2011 Country Reports on Human Rights Practices – Mauritania” Washington, D.C., 24 May 2012.] 






Acts of Commission

The State Party has demonstrated on numerous occasions its complicity with the practice and the administration of slavery, ensuring the perpetuation of the social and economic structure that acts as a total barrier to change.  The legislative body fails to deliver the political  process  required  for  reforms  that  can  address  the  issue  through  the  effective domestication of international commitments.  

General comment No. 18 of the Committee states the following obligation of State Parties with regard to civil society: 

States parties should respect and protect the work of human rights defenders and other members of civil society, in particular the trade unions, who assist disadvantaged  and  marginalized  individuals  and  groups  in  the  realization  of their right to work.[footnoteRef:27] [27:  Committee on Economic Social and Cultural Rights (2005). E/C.12/GC/18 “The Right to Work: General 
Comment no. 18” paragraph 51, 24 November 2005.] 

 
This  document  also  recommends  the  enactment  of  specific  legislative  measures  for  the implementation of the right to work, including measures that provide for the involvement of civil society.[footnoteRef:28] The State Party has failed to fulfill this obligation, particularly in its overt actions to prevent the involvement of human rights defenders and civil society in combating forced labor and  assisting  victims  of  forced  labor  in  escaping  these  conditions  and  seeking  justice  and protection from the State. The U.S. Department of State called the State Party’s efforts to protect victims of slavery “negligible.”[footnoteRef:29]  [28:  Committee on Economic Social and Cultural Rights (2005). E/C.12/GC/18 “The Right to Work: General 
Comment no. 18” paragraph 38, 24 November 2005.]  [29:  United States Department of State (2011). “ Trafficking in Persons Report 2011” Web. 
<www.state.gov/documents/organization/143187> p 253. Washington, D.C., 2010.] 


Human rights defenders denouncing slavery are continuously targets of intimidation by political and religious authorities. A group of Haratin imams for instance who voiced disagreement with the ongoing practice of slavery were told by a government minister that the State does not allow them voicing such issues or engaging in human rights advocacy. In the aftermath of this event IRA leader Mr. Birame Ould Dah Oudl Abeid was relieved of his post as Senior Adviser of the President of The National Commission for Human Rights. Two weeks after he was told by the Director of Public Liberties of the Ministry of the Interior to cease his continued activism in the fight against slavery or he would face prosecution and imprisonment for “illegal activities”.[footnoteRef:30] Prior to this the president of The National Commission for Human Rights was fired because he continually mentioned slavery in the Commission’s periodical reports and had refused to follow authorities’ instructions to dismiss Mr. Birame Ould Dah Oudl Abeid from his advisory position.[footnoteRef:31] Further evidence of authorities trying to suppress human rights advocacy is seen in the IRA continuing to be unrecognized by the government despite repeated attempts to register and members being arrested on grounds of membership in an illegal organization.[footnoteRef:32] [30:  Observatory for the Protection of Human Rights Defenders (2012). “Annual Report 2011 – Mauritania” Web pp. 104-5. <http://www.unhcr.org/refworld/pdfid/4ea7b3f81c.pdf> Accessed 20 August 2012.]  [31:  CODESRIA General Assembly (2011) “Africa and the challenges of the 21st century – Former Slaves becoming Imams – Citizenship, Islam and Ethnicity in Contemporary Mauritania” Web, p. 2. <http://www.general.assembly.codesria.org/IMG/pdf/Zekeria_Ould_Ahmed_Salem-2.pdf> Accessed 20 August 2012.]  [32:  Amnesty International (2011). “Anti-Slavery Activists Jailed in Mauritania” Web. <http://www.amnesty.org/en/news‐and‐updates/anti‐slavery‐activists‐jailed‐mauritania‐2011‐01‐07> Accessed 6 October 2011.] 


Several leaders of Mauritian anti-slavery organizations have been arrested in recent years. Since the threat of prosecution in 2010, Mr. Birame Ould Dah Oudl Abeid faced several arrests. Since April 28th 2012 he and six other activists are held in detention. Trial is still pending; charges include threatening national security and good morals, management of a non-authorized organization and, solely for Biram Ould Dah Ould Abeid, the crime of Apostasy.[footnoteRef:33] People from any ethnic group opposing the practice of slavery and infringements on Haratin property are constantly at risk of arrest.[footnoteRef:34] Police violence is common, for instance when Mr. Birame Ould Dah Oudl Abeid and his fellow activists were arrested, the police used tear gas grenades and beat activists with clubs.[footnoteRef:35] The regime is trying to keep those occurrences secret, access to media is denied to opposition leaders, journalists intending to report on the practice of slavery are not allowed into the country[footnoteRef:36] and journalists who dared report on the issue are frequently questioned and detained by police.[footnoteRef:37] [33:  MJEM (2012) “Amnesty International Demands Mauritania Release Biram and Fellow Abolitionists” Web. <http://mjem.org/4/post/2012/08/amnesty-international-demands-mauritania-release-biram-and-fellow-abolitionists.html> Accessed 22 August 2012.]  [34:  Minorities At Risk (2006). “Assessment for Black Moors in Mauritania” Web. <http://www.cidcm.umd.edu/mar/assessment.asp?groupId=43502> Accessed 20 August 2012.]  [35:  MJEM (2012). “Mauritania - IRA Abolitionists Arrested After Public Burning of Islamic Books” Web. < http://mjem.org/4/archives/04-2012/1.html> Accessed 22 August 2012.]  [36:  CNN (2012). “UN: There is hope for Mauritania's slaves” Web. <http://thecnnfreedomproject.blogs.cnn.com/2012/03/17/un-there-is-hope-for-mauritanias-slaves/> Accessed 20 August 2012.]  [37:  United States Department of State (2012). “2011 Country Reports on Human Rights Practices – Mauritania” Washington, D.C., 24 May 2012.] 




























Article 10 – Special measures for protection of the rights of children and families

Article 10.3 states that “[s]pecial measures of protection and assistance should be taken on behalf of all children and young persons without any discrimination for reasons of parentage or other conditions. Children and young persons should be protected from economic and social exploitation. Their employment in work harmful to their morals or health or dangerous to life or likely to hamper their normal development should be punishable by law. States should also set age limits below which the paid employment of child labor should be prohibited and punishable by law.”

Slavery in Mauritania affects children as well as adults. The Committee on the Rights of the Child has expressed serious concerns about “reports indicating the continued existence of caste‐based slavery” as well as about the absence of services to free slave children or reintegrate freed children into society. 

By law children under the age of twelve may not be employed, those under fourteen for no more than two hours a day as long as the child’s health and education are not affected. Officially six years of school attendance are mandatory, however most Haratin children do not receive any education, often because they live in small villages where there is no school. Haratin children who receive an education only attend public schools since their family lacks resources to send them into private education. Since public schools are of much worse quality than private schools, this results in the social and economic gap remaining largely unchanged, even for the Haratin children who are fortunate enough to attend school.[footnoteRef:38] [38:  Bertelsmann Stiftung, BTI (2012). “Mauritania Country Report” Gütersloh, 2012. p. 14.] 


Child protection laws lack enforcement and a large number of children are enslaved, often from a very young age, working more than fourteen hours a day. For young girls work particularly includes domestic servitude and for young boys street begging, herding and manual labour. In 2011 no investigation into child labor cases took place at all. Out of the Office of Childhood’s $35,700 budget nothing was specified for such investigations and not one labor investigator was dedicated to child labor.[footnoteRef:39]  [39:  United States Department of State (2012). “2011 Country Reports on Human Rights Practices – Mauritania” Washington, D.C., 24 May 2012.] 


The unwillingness of  the  State  Party  to  genuinely  end  the  practice  of  forced  labor  in Mauritania, even for children, was demonstrated in December 2010  when Mr. Biram Dah Abeid  along  with  several  other  human  rights defenders was arrested while attempting to help two young girls, aged seven and thirteen, to escape slavery. The IRA has denounced numerous other cases in order to prompt judicial implementation of the 2007 law, but to no avail as most of the cases are not even allowed to reach the Court.  A recent case concerns two girls, aged 10 and fourteen. They ran away from slavery, crossing 150km of desert land. However when an NGO tried to bring their case to court, the hearing was denied.[footnoteRef:40] [40:  MJEM (2012). “Human rights organisation highlights slavery in Mauritania” Web. <http://mjem.org/-news--articles.html> Accessed 23 August 2012.] 

 
In its response to the List of Issues presented by the Committee on the Rights of the Child, the State Party declared that Criminal proceedings can be instituted by the victims themselves, who may be assisted by human rights NGOs, public authorities (police, gendarmes, magistrates, prefects, governors, administrators) or any other person with knowledge of the facts. For cases of slavery in which children may be the victims, NGOs working in the field of child protection may act as civil plaintiff and institute criminal proceedings themselves, as provided in Order No. 2005.015 of 5 December 2005 on the judicial protection of children. 

In reality the State Party blocks attempts by victims to make official complaints of slavery in Mauritanian courts, as evidenced above, and denies NGOs assisting and supporting child victims during their complaints. This is particularly true when the allegations involve public officials or others in positions of power. NGOs’ complaints about child slavery and the harsh conditions enslaved children live in were usually ignored. Organizations reported that the official authorities replied that these children “need a job” when they were inquiring about enslaved children.[footnoteRef:41] Mauritanian activists state that harassment of abolitionists as well as the reluctance of the government to implement anti-slavery laws and to prosecute slave-masters, results from high-level government officials themselves owning slaves.[footnoteRef:42]  [41:  MJEM (2012). “Human rights organisation highlights slavery in Mauritania” Web. <http://mjem.org/-news--articles.html> Accessed 23 August 2012.]  [42:  MJEM (2012). “Nouakchott – Mauritania. Violent Repression on Peaceful Rally Demanding Release of Jailed Abolitionists” Web. < http://mjem.org/4/post/2012/05/nouakchott-mauritania-violent-repression-on-peaceful-rally-demanding-release-of-jailed-abolitionists.html> Accessed 23 August 2012.] 






















Section D: Recommendations

1. Acknowledge the pervasive existence of slavery in the country.

2. Develop educational campaigns to make the population aware of the illegality of slavery and to challenge the cultural assumptions that support it. 

3. Amend the 2007 Slavery Act to contain a clearer definition of slavery, provide aid for judicial enforcement of the Act and allow civil society organizations to file complaints on behalf of slaves. 

4. Investigate extensively alleged slavery cases, particularly those involving child labor.

5. Provide victim protection and assistance programs, offering police protection, aiding in victims’ reintegration into society and increasing education of Haratin children.

6. Develop  and  implement,  in  association  with  independent  experts,  a  comprehensive  and holistic national strategy combating slavery. 

7. Allow the Initiative pour la Résurgence du Mouvement Abolitionniste en Mauritanie (IRA) the right to  register  and  engage  in  consensus  building  social  dialogue  with  other organizations representing slaves and former slaves. 

8. Allow the Haratin access to property and, specifically, allow them legal ownership of the land they cultivate.  

9. Together with input from civil society, develop a plan to provide economic resources, training and education in order to empower Haratin.

10. Ensure all citizens are registered with the local authorities. 

11. Include the “Haratin” among the ethnic groups listed in the census.
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