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The neeting was called to order at 10.10 a.m

CONSI DERATI ON OF REPORTS, COMMENTS AND | NFORMATI ON SUBM TTED BY STATES PARTI ES
UNDER ARTI CLE 9 OF THE CONVENTI ON (agenda item 4) (continued)

Fifth periodic report of Mauritania (continued)(CERD/ C/ 330/ Add. 1)

1. At the invitation of the Chairman, the nenbers of the del egation of
Mauritania resuned their places at the Conmttee table.

2. M. SHAHI said he greatly appreciated the wealth of infornmation
contained in Mauritania's fifth periodic report (CERD/ C/ 330/ Add. 1), which
showed that the country was moving towards nulti-party denocracy.

3. Wth reference to paragraph 12 of the report, relating to the popul ation
of Mauritania, he hoped that future reports would give the respective
percent ages of the non-Arabic-speaking Pul ar, Soninké and Wbl of minorities.

4. The growth of civil society was reflected in paragraph 118, which

inter alia nentioned 24 political parties. He inquired whether the mnorities
menti oned i n paragraph 12 had their own parties. Wth regard to the
judiciary, he, like previous speakers, drew attention to the statenment in

par agraph 64 that the President of the Republic presided over the Suprene
Council of the Judiciary. That arrangenent seened at odds with the norma
separati on of powers that guaranteed an independent judiciary, as well as with
traditional Islamc rule, under which the ruler hinmself had al ways been
subject to the courts.

5. I mpl enentation of article 4 of the Convention called for nore specific

| egislation than that reflected in paragraph 105 of the report, which sinply
referred to the broad provision of article 1 of the Constitution. He hoped
that |egislation was contenplated with a view to ensuring that article 4, as
well as articles 5 and 6, of the Convention, would be fully inplenented.

Al t hough, according to paragraph 85 of the report, no discrimnatory practices
on the ground of race had ever been reported and the courts had never had to
deal with a case of racial discrimnation, the Government should still devote
attention to ensuring adequate provision for recourse and redress if and when
such cases arose

6. M. OULD MERZOUG (Mauritania), replying to the questions and conments
rai sed by menbers of the Commttee, said he appreciated the opportunity for
full and frank discussions with the menbers of the Conmttee, and particularly
wel conmed their recognition of Mauritania's efforts in the face of the many
donestic difficulties and an international climte increasingly harsh for
third world countries. In general, he felt that some of the questions and
comments reflected a | ack of understanding of Mauritania' s established
institutions and practices. For exanple, the Constitution guaranteed the

i ndependence of the judiciary, through the President of the Republic, assisted
by the Supreme Council of the Judiciary, over which he presided, as stated in
par agraph 64 of the report. |In France, too, the President of the Republic was
the constitutional guarantor of the judiciary's independence. The Suprene
Council of the Judiciary had full powers to ensure the exercise of its
prerogatives, including disciplinary action and rulings on professiona
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ethics. For exanple, action had been taken, in 1996, against certain judges
who had been lax in dealing with cases relating to slavery. Judges thenselves

were represented on the Suprene Council, three of them being elected by their
peers for a two-year period; paragraph 64 of the report indeed set out the
full conmposition of the Council. Thus, the executive exerted no pressure at

all on the judiciary, whose status was being further enhanced as a result of
recent governnent neasures which had enabl ed the Council to decide on an

i ncrease in judges' salaries and establish conpetitive recruitnment with the
ai mof raising court standards.

7. On the subject of intercommunity relations, there was no basis for the
implication, in a nunber of questions raised, that certain sectors of the
popul ati on received different treatment fromothers, for exanple by being
under-represented in public institutions. Black and white citizens were
treated alike, wi thout any distinction, as part of the national commtment to
equal ity and social cohesion, which ruled out any discrimnation on such
grounds as ethnic origin or sex. Visitors to Mauritania were able to see how
popul ati on devel opnent over the centuries had created stable, equitable
interrel ati onshi ps, pronoted and protected by the Government's constant
efforts to uphold the economc, social and cultural rights of all citizens and
to foster a culture of responsible citizenship in a nodern State under the
rule of law. The CGovernnment operated through transparent mechani snms, and the
only majority influence on it was electoral and parlianentary, unaffected by
any other interests, ethnic or otherwise. Citizens had the right to support
any political party they chose, but no parties were associated with ethnic
groups. Pursuant to article 2 of the Constitution, the people were the source
of all power, exercised through their elected representatives or by

ref erendum

8. At the previous neeting one nenber of the Committee had commrented on
noti onal ethnic conposition, sonewhat selectively quoting information from
Agence France Presse and other nedia sources. The failure to nmention the
further details, relating inter alia to governnent and executive conposition
had presented a distorted picture and doubtl ess caused m sunder st andi ng.

9. Wth regard to education, the general situation in West Africa had been
wel | recorded by historians. |In the colonial era, the little schooling
avail abl e had usual ly been provided by Christian mi ssionaries; as a result,
only the non-Islam c comunities had benefited. After independence, al
children, including those of Arabic-speaking Islanm c communities, had had
access to education. The resulting change in balance with regard to the

di fferent popul ation sectors' |earning and acquisition of skills could have
led to tensions, with the dire results that had been seen, for exanple, in
Lebanon.

10. On the subject of national |anguages and cultural identity, since 1979
the State had adopted | egislation which inter alia recognized Pul ar, Soninké
and Wl of as national | anguages and had made provision to develop witten
forms for them after some consideration, it had been decided to transcribe
themin Latin characters. A National Languages Institute had al so been
established to devel op teaching programes. Such measures stemred, in the
CGovernnment's view, fromits duty to pronote national |anguages. Nouakchott

Uni versity included faculties of Arabic and French. |In addition, the teaching
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of French and English, both inportant world | anguages, was bei ng expanded in
the reforned educational system in which |essons in civics, including human
rights, were being introduced. He failed to see how any of those devel opnents
could be construed as discrimnating agai nst any popul ati on sector or as being
detrimental to intercomunity relations. He was |ikew se puzzled by the
Country Rapporteur's reference to “Arabization” in respect of a country which
al ready had a consi derabl e Arabic-speaking majority, Arabic being in any case
a maj or national and international |anguage. |In that regard, it seened ironic
that only recently France had refused to sign a text in which regiona

| anguages were recogni zed.

11. I n denographic terms, the entire Sahel region was characterized by high
concentrations of inhabitants and by the precarious situation they faced ow ng
to drought and unreliable rainfall patterns. Traditionally they had been
quite nobile, with people noving north to the edge of the Sahara in relatively
wet seasons and congregating in the south in times of drought. Since the
1960s, when the countries of the region had acceded to i ndependence and
established their national boundaries, the various States had endeavoured to
alter that nobile way of |ife and to transformthe Sahel from a place of

m gration to one of production, and that had led to certain recurring
conflicts of interest between pastoralists and farmers, which were not racia
but economic in nature.

12. There had been conflicts in Mauritania s history, but they had generally
been fought on religious rather than racial grounds. Some of those canpai gns
had seen white Moors fighting side by side out of solidarity with Pulars and
Wl ofs to stop the slave trade. The conflicts had led to certain mlitary

al liances, which in turn had produced alliances through marriage, resulting in
broad uni ons between the Morish enmrs and numerous bl ack kingdonms in the
Senegal River valley.

13. The Country Rapporteur had m stakenly depicted the nore recent 1989

di sturbances as ones which had pitted Moor pastoralists against black farmers.
The conflict had in fact originally erupted between the Pular and Soni nké
conmunities, with no Mor involvenent. However, it had subsequently been the
duty of the Mauritanian State to defend its citizens against those of another
country. In those troubled tines, both Senegal and Mauritania had, for well-
known reasons, repatriated a | arge nunmber of people. Mauritania, for ethica
and noral reasons, had decided not to establish refugee canps but rather to
rely upon national solidarity to accommpdate the 240,000 nationals -
representing sone 10 per cent of the country’s popul ation - who had been
repatriated in just 10 days. Wen the two countries had reconciled their

di fferences Mauritania had opened its borders to all persons, Muritanian or
forei gn, who had been displaced, and the Mauritanian Red Crescent (MRC) and
the O fice of the United Nations Hi gh Comm ssioner for Refugees (UNHCR) had
coordi nated the return of tens of thousands of displaced people. In June 1996
the Governnent, the MRC and UNHCR had established a special rapid integration
programe whi ch, had included 250 projects to assist returning famlies, and
had restored nost |and and property ownership to the returnees. The State was
currently making efforts to reinstate all public enployees who had | ost their
posts, for exanple in the public service or in education. For exanple, the
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presi dent of the Association of Mauritani an Refugees in Senegal had been
reinstated in his post in the Mnistry of Equiprment and Transport after his return

14. An oversinmplified explanation had been given of the di spossession of
weal t hy bl ack | andowners in the Senegal River valley, frominformation

furni shed by an organization with little first-hand know edge. The Committee
shoul d refrain fromquoting such sources, especially when it could easily
refer to such renowned and authoritative institutions as ORSTOM the French
cooperation research institute, which had 75 years of experience working in
the valley. The river constituted the natural border between Senegal and
Mauri tani a, and nearer its source also crossed through part of Mali. In the
1970s the three States, which were subject to chronic food insecurity and

| acked resources, had decided jointly to develop irrigation in the river
val ey, hydroel ectric power production and navigability, and had established
the Organi zation for the Devel opment of the Senegal River for the purpose.

To build the two dans at Manantali and Di ama, the two countries concerned had
contracted debts accounting for nearly half of their overall debt servicing.
The dans had an operational l|ife of no nore than 50 years, and the debt had to
be rei mbursed. Land redistribution had thus been necessary, as it would have
been i mpossi ble to organi ze the devel opnment of 110,000 hectares in 10 years if
the hol dings had remained in half-hectare plots. In Senegal, |and had been
redi stributed not only to Senegal ese farmers, but also to foreign hol dings.
In Mauritania, all the redistributed | and had been acquired by small farmers,
often with the help of State loans. After receiving such hol dings, sone of
those farmers had then sold them The State could not prevent | andhol ders
fromselling their property.

15. Anot her question had centred around the efforts made by the Governnment
to combat poverty anong certain groups. Conmittee menbers were invited to
visit the nore nodest nei ghbourhoods on the outskirts of the country's cities,
where they woul d see that the population in such areas was thoroughly m xed.
It was the State’s responsibility to inprove their lot in the nmost equitable
way possi bl e.

16. Mauri tani a had al ways advocated an integrated, interdependent and

i ndi vi si bl e approach to all human rights, and believed that econonic and
political progress nmust go hand in hand. 1In May 1998 it had therefore
established the O fice of the Conm ssioner for Human Rights, Poverty

Al l eviation and Integration, with broad powers for the encouragenent,

coordi nation, promotion and practical inplenentation of human rights. The
Government's main objective was to ensure full enjoynment of human rights for
all Mauritanians, nanely by pronoting fundanental rights, conbating poverty,
working with civil society and establishing the proper infrastructure,
including the Ofice of the Comm ssioner

17. In Decenber 1998, that O fice had | aunched a national plan for the
pronmoti on of human rights, the inauguration of which coincided with the
fiftieth anniversary cel ebrations for the Universal Declaration of Human

Ri ghts organi zed in coordination with the University of Nouakchott, the public
and private nedia, the Mnistry of Education and Literacy and the Secretari at
of State for Wnmen’s Affairs. Under its mandate, the O fice of the

Commi ssioner was to hold constructive discussions with all civil society
organi zati ons concerned wi th safeguardi ng and pronoti ng human rights, dea
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wi th conplaints and investigate and follow up on human rights violations, and
report annually on the human rights situation in the country. It was also
responsi bl e for working with regional and international human rights

organi zations, especially for the ratification of treaties and the
presentation of periodic reports, including the one under discussion at the
present neeting.

18. In July 1999, Mauritania had ratified the International Covenant on
Econom ¢, Social and Cultural Rights, the International Covenant on Civil and
Political Rights and the Convention against Torture and O her Cruel, |nhuman

or Degrading Treatnent or Punishment. At the request of the Governnent, the
O fice of the United Nations Hi gh Comm ssioner for Human Ri ghts had sent a
mssion to Mauritania from4 to 11 July 1999 to assess the country’s needs in
terms of human rights, and had net all those involved in human rights work in
the country, including governnment mnistries, non-governnental organizations,
journalists, trade unionists, foreign diplomtic m ssions and representatives
of United Nations agencies.

19. The main priority of the Office of the Comm ssioner for Human Ri ghts,
Poverty Alleviation and Integration, was the fight agai nst poverty and

i gnorance, since the Government believed that no one could enjoy civil and
political rights unless their economc, social and cultural rights were
guaranteed. A national poverty alleviation programme had been adopted in
1998, which ainmed to reduce poverty by 18 per cent by the year 2001 using an

i ntegrated and innovative approach. The programre included econom ¢ measures,
such as the redirection of investnent to priority sectors such as agriculture,
fisheries, animl husbandry and craft industries, support for smal

enterprises and the provision of small |oans through savings and credit
schenmes run by the people thenselves. The social aspects of the programre
concentrated on redirecting public expenditure towards basic services such as
wat er, education and health.

20. The Governnent's poverty alleviation neasures were aimed at two nain
target groups. Firstly, there were the inhabitants of the shanty towns around
the towns of Nouakchott and Nouadhi bou, nore particularly people with the

| onest incones, unenpl oyed people from poor famlies w thout qualifications,
femal e heads of households and small-scale fishernmen. The second target group
consi sted of people in the poorest rural areas, in the south-east, centre and
south of the country. The Ofice of the Conmi ssioner worked for and wi th poor
peopl e through village cooperatives, farners' associations, and craft and
wonen's cooperatives. He invited nmenbers of the Committee to visit Mauritania
and see for thensel ves the work which was bei ng done.

21. Anot her body, the Ofice of the Food Security Conm ssioner, had recently
changed enphasis from enmergency food aid to the managenent and prevention of
food crises at the national, rather than subregional, |evel. A programme
devel oped with the assistance of the European Union would run until the

year 2002, with a budget of 18 mllion ecus. Another mechani smfor

humani tarian aid at the national |evel had been devel oped with the assistance
of a nunber of humanitarian organizations.
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22. For popul ation figures, he referred the Conmttee to paragraph 16 of the
country report, adding that the proportion of nomads in the popul ati on had
fallen from80 per cent in the 1960s to 8 per cent.

23. Turning to the issue of slavery in Mauritania, he said that all African
societies in the pre-colonial era had been marked by inequalities due to the
traditional rigid class hierarchy and the caste system and Muritania had
been no exception. However, a caste system had existed within each of
Mauritania's comunities - Arab, Pular, Soninké and Wl of. For exanple, one
comunity had 12 castes, divided into three main groups: freenen, trades
peopl e such as fishernen or weavers, and slaves, who had often been captured
in war. There was thus no racial dinension to slavery. It was a fallacy to
believe that the Arabs had been the nmasters and the bl acks the slaves. In
fact, the Arab comunity had adopted the social structure of the other
comunities in Mauritania, which existed nowhere else in the Arab worl d.
Menbers of the Arab community in Mauritani a had been prominent in the fight
agai nst the slave trade.

24, The traditional social structure which he had just described had been
destroyed by colonialization. The schools and jobs created by the col onia
authority had principally benefited the | ower castes in society, partly
because the higher castes were nore hostile to attenpts to convert themto
Christianity. As the colonial era had drawmn to its close after the Second
World War, new political associations had been forned which had chal | enged t he
traditional social structure and sought the advancenent of the poorest groups.
I ndependence fromcolonial rule in 1961 and the effects of new production

met hods and equi pnent, the market econony and the drought of the 1970s and
1980s had dealt the final blowto the traditional caste system The nomadic
popul ati on had been forced to becone sedentary, and the forner aristocrats and
those they had exploited had noved into the shanty towns together. The form
abolition of slavery in 1980 had been inportant |less as a | egal neasure -
since slavery no longer existed in practice - than as a synbol of the
religious authorities' commtment to the fight against social inequality and
an attenpt to change the outdated attitudes which still persisted in sone
remote rural areas. A field survey conm ssioned by the Governnment, in which
it had invited the President of the Anti-Slavery Society to participate, had
confirmed that slavery no |onger existed in Mauritania.

25. Since the abolition of slavery, devel opnents in such fields as
education, health and poverty alleviation had benefited the former slaves and
their former masters alike. The Governnent did not wish to create new socia
barriers, but to elimnate all traces of past injustices by nmeans of socia
and econom ¢ devel opnent.

26. The Country Rapporteur had made many references to a report on
Mauritania by the United States Departnent of State. That report referred to
the many fam |y and nei ghbourly relationships and alliances which were factors
in the phenomenon of slavery. The United States of Anerica was well qualified
to judge, fromits own history, that such relationships could not disappear
overni ght. The Departnent of State report had nmade extensive use of evidence
fromthe African Comm ssion of Pronmoters of Health and Human Ri ghts, which was
actually a grouping of marginalized Mauritanian extrem sts which had made
racial hatred into a political programme. The Country Rapporteur had al so
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gquot ed evi dence fromthe Mauritani an Associ ation for Human Ri ghts and SOS

escl aves, whose nenbers had been high-ranking officials in the previous
Governnment. For instance, the President of the Mauritani an Associ ation for
Human Ri ghts had been a nmenber of the Cabinet in 1981. 1In 1989, the President
of SOS escl aves had been quoted in the press as saying that no slavery existed
in Mauritania. The sanme person had actually paid people to claimthat they
were slaves for the purposes of a television docunmentary, as had been

i ndependently proven by United States officials in Mauritania. Another
official, a Consul General, had been prosecuted for stealing public funds and
had pronptly clainmed asylumin France on grounds associated with the slavery

i ssue. His Covernnent had considerabl e doubts about the credibility of such
peopl e, who had so recently been converted to the cause of human rights.

27. Mauri t ani an | aw condemmed sl avery and forced | abour, and organizations
claimng that such practices existed would do well to bring any cases they
knew of to court, because the courts always upheld the law strictly.

Mor eover, the Suprene Council of the Judiciary had systematically disbarred
any magi strate who had been lax in applying the inheritance laws. Mauritania
- like any other Sudano-Sahelian country - was still experiencing the
consequences of centuries-old problens that no | onger existed in contenporary
soci ety.

28. It should be pointed out that Mauritania was one of the first countries
in Africa to have achi eved universal education, an adequate |evel of health
care and respect for human rights. 1In order to conmbat the vestiges of

practices |like slavery, the Governnent had to deal with the soci al
educational, agrarian, political and econom c dinmensions of the problem It
had applied itself to raising the standard of living of the poorest by

15 per cent, and had encouraged the activities of trade unions. Gven the

i nportance of |and ownership, it had sought to make it accessible to persons
at all levels of society, by providing | oans for the purpose, originally

t hrough one of the national banks and currently through a non-governnmenta
financi al organi zation. The CGovernnent's educational efforts had focused on
vill ages peopl ed by the nost di sadvantaged menbers of society, and between
1985 and 1994 the nunber of schools in such areas had increased by

250 per cent. Since decentralization there had been 208 conmmunes in
Mauritania, and it was significant that in over 65 per cent of them the
mayors had cone fromthose deprived | evels of society. The Governnent also
provi ded free | egal assistance to the poor so that they could have access to
justice.

29. Regar di ng human rights education, the Mnistry of Justice would in a few
weeks' time be issuing a human rights manual in all the spoken | anguages of
the country, for which it had raised funds on its own. The nmanual would be a
survey of general human rights principles and woul d provide information on the
| egal remedies available to individuals. It was planning a mass distribution
to all comunities in the country and to all the courts.

30. The Governnent had not yet made the optional declaration under

article 14 of the Convention but was still considering the matter. |Its report
to the Commttee woul d be publicized on radio and television and in the press,
and made known to the appropriate civil society organizations. Nationa
debates woul d al so be organi zed around the subject.
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31. The State advocated tol erance and encouraged the kind of intercommunity
relations that fostered it. Oficials appeared frequently on radio and

tel evision and maintained relations with the various churches in order to
instil the concept. The Government nmintained very open contacts with

non- gover nment al organi zati ons (NGOs) pronoting tol erance.

32. The CHAI RMAN observed that Committee nenbers received information from
many NGOs, sone of them excellent, others Iess so, others with a politica
agenda. The Committee did its utnmost to verify the information, and he
assured the delegation that its intentions were of the best. It was through
di al ogue with the representatives of Governnents that the true situation in
such cases could be clarified.

33. M . FERRERO COSTA said that he would appreciate fuller information in
the next report on the recently established Ofice of the Conm ssioner for
Human Ri ghts, Poverty Alleviation and Integration which had been dealt with
very anply in the oral presentation. He w shed to know who appointed the
Commi ssi oner, what government rank he had, how the office was structured and
what its functions were. It would be interesting to know the ways in which
Mauritania was fighting poverty so that the people could advance both socially
and politically.

34. Wth regard to the Mediator of the Republic (report, paras. 76-79) he
would Iike details in the next report on who appoi nted him whether he was

i ndependent, what his specific role and powers were and if they included
acting as a defender of the people vis-a-vis the State, and what access he had
to the judiciary and other branches of Governnent.

35. The CHAI RMAN suggested that the nore substantive parts of the ora
presentation just made by the del egation mght be included in the next witten
report.

36. M. de GOUTTES, (Country Rapporteur) said that the neetings had been a
good exanple of pluralismof ideas and of a dial ogue between the Cormittee and
a State party's del egation, which augured well for the future. His overal

i npression was a positive one; in addition to the nobst constructive contacts
he had had with the authorities prior to consideration of the report, he had
especially appreciated the delegation's in-depth consideration of the economc
situation of the country and the historical context.

37. Recal ling that Conmittee menmbers were thensel ves i ndependent and did not
represent any country, he said that they had access to i ndependent sources of
i nformati on, which they could use provided that they indicated what the
sources were. Those he hinself had cited he had not necessarily endorsed; he
had simply asked for the del egation's reaction

38. The high I evel of the delegation and the quality of the dial ogue showed
its real willingness to cooperate with the Committee. The Conmmittee in turn
had to encourage a country which, to use its own words, was trying to build a
nmodern, denocratic State, respectful of the rule of |Iaw and strongly unified,
and to do so in the face of poverty, drought, declining rural standards of
living and agrarian, ethnic and other problens. The Comrittee nust support
the Governnent in its overall policy to inprove the conditions of those living
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in the nost disadvantaged areas and to protect nomads, through its
anti-poverty and literacy progranmmes and by elim nating any vestiges of

sl avery and pronoting health, social progranmes, housing, wonen, youth and
human rights education. The Governnment was al so to be conmended for having
ranked the Convention above its national |laws so that it could be invoked
directly in the courts, and for having founded the O fice of the Conm ssioner
for Human Ri ghts, Poverty Alleviation and Integration

39. In the next report, it would be useful to have nore information on the
et hnic conposition of the country and the soci o-econom c indicators rel evant
to the inplementation of the Convention; on the inplenentation of

articles 2, 4 and 6 of the Convention, with details of the |egislation
relating to article 4 and sone of the court cases, if possible; on the
progress the Government was naking in elimnating any remaining discrimnation
agai nst certain parts of the population, or marginalization, especially anong
the bl acks, and wi ping out any de facto survival of forms of serfdom or
slavery, in conformty with article 5 of the Convention

40. The CHAI RMAN commended the del egation for its informative presentation
and the high-quality discussion, which he hoped would continue in the future.

The neeting rose at 12.55 p. m




