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Crisis Overview 
 
Mauritania is a food-deficit country.  Domestic cereal production only covers a third of 
needs during a normal year. Mauritania is highly dependent on imports of coarse 
grains (millet and sorghum) from neighbouring Senegal and Mali as well as wheat 
purchased on the international market. This dependency exposes the country to global 

market fluctuations, keeping poor households in cycles of indebtedness and poverty. 
Most Mauritanians rely on traditional agriculture and livestock activities for their 
livelihoods and are in a state of chronic vulnerability due to irregular seasonal rains and 
climatic conditions.  
 
In 2011, dry spells and poor rainfall distribution has resulted in a sharp decline in cereal 
production, estimated at 30% below 2010 and 6% below the previous five year 
average. While the 2011 cereal production deficit does not constitute a sufficient trigger 
for a food crisis, food access has been further reduced by high international and local 
food prices as well as speculation among local traders. 
  
As of December 2011, 600,000 people, almost ¼ of all rural households, were affected 
by food insecurity (WFP/CSA). Among them, 12% have been classified as severely 
food insecure. The number of households affected by food insecurity is almost three 
times higher than in December 2010. Moreover, the December 2011 SMART nutrition 
survey indicated a GAM rate of 6.8% and over 10% for children under 5 years old in 
Brakna and Gorgol regions. Accumulative droughts in 2005 and 2010 have also 
stretched coping mechanisms, reducing capacity to manage during lean seasons. 
 
The on-going armed conflict in northern Mali has forced thousands of Malians to cross 
the border into Mauritania. By 2 April 2012, more than 46,316 people had fled the 
conflict to seek refuge in Mauritania. They were relocated from border crossing areas 
to Mbera camp, in the south-eastern Hodh El Charghi region, and will require specific 
protection and emergency measures.  

 

In November 2011, the Government launched the Plan EMEL (Hope) to respond to the 
likely food crisis and has further requested for assistance from the international 
community. Operational capacity to respond to a food crisis is low in Mauritania due to 
considerable logistical constraints and low presence as well as coverage by 
humanitarian actors.  

 

Map % of moderately and severely food insecure – Dec 2011 
     Source CSA/WFP 2012/01 

 

Content list This desk study presents estimations of scale, severity 
and likely impact of a disaster. It aims to inform decision 
making for preparedness and emergency response and 
intents to complement and integrate assessment-
related data from other agencies. Feedback to improve 
the DNA is welcome (dna@acaps.org). ECB and 
ACAPS thank agencies and NGOs who have shared 
data and analysis.  

Disclaimer: Information provided is provisional as it has 
not been possible to independently verify field reports. 
As this report covers highly dynamic subject, utility of 
the information may decrease with time.  

References: Please note that the blue citations have a 
hyperlink to the web source and that an accompanying 
glossary is available here. 

Core Document  Annexes 

 
Key Priorities 
Information Gaps  
Operational Constraints 
Lessons Learnt 
Stakeholders 
Population Profile 
Displacement Profile 
  
 

 
Country Profile 
LFS 
Health, nutrition 
WASH 
Protection 
Timeline 
Key Documents 

http://documents.wfp.org/stellent/groups/public/documents/ena/wfp244882.pdf
mailto:dna@acaps.org
http://www.acaps.org/img/documents/glossary-for-disaster-needs-analysis-120214---glossary-for-dnas.pdf
http://www.acaps.org
http://www.ecbproject.org/


                                      Disaster Needs Analysis – Mauritania 

Page 2 of 26 
 

Key Priorities  
 
Most affected areas  

 Areas impacted by acute food shortages: Hodh El Charghi, Gorgol, Guidimakha 
and to a slightly lesser extent Tragant, Brakna and Trarza 

 Areas hosting refugees (mainly Fassala and Mbera camps in Hodh El Chargi)  
 

Most affected groups 

 Severely food insecure households, poor and very poor households in rain fed and 
agro pastoral areas 

 Refugees, returnees and host communities 

 Severely Acute malnourished populations  

 Children <5 

 Women of reproductive age 

 Older people and persons with disability   

 Women headed households 
 
Priority interventions (in accordance with the Government response plan) 

 Targeted distribution of food in most affected areas 

 Promote grain imports to balance cereal production deficit in order to stabilize 
market prices 

 Subsidized sales of cereals and fodder for food insecure people 

 Income generation activities to enhance purchasing power 

 Strategies to prepare for recurrent shocks should be enhanced and developed 
(DRR) 

 Seeds distribution for imminent agricultural season 

 Protection, food, shelter and NFIs for refugees in camps and with host families 

 Introduce supplementary feeding in areas where malnutrition approaches the 
emergency thresholds  

 Support national immunization campaigns, especially in rural areas 

 Ensure accessible health care for rural communities and refugees 

 Provision of emergency sanitation/latrines and safe water to the refugees in camps 
and with host families 

 Restoration and maintenance of water infrastructures 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

On-going and Planned Assessment 
 

 An UNICEF SMART survey was conducted in November 2011. 

 WFP, CSA and AAH conducted an assessment on market and humanitarian 
response in January 2012 (CSA/WFP/AAH 2012/01). 

 CSA and WFP conducted a food security assessment at national level in 
November/December 2011. This assessment is subject to an update in May/June 
2012 (CSA/WFP 2012/01). 

 UNHCR and partners conducted assessment and registration at the border with 
Mali. UNHCR has deployed assessment teams to map the protection needs of 
refugees and find safe locations to relocate populations (UNHCR 2012/03/13). 

 ICRC conducted an assessment of the Fassala Mbera camps, revealing 
insufficient water supplies (ICRC 2012/03/16). 

 OXFAM has also conducted a camp assessment and has stated it’s availability to 
support the provision of water and sanitation in the case of a new refugee influx 
and the need to open an additional camp (OCHA 2012/03/22). 

 UNHCR has deployed assessment teams to map the protection needs of IDPs and 
find safe locations to relocate populations (UNHCR 2012/03/13). 
 
 
 

Information Gaps and Needs 
 

 There is no sufficient regularly updated sectoral data to allow comprehensive 
analysis of the situation. This information gap is further hampered by lack of 
access to insecure areas. More coordinated field assessments are required to 
verify the current situation as well as the mapping of on-going and planned 
assessments (survey of surveys). Regular and systematic sharing/analysis of 
assessment findings should be performed at capital level every month. 

 There is a lack of information regarding the actual coverage of humanitarian 
assistance and government response plan. 

 Regularly updated, shared and publically available epidemiological and nutritional 
data (disease monitoring, new admissions in nutrition centre, etc.) is needed. 

 Systematic information gathering on the needs and priorities expressed by affected 
persons themselves remains limited. 

 Little information is available on the protection needs of refugees in Fassala and 
Mbera.  

 Information is required on the impact of food insecurity on the coping strategies of 
already vulnerable populations – including older persons and enslaved 
populations. 

 
 
 
 

http://documents.wfp.org/stellent/groups/public/documents/ena/wfp244031.pdf
http://documents.wfp.org/stellent/groups/public/documents/ena/wfp244882.pdf
http://reliefweb.int/node/482581
http://reliefweb.int/node/483533
http://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/Rapport_complet_319.pdf
http://reliefweb.int/node/482581
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Recommendations for Further Assessments 
 

 Rapid joint assessment in newly secured and accessible affected areas. 
 

 Strengthen capacity of regional, national and decentralised institutions to conduct 
needs assessments and maintain monitoring. 

 

 Initiatives in integrated analysis of food and nutrition security based on livelihoods 
(Harmonized Framework and Integrated Classification of Food Security 
Framework, IPC) need to be pursued, strengthened and initiated in neighbouring 
countries.  

 

 Needs assessments should take into account significant differences in livelihoods 
strategies and productive assets between different socioeconomic categories of 
communities or households. 

 

 As the food crisis evolves, migration increases, and vulnerability of marginalised 
categories of people on the move should be assessed. 

 

 Carry out nutrition surveys in affected areas using the Standardized Monitoring and 
Assessment of Relief and Transitions (SMART) methodology. If not possible, use 
the number of admissions of <5 severe and moderate acute malnutrition as a proxy 
for the malnutrition incidence. The last nutrition survey dates back to Dec 2011 and 
an update is necessary in May and July 2011, targeting primarily the most food 
insecure areas. 

 

 Information monitoring systems should diversify beyond the bias on level of crop 
production (ALNAP 01/10) and include the following elements, compared to 
previous years (last year, 5 year average, good year vs bad year): 
 Food security basic information at community level   
 Population movements and migration patterns, specifically in urban centres 
 Remittance volume and loss 
 Price evolution in local markets  
 Availability of food and livestock in markets  
 Admission in nutrition centres  
 Epidemiological surveillance 
 Copying mechanisms, resilience 
 Priorities as expressed by the population 
 School dropout figures 

 

 Sex and age disaggregated data is needed to improve the analysis of specific 
needs of sub-groups of the population. 

 
 

Operational Constraints 
 

 Insecurity due to the presence of AQIM in neighbouring Mali is a concern for 
humanitarian actors (UNICEF 2012/03/05).  
 

 The presence of different groups that benefit by a destabilized area to conduct 
illegal activities and the proliferation of weapons in the region are threats to the 
Mauritanian population (IECAH 2012/02/07).  

 

 Use of security escorts by humanitarian actors is required in isolated and remote 
parts of the country (UNHCR 2012/03/08). 

 

 Mauritania’s vast size combined with highly porous borders makes cross border 
control difficult for the Government, giving AQIM and partners ample room for 
manoeuvring (IECAH 2012/02/07). 

 

 Isolated populations, difficult terrain, and security concerns pose significant 
challenges to both refugees and humanitarian workers (UNICEF 2012/03/05). 

 

 Registration of refugees in Mauritania is ongoing, but agencies are challenged to 
access refugee populations in remote areas (UNHCR 2012/03/08). 

 

 To improve humanitarian access to refugees, the Government has moved the 
refugees from Fassala to Mbera refugee camp, 50km further inland (UNICEF 
2012/03/05). Mbera, is over 1,400 Km away from the capital Nouakchott. It takes at 
least three days travelling by land to reach the camp.   

 

 Fuel prices have increased by 10% since January 2012 (Fewsnet 2012/02). 
 
 Logistical constraints regarding transport and storage could hinder distributions if 

national capacity is overrun. Vast distances between villages limit operations by 
increasing transport costs, time and resources necessary to reach the affected 
villages. WFP is currently evaluating measures to improve Mauritania’s port 
capacity (WFP 2012/03/18). 

 

 Limits to large-scale procurement of emergency food supplies have been 
hampered by the lack of funding for operations, in particularly for WFPs’ ongoing 
school meals programme (WFP 2012/03/18). 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

http://www.alnap.org/pool/files/alnap-lessons-drought.pdf
http://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/Full%20Report_637.pdf
http://www.iecah.org/web/images/stories/doc_12_2012.pdf
http://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/Full%20Report_648.pdf
http://www.iecah.org/web/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=1836:aqim-a-mauritania-local-paradoxes-regional-dynamics-and-global-challenges-&catid=20:documentos&Itemid=76
http://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/Full%20Report_637.pdf
http://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/Full%20Report_648.pdf
http://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/Full%20Report_637.pdf
http://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/Full%20Report_637.pdf
http://www.fews.net/docs/Publications/Mauritania_2012_02_EN.pdf
http://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/WFP%20External%20Sahel%20Crisis%20Update_18%20March%202012.pdf
http://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/WFP%20External%20Sahel%20Crisis%20Update_18%20March%202012.pdf
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Lessons Learnt 
 

 Needs assessments are increasingly coordinated and rigorous, yet remain overly 
focused on crop production and concentrate disproportionately on food insecurity. 
Drought presents multiple threats to lives and livelihoods beyond food insecurity, 
thus there is a need for a multi-sectoral approach to understanding needs (ALNAP 
2011). 
 

 At the onset of the 2010 food crisis, humanitarian needs were underestimated due 
to lack of an appropriate assessment of needs and resources, especially in the 
nutrition sector (OCHA 2011). 

 

 The absence of available, timely funding, a dearth of qualified personnel and 
repeated logistical problems were constraints that reduced the quality of response 
to the drought in 2010 (OXFAM 2010/12/16).  

 

 During drought, communities become increasingly dependent on markets. 
Innovative interventions to maximise the potential for markets to meet needs can 
have far reaching benefits (ALNAP 2011) 

 
 In times of food shortage or rising food prices, countries in the Sahel impose export 

bans, exacerbating the situation for food importing countries such as Mauritania 
(FEWSNET 2008/05). 
 

 Conflict in the Sahel region arises when farmers encroach on pastoral lands and 
routes and when pastoralists encroach on farmland and cut trees for fodder 
(USAID 2012/02/03). This situation is further aggravated during drought periods 
and could result in local conflict over scarce resources. 

 

 In the Sahel, the majority of poor households spend 80% of their budget on food 
and are in debt. Therefore, building local and community capacity in terms of 
prevention, preparedness and response to crises should be a priority in so far as it 
would help Sahelian communities depend less on foreign aid, which is often too 
late and inadequate (OXFAM 2010). 

 

 The international community has repeated mistakes made in previous food crises. 
A slow response resulted in deterioration of the food security situation, 
unnecessary suffering, loss of assets by poor agricultural and pastoral households 
and a significant rise in costs of basic goods (SWG 2011).  

 

 As water sources dry up and water sources become more distant and insecure, 
women and children increasingly face multiple protection risks (USAID 2012). 

 
 

 Predicted cereal deficits should not be conflated with malnutrition. While harvest 
outputs and malnutrition rates are linked, they are not inextricable. This 
misconception has led to inappropriate interventions in Mauritania in the past 
(FEWSWEB 2011/12/23, OXFAM 2004). 
 

 In drought years, there is a significant rural to urban movement of households 
which are often permanent. Households join relatives already established in the 
large shanty-town areas of Nouakchott. In the drought catastrophe of the early 
1970s, the population of Nouakchott doubled and the mid-1980s drought further 
increased Nouakchott’s population (Fewsnet 2005). 

 

 During the 2010 drought, the response in pastoral areas and urban areas only 
involved a small proportion of donor assistance. In addition, the response came 
later. This can be explained by e.g. the difference in timing as the crisis in pastoral 
areas starts and finishes earlier. However, response was needed in these areas 
(OXFAM 2010/10/16).   
 

 Links and differences between humanitarian and development programming have 
been poorly defined, impacting management of prior crises (OCHA 2011). 

 

 As food crises are no longer linked to food availability, but to problems of economic 
access to food available in local markets, and because of delays associated with 
the delivery of in-kind food aid, currency interventions have become an efficient 
way to alleviate nutritional crises and bolster vulnerable communities (ACF 
2012/03/07, OXFAM 2010/10/16). 

 

 The current vulnerabilities in the Sahel cannot be overcome through humanitarian 
aid alone. To prevent the recurrence of the crises in the region, it is crucial to adopt 
a comprehensive approach to resilience and mobilize sufficient funding to support 
longer-term projects that tackle the underlying structural causes of food insecurity 
and malnutrition (OCHA  2012/07/02). 
 

 Sharing benefits by redistributing offspring of donated small stock has been a 
success in Mauritania due to a strong sense of community. Sharing livestock 
reinforced communities own coping mechanisms and was supported by beneficiary 
families (OXFAM 2004). 

 

 Equally, community based targeting approaches have proven to be efficient in 
Mauritania (OXFAM 2004). 

 

 Gender equality appeared to be less of a constraint than previously thought, but 
ethnic identity is a considerable factor in determining access to, and control over 
resources (OXFAM 2004). 

 

http://www.alnap.org/pool/files/alnap-lessons-drought.pdf
http://www.alnap.org/pool/files/alnap-lessons-drought.pdf
http://ochadms.unog.ch/quickplace/cap/main.nsf/h_Index/CAP_2011_Niger_FR/$FILE/CAP_2011_Niger_FR_SCREEN.pdf?openElement
http://www.oxfam.org/en/policy/hunger-sahel-permanent-emergency
http://www.alnap.org/pool/files/alnap-lessons-drought.pdf
http://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/7A7F430C75BD014149257488001DB04A-Full_Report.pdf
http://reliefweb.int/node/474471
http://www.oxfam.org/en/pressroom/pressrelease/2010-12-16/crisis-prevention-remains-major-challenge-west-africa
http://community.eldis.org/sahelworkinggroup
http://reliefweb.int/node/474471
http://www.irinnews.org/printreport.aspx?reportid=94531
http://www.alnap.org/pool/files/erd-3362-findings.pdf
http://pdf.usaid.gov/pdf_docs/PNADE390.pdf
http://www.oxfam.org/en/policy/hunger-sahel-permanent-emergency
http://ochadms.unog.ch/quickplace/cap/main.nsf/h_Index/CAP_2011_Niger_FR/$FILE/CAP_2011_Niger_FR_SCREEN.pdf?openElement
http://www.actionagainsthunger.org/blog/cash-transfers-successful-antidote-sahel-emergency
http://www.actionagainsthunger.org/blog/cash-transfers-successful-antidote-sahel-emergency
http://www.oxfam.org/en/policy/hunger-sahel-permanent-emergency
http://www.google.fr/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=to%20respond%20to%20this%20looming%20crisis%2C%20humanitarian%20agencies%20working%20in%20west%20africa%20have%20developed%20a%20region-wide%20strategy%20paper%20entitled%20%E2%80%9Cresponse%20plan%20for%20a%20food%20security%20and%20nutrition%20crisis%20in%20the%20sahel%E2%80%9D%2C%20under%20the%20&source=web&cd=1&ved=0CCcQFjAA&url=http%3A%2F%2Fochaonline.un.org%2FOchaLinkClick.aspx%3Flink%3Docha%26docId%3D1319691&ei=5H9XT9buJOWv0QX_47zFDQ&usg=AFQjCNESIBW4tS3Y8nPWHv4Lzd4kFHa5fw&cad=rja
http://www.alnap.org/pool/files/erd-3362-findings.pdf
http://www.alnap.org/pool/files/erd-3362-findings.pdf
http://www.alnap.org/pool/files/erd-3362-findings.pdf
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Stakeholders 
 

Political synopsis  

 Following independence from France in 1960, Mauritania was ruled by a series of 
civilian and military authoritarian regimes. A multiparty system was established in 
1991. However, Colonel Taya, who gained power in a coup d’état in 1984 
maintained power after the first elections in 1992. After several unsuccessful coup 
attempts, a military junta ousted Taya and seized power in 2005. The Military 
Council for Justice and Democracy was established to govern the country for a 
maximum of two years. Colonel Ely Ould Mohammed Vall, once one of Taya’s 
closet aids, was named leader of the Military Council. In 2007, Abdalahi was 
elected President in the first free elections in 46 years of independence. However, 
the democratically elected President was overthrown in a military coup led by the 
current leader General Mohamed Ould Abdelaziz in 2008. In July 2009, he won his 
own democratic mandate in elections held under an agreement with coup 
opponents. The main opposition candidates claimed the result was fabricated and 
merely designed to legitimise General Abdelaziz's military rule, but international 
observers said the vote had been largely free and fair. While some opposition 
parties continued to protest the outcome, the Rally for Democratic Forces 
recognized Abdelaziz’s presidency in September 2010, citing the need for unity in 
the face of increased terrorist attacks (UCDP 2012, BBC 2012/01/16, Freedom 
House 2011, Systemic Peace 2010).  

 
Conflict  

 Al Qaeda in the Islamic Maghreb (AQIM): Al-Qaeda in the Islamic Maghreb 
represents the largest threat to security for Mauritania. The group originated in the 
1990s to fight Algeria's secular Government. In January 2007, it changed its name 
from the Salafist Group for Preaching and Combat to Al Qaeda in the Islamic 
Maghreb and established bases in Mauritania. AQIM aims to overthrow the regime 
and establish an Islamic state and eventually be part of a wider Maghrebian 
caliphate. Integrated into the Al-Qaeda structure, the group is supportive of global 
Jihad. Most of AQIM's operations involve kidnappings (mainly for ransom), suicide 
attacks and small-scale skirmishes from bases across the Saharan desert. 
Throughout 2011, fighting took the form of a few AQIM attacks which were quickly 
met with strong response from the Mauritanian military, operating both within 
Mauritania and Mali. In 2011, at least one important AQIM stronghold in Mali was 
destroyed by the forces from the Government of Mauritania (NY Times 10/2009; 
Council on Foreign Relations 07/2009, UCDP 2012, BBC 2012/01/16). 
 

 International involvement: The conflict between the GoM and AQIM has a 
substantial regional dimension as the governments of Algeria, Mali, Mauritania and 
Niger have collaborated substantially in fighting AQIM through joint operations and 
various forms of partnership, including a joint military command. The Joint 
Operational Staff Committee, a unified military command of the four countries, was 
established on 21 April 2010 to counter AQIM's operations in the Sahel-Saharan 

region. An important part of the agreement included explicit access for armed 
forces throughout the countries (UCDP 2012).  

 Further, the United States and France have participated through various counter-
terrorism initiatives, and Great Britain has provided technical support for the 
training of specialised anti-terrorist units of the Mauritanian army (UCDP 2012).  

 Libya: Because of the Libyan uprising in 2011, there is a high proliferation of 
weapons in the Sahel region. Mauritania arrested Gaddafi-era intelligence chief 
Abdullah al-Senussi at Nouakchott Airport at 17 March 2012. Al-Senussi is indicted 
by France, the International Criminal Court and Libya. Mauritania, not a signatory 
party to the Rome statute, has agreed to extradite the intelligence chief to the 
Libyan National Transitional Council (BBC 2012/03/22, BBC 2012/03/21; UNSC 
2012/01/26).  

 Popular Front for the Liberation of Saguia el-Hamra and Río de Oro 
(Polisario): the GoM gave up all territorial claims to Western Sahara in 1979. 
However, as Mauritania withdrew, Moroccan troops moved in and occupied the 
territory, pronouncing it a Moroccan province (UCDP 2012). Polisario continues to 
fight for independence and poses border security threats to Mauritania by 
incursions into Mauritanian territory. In addition, Polisario collaborates with AQIM in 
drugs and arms trafficking (ICTS 2012/02).  

 

Population Profile 
 

 Projections indicated a 
population of 3,315,952 in 
2011 (CSA 2011).  

 In 2012, annual population 
growth is estimated at 2.3% 
(US Census 2012).  

 The fertility rate in 2005 was 
4.5 (WB 2012). 

 A new census began in May 
2011 and is scheduled to last 
for 18 months, though there 
have been issues surrounding 
its implementation. A major 
fear is that the census might 
be used to deprive people of 
their nationality, since many 
Mauritanians (including many 
returnees) have not been 
issued with an ID card and/or 
are unable to reach census 
centres to register (OSF 
2011/10). 

Population numbers per region. Source: Estimates 

CSA 2011 

http://www.ucdp.uu.se/gpdatabase/gpcountry.php?id=105&regionSelect=1-Northern_Africa
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-africa-13882164
http://www.freedomhouse.org/report/freedom-world/2011/mauritania
http://www.freedomhouse.org/report/freedom-world/2011/mauritania
http://www.systemicpeace.org/polity/Mauritania2010.pdf
http://topics.nytimes.com/topics/reference/timestopics/organizations/a/al_qaeda_in_the_islamic_maghreb/index.html
http://www.cfr.org/north-africa/al-qaeda-islamic-maghreb-aqim/p12717
http://www.ucdp.uu.se/gpdatabase/gpcountry.php?id=105&regionSelect=1-Northern_Africa
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-africa-13882164
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-africa-13882164
http://www.ucdp.uu.se/gpdatabase/gpcountry.php?id=105&regionSelect=1-Northern_Africa
http://www.ucdp.uu.se/gpdatabase/gpcountry.php?id=105&regionSelect=1-Northern_Africa
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-africa-13755445
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-africa-17457446
http://www.un.org/News/Press/docs/2012/sc10533.doc.htm
http://www.un.org/News/Press/docs/2012/sc10533.doc.htm
http://www.ucdp.uu.se/gpdatabase/gpcountry.php?id=105&regionSelect=1-Northern_Africa
http://moroccoonthemove.files.wordpress.com/2012/02/2012-special-update-report-full-report-terrorism-in-africa-from-9-11-to-arab-spring-icts-potomac-2feb2012.pdf
http://documents.wfp.org/stellent/groups/public/documents/ena/wfp244882.pdf
http://www.census.gov/population/international/data/idb/country.php
http://ddp-ext.worldbank.org/ext/ddpreports/ViewSharedReport?REPORT_ID=9147&REQUEST_TYPE=VIEWADVANCED&DIMENSIONS=140
http://reliefweb.int/node/450460
http://reliefweb.int/node/450460
http://documents.wfp.org/stellent/groups/public/documents/ena/wfp244882.pdf
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 Nearly half (41%) the population lives in urban areas. Between 2010 and 2015, the 
urban population is expected to grow by almost 3% annually (UNdata 2012).  

 39.2% of the population are children <15 years; 57.1% are 15-60 years and 3.7% 
are 60+ (WB 2010).  

 Mauritania is divided into 12 regions (Wilaya), one capital district, 53 departments 
(Moughataa), and 216 communes (ONS 2011). 

 In 2009, the country had a density of 2.9 inhabitants per km². Approximately 90% 
of the total population lives in the southern regions Nouakchott, Guidimakha, 
Trarza, Brakna, Gorgol, Assaba, Hodh El Gharbi and Hodh El Charghi. More than 
a quarter (27%) of the total population lives in the capital district Nouakchott (CSA 
2011).  

 

 

Displacement Profile 
 

Malian refugees in Mauritania 

 

Mbera camp 
 Since mid-January 2012, Mauritania has received large numbers of Malian 

refugees fleeing insecurity in northern Mali and the risk of further fighting between 
rebel Tuaregs and the Malian army (UNHCR 2012/03/02). 

 The main border crossing point has been Fassala, but refugees also arrived in 
Adel Bagrou, Bassiknou (Hodh El Charghi region), and Gougui (Hodh El Gharbi 
region (OCHA 2012/02/23).  

 Initially refugees had been hosted nearby the border in Fassala camp, but UNHCR 
and GoM completed the relocation of all refugees from the border area to Mbera 
camp on 19 March (UNHCR 2012/03/20) (OCHA 2012/02/23). This camp had 
hosted Tuareg refugees in the 1990s and still has several water points that can be 
renovated and schools and health centres (UNHCR 2012/02/17, IRIN 2012/02/24).  

 Fassala now only functions as a reception and registration centre for new arrivals. 
The flow of new arrivals has fallen sharply as of mid-March (OCHA 2012/03/22).  

 Mauritania previously hosted 1,200 Malian refugees throughout the country. As of 
2 April, 2012, 46,316 refugees have been registered in Mbera camp (UNHCR 
2012/04/02).  

 The Malian refugee population is mainly Tuareg, the majority of whom are women 
and children (IRIN 2012/02/06, OCHA 2012/02/23, IRIN 2012/02/24).  

 Population profiling in Mbera camp on 15 March shows that 53% of the camp 
population is women. 18% is children <5, and 58% is <18. 87% originates from the 
Tombouctou region.  Others are from Mopti, Segou, Koulikoro, Kidal, Gao, Kayes 
and Bamako (UNHCR 2012/03/15). 

 An ICRC assessment has revealed inadequacy in camp water supplies. Identified 
needs are access to decent health-care facilities (particularly surgical cases, as the 
closest hospital is six hours by road) and improvements in sanitary conditions 
(ICRC 2012/03/16; MSF 2012/02/29).  

 A WHO/Ministry of Health assessment highlighted the need to boost measures in 
health, water, sanitation and nutrition (OCHA 2012/03/15). 
 
Mbera camp refugee profile: age and area of origin. Source UNHCR 2012/15/03 

 
 Security in the camp is managed by the GoM. As the platoon deployed to Mbera 

camp was intended to ensure the safety of only 10,000 refugees, a new 
assessment is underway to determine needs of the current 46,316 refugees 
(OCHA 2012/03/22, UNHCR 2012/04/02). 

 
 
Hodh El Charghi region 

 Refugees living outside the Mbera camp represent an additional source of 
competition over scarce resources.  The Hodh El Charghi region is already facing 
a serious food and nutrition crisis due to poor rainfall in 2011 which is aggravating 
the vulnerability of both refugees and host communities. The additional pressure 
on the poor resources is weakening already stretched coping mechanisms (IFRC 
2011/12/22). The SMART survey in December 2011 shows that the GAM rate in 
Hodh El Charghi is 6.7% (6.2% MAM and 0.5% SAM) (UNICEF 2011/12). 

 
 

Unregistered Malian refugees  

 An estimated 1,400 refugees reside in Nouakchott (OCHA 2012/03/22).  

 An unknown number of Malian refugees living with Malian families in Mauritania 
have not yet been registered (OCHA 2012/03/22).  

 
 
Refugees and shelter 

 The Malian refugees are in need of shelter, food, water, and medical care. Women, 
especially pregnant women and children are extremely vulnerable (ACT 
2012/03/07). The needs for NFI are still pressing: there is a lack of soap, hygiene 
kits for women, blankets, water buckets and travel bags which is not yet covered 
by the ongoing distribution (UNHCR 2012/03/09, OCHA 2012/03/22). 

 

http://data.un.org/CountryProfile.aspx?crName=Mauritania
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mauritania
http://www.ons.mr/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=1:presentation-de-la-mauritanie-&catid=6:presentation-du-pays&Itemid=6
http://documents.wfp.org/stellent/groups/public/documents/ena/wfp244882.pdf
http://documents.wfp.org/stellent/groups/public/documents/ena/wfp244882.pdf
http://www.unhcr.org/4f509cdf6.html
http://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/Bulletin%20sp%C3%A9cial%20-%20Mali%20%282%29%2022.02.2012%20-FINAL.pdf
http://www.unhcr.org/4f6880a06.html
http://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/Bulletin%20sp%C3%A9cial%20-%20Mali%20%282%29%2022.02.2012%20-FINAL.pdf
http://reliefweb.int/node/477594
http://reliefweb.int/node/478902
http://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/Rapport_complet_319.pdf
http://data.unhcr.org/MaliSituation/country.php?id=157
http://data.unhcr.org/MaliSituation/country.php?id=157
http://www.irinnews.org/Report/94803/SAHEL-Displaced-Malians-burden-food-insecure-hosts
http://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/Bulletin%20sp%C3%A9cial%20-%20Mali%20%282%29%2022.02.2012%20-FINAL.pdf
http://reliefweb.int/node/478902
http://data.unhcr.org/MaliSituation/country.php?id=157
http://reliefweb.int/node/483533
http://reliefweb.int/node/479717
http://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/Bulletin%20sp%C3%A9cial%20-%20Mali%20%285%29%2015-03-2012%20-%20%20FINAL%28rect%29_0.pdf
http://data.unhcr.org/MaliSituation/country.php?id=157
http://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/Rapport_complet_319.pdf
http://data.unhcr.org/MaliSituation/country.php?id=157
http://www.ifrc.org/docs/appeals/11/MDRMR004pea.pdf
http://www.ifrc.org/docs/appeals/11/MDRMR004pea.pdf
http://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/Rapport_complet_319.pdf
http://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/Rapport_complet_319.pdf
http://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/MRT121_FullApp.pdf
http://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/MRT121_FullApp.pdf
http://data.unhcr.org/MaliSituation/country.php?id=132
http://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/Rapport_complet_319.pdf
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Mauritanian refugees and returnees 

 

General 
 As of 31 March 2011, 30,358 Mauritanians are refugees in other West African 

countries (CAP 2011).  

 The planned declaration of the cessation clauses for refugees in West-Africa by 
mid-2012 has generated a demand for several local integration schemes. It is 
expected that 13,500 Mauritanian refugees might opt for local integration in 2012 
(UNHCR 2012). UNHCR further anticipates the return of over 6,000 Mauritanians 
in the context of the invocation of cessation clauses (UNHCR 2012). 

 
Senegal 

 The 1989 violence between Mauritania and Senegal ended in the forced exile of 
about 70,000 Mauritanian southerners to Senegal, despite most having no links to 
the country. Many returned to Mauritania, but thousands remain in Senegalese 
refugee camps (FMR 2010). Between January 2008 and December 2010, close to 
20,500 Mauritanian refugees were repatriated from Senegal (UNHCR 2012).  

 According to the latest profiling and verification, 5,200 Mauritanian refugees have 
opted for return. Following a tri-partite meeting between UNHCR and the 
Governments of Mauritania and Senegal, repatriation of these people is to be 
carried out in 2012. A further 13,500 refugees will be helped to integrate locally in 
Senegal (UNHCR 2012).   

 The repatriation of refugees from Senegal to Mauritania has created additional 
education needs in terms of re-inserting repatriated children into the Mauritanian 
education system (CAP 2011).  
 
Mali 

 There are more than 12,000 Mauritanian refugees registered in Mali of whom 
9,000 wish to return. Voluntary repatriation from Mali will be considered in 2012 
once repatriation from Senegal is completed (UNHCR 2012). 

 

Libya 
 Population movements owing to the crisis in Libya have caused the mass return of 

migrants to all countries bordering Libya. Mali and Mauritania have also registered 
influxes of returnees. As of 15 December 2011, IOM had registered 209,030 
returnees from Libya, but only 780 in Mauritania. However, these figures do not 
include returnees who crossed the borders without the assistance of IOM. 
Therefore the total number of returnees, including unregistered cases, is estimated 
to be much higher at approximately 40,000 in Mauritania (UN 2012/01/17). 

 The majority of returnees from Libya are male. However, women and children 
living in host communities are especially vulnerable and often overlooked. Women 
face many constraints in securing employment, accessing food and making a living 
from agricultural activities (UN 2012/01/17). 

 In Mauritania, most returnees have been reintegrated into families of origin or 
absorbed through social solidarity. Although groups of returnees organized 

frequent protests (demanding jobs, more assistance) in the first few months of their 
return, the tension appears to have subsided as a result of the Government’s 
promises regarding reintegration (UN 2012/01/17). 
 

Humanitarian profile 
 
The humanitarian profile attempts to account for the number of people having humanitarian 
needs arising from a given emergency. It is a count of the number of “affected” people in the 
emergency. Different groups are identified within the humanitarian profile, such as displaced, 
non-displaced, IDPs, refugees and asylum seekers (IASC 2011). Due to a lack of recent 
disaggregated data in Mauritania, the total sum of refugees is not equal to the sum of the 
different elements (UNHCR 2012, CAP 2011). 

 

Displaced 

≈ 165,700 

Refugees in Mauritania 

≈ 74,500 

Malian refugees 
Mbera camp 

46,316 

(UNHCR 2012/03/28) 

 
Malian refugees 

Nouakchott  
≈ 1,400 

(OCHA 2012/03/22) 

Pre-Mali unrest refugees 
(31/03/2011) 

26,795 

(CAP 2011) 

Refugees from Mauritania 

≈ 30,700 

 

Senegal 

≈  18,700 

(UNHCR 2012) 

Mali 

≈ 12,000 

(UNHCR 2012) 

Returnees 

≈ 60,500 

Libya 

≈ 40,000 

As of 15 Dec 

(UN 2012/01/17) 

Senegal 

≈ 20,500 

Jan 2008 - Dec 2010 

(UNHCR 2012) 

http://unocha.org/cap/appeals/mid-year-review-consolidated-appeal-west-africa-2011
http://www.unhcr.org/pages/49e45a9c6.html
http://www.unhcr.org/pages/49e45a9c6.html
http://repository.forcedmigration.org/show_metadata.jsp?pid=fmo:5581
http://www.unhcr.org/pages/49e486026.html
http://www.unhcr.org/pages/49e486026.html
http://unocha.org/cap/appeals/mid-year-review-consolidated-appeal-west-africa-2011
http://www.unhcr.org/pages/49e486026.html
http://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/N1220863.pdf
http://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/N1220863.pdf
http://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/N1220863.pdf
http://cod.humanitarianresponse.info/sites/default/files/iasc_guidelines_on_the_humanitarian_profile_common_operational_dataset_2011-05-20.pdf
http://www.unhcr.org/pages/49e486026.html
http://unocha.org/cap/appeals/mid-year-review-consolidated-appeal-west-africa-2011
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Country Profile 
 
Main indicators 

 The total population of Mauritania was estimated at 3,315,952 in 2011 (CSA 2011). 

 Life expectancy at birth is 57 for men and 60 for women (WHO 2012).   

 The urban/rural population ratio is 41% to 59% (WB 2010).   

 As of 2009, total adult literacy rate was 57%; female literacy was 50% and male literacy 65% (WB 2012).   

 Mauritania has a low human development and ranks 159/187 on the Human Development Index (UNDP 2011).  

 There is a significant gender gap. The country scores low in both the Social Institutions and Gender Index and the 

Gender Inequality Index (61/102 and 126/187 respectively) (SIGI 2009, UNDP 2011). 

 
Health and sanitation indicators  

 As of 2010, the mortality rate for <5s was 111 as of 2010, 21
th
 highest ranking in the world (UNICEF 2012).  

 Mauritania has a Maternal Mortality Ratio of 550 per 100,000 live births. The surrounding countries Algeria and 
Senegal have lower ratios (120 and 410 respectively). With a ratio of 830, Mali has a higher ratio (WB 2010). 

 Malnutrition prevalence for <5s: underweight 15%; wasted 7%; stunted 23% (UNICEF 2012). 
 
 

Main characteristics 
 
Geography and climate 

 The country’s territory is 1,030,700 sq. km
2
 and ranks 29

th
 in the world, between Bolivia and Egypt (CIA 2012). 

 Mauritania is connected to the Atlantic Ocean with a coastline of approximately 700 km and is mostly flat. Most of the 
country (75%) is desert. Savanna is found in the south and a very small strip (2% of total territory) is characterized by 
dense forests (EC 2007).   

 Mauritania has three climates: a wet season from June to October, a cold dry season from October to March and a 
hot dry season from March to June (EC 2007).  

 Only around 0.4% of the land is arable. 20% of arable land is cultivated and just 11% of the irrigable land was 
irrigated due to a lack of infrastructure (FAO 2012, FAO 2011/07/21).  

 On a scale of 1 to 7, with 1 indicating a severely stressed water situation, Mauritania is placed in at 4 (UNEP 2008). 
 
Economy  

 Gross national income per capita: US $1,030 in 2010 (WB 2012).   

 Unemployment in 2004: 33% of the total labour force (WB 2012). 

 42% of the population lived below the national poverty line in 2008. 21% of Mauritanians live under the international 

poverty line of US $1.25 per day (UNICEF 2012, WB 2012). 

 The income share that is held by lowest quintile was 6% as of 2008 (WB 2012).  

 Mauritania is one of the ‘heavily indebted poor countries’ (IMF 2011). 

 Three-quarters of Mauritanians subsist through herding and small-scale subsistence agriculture and livestock 
production, made more difficult through worsening desertification (Minority Rights 2010/10, Freedom House 2011). 

 Mauritania's flatlands and plateaus are punctuated by peaks containing mineral deposits, including iron ore. 
Mauritania has rich coastal fishing stocks, but these are in danger of depletion through over-fishing. The country 
began oil production in February 2006 (Minority Rights 2010/10). 

 Despite the initiation of oil production, Mauritania remains one of the world’s poorest countries that imports about 
70% of its food (Freedom House 2011). 

 
Socio-cultural characteristics 

 Most Mauritanians are of Arab-Berber descent. Mauritania contains the following sub-Saharan minority groups: Peulh 
and Toucouleur, Soninké, Wolof and Haratine (Minority Rights 2010/10). 

 Language: Arabic (official), Hassaniyya - a dialect of Arabic (83%), Peulh or Pulaar and Toucouleur (5%), Soninké 
(1%), Wolof (0.3%) (Minority Rights 2010/10).  

 Religion: 100% Islam (Minority Rights 2010/10). 

 Racial and ethnic discrimination persists across political and economic life. An estimated 10% to 20% of Mauritania’s 

3.4 million people are enslaved in conditions of servitude (CNN 2012, Freedom House 2011). 

 Discrimination against women persists. Under Sharia, a woman’s testimony is given only half the weight of a man’s. 
Legal protection regarding property and pay equity are rarely respected in practice. Female genital mutilation (FGM) 
is illegal, but still widely practiced (Freedom House 2011). 

 
Education 

 The net school enrolment for boys is 74% and 79% for girls (UNICEF 2012). 

 Youth (15 to 24 years old) literacy rate is 71% for men and 64% for women (UNICEF 2012). 
 Disparities of access and retention at the level of basic education vary according to gender, rural and urban area and 

region (UNESCO 2007). 

 The net secondary school enrolment is 17% for males and 15% for females (UNICEF 2012). 

http://documents.wfp.org/stellent/groups/public/documents/ena/wfp244882.pdf
http://www.who.int/gho/countries/mli.pdf
http://data.worldbank.org/country/mauritania
http://data.worldbank.org/country/mauritaniahttp:/data.worldbank.org/country/mali
http://hdrstats.undp.org/en/indicators/103106.html
http://www.genderindex.org/ranking
http://hdrstats.undp.org/en/indicators/68606.html
http://www.unicef.org/sowc2012/pdfs/SOWC%202012-Main%20Report_EN_13Mar2012.pdf
http://data.worldbank.org/country/mali
http://www.unicef.org/sowc2012/pdfs/SOWC%202012-Main%20Report_EN_13Mar2012.pdf
https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/geos/ml.html
http://ec.europa.eu/development/icenter/repository/Mauritanie_CEP_2007.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/development/icenter/repository/Mauritanie_CEP_2007.pdf
http://www.fao.org/isfp/country-information/mauritania/en/
http://www.fao.org/countries/55528/fr/mrt/
http://www.unep.org/dewa/vitalwater/jpg/0221-waterstress-EN.jpg
http://data.worldbank.org/country/mauritaniahttp:/data.worldbank.org/country/mali
http://data.worldbank.org/country/mauritaniahttp:/data.worldbank.org/country/mali
http://www.unicef.org/sowc2012/pdfs/SOWC%202012-Main%20Report_EN_13Mar2012.pdf
http://data.worldbank.org/country/mauritaniahttp:/data.worldbank.org/country/mali
http://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SI.DST.FRST.20
http://www.imf.org/external/np/exr/facts/hipc.htm
http://www.minorityrights.org/?lid=5184
http://www.freedomhouse.org/report/freedom-world/2011/mauritania
http://www.minorityrights.org/?lid=5184
http://www.freedomhouse.org/report/freedom-world/2011/mauritania
http://www.minorityrights.org/?lid=5184
http://www.minorityrights.org/?lid=5184
http://www.minorityrights.org/?lid=5184
http://edition.cnn.com/interactive/2012/03/world/mauritania.slaverys.last.stronghold/index.html?hpt=wo_c1
http://www.freedomhouse.org/report/freedom-world/2011/mauritania
http://www.freedomhouse.org/report/freedom-world/2011/mauritania
http://www.unicef.org/sowc2012/pdfs/SOWC%202012-Main%20Report_EN_13Mar2012.pdf
http://www.unicef.org/sowc2012/pdfs/SOWC%202012-Main%20Report_EN_13Mar2012.pdf
http://unesdoc.unesco.org/images/0015/001555/155534e.pdf
http://www.unicef.org/sowc2012/pdfs/SOWC%202012-Main%20Report_EN_13Mar2012.pdf
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Governance   

 Mauritania ranks as not a free country in Freedom House’s Freedom Ranking, score: 6/7 (political rights) and 5/7 
(civil liberties), with seven indicating the lowest level of freedom (Freedom House 2012). 

 World Press Freedom Index: 67/179, between Mozambique and Croatia. Mauritania rose 28 places from 2011 due to 
the adoption of new media laws (RwB 2012). 

 The Ministère délégué auprès du Premier Ministre chargé de l'environnement et du développement durable is 
responsible for disaster management (Preventionweb 2011).  

 Corruption Perceptions Index: 143/178 (Transparency 2010). 

 The legal system of Mauritania is a mix of the colonially inherited French Civil Law legal system and Sharia Law 
(Serge 2009/08). 

 Under a 2005 law, party lists for the National Assembly elections must include district-based quotas of female 
candidates (Freedom House 2011). 

 
Media 

 In July 2010 a new law was passed allowing for private ownership of radio and television stations (Freedom House 
2011).  
 

Hazards 
 

 The Senegal River floods occasionally during the wet season. Human exposure to these threats is low and the 

country ranks 128
th
 out of 162 in the flood risk country ranking. The highest death toll from flooding has been 25 in 

2002. However, it affects livelihoods. Normal inundation of the flood plain is of important agricultural value for this 
agricultural zone (PreventionWeb 2012, CRED 2012, Saarnak 2003, Fewsnet 2005).   

 Mauritania is vulnerable to droughts that can affect over 1 million people. Accumulative droughts in 2005 and 2010 
have stretched coping mechanisms (CRED 2012, HewsWeb 2010/12). 

 Desertification poses a threat to the livelihoods of the Mauritanian population. Many nomadic people are abandoning 
their way of life in favour of migration to rural settlements or the coastal cities (UN 2008/10, OneWorld 2010). 

 Mauritania belongs to the natural habitat of desert locusts, putting Mauritanian harvests at risk for desert locust 
plagues. The latest locust related disaster was in 2009 when an estimated 40% of Mauritania's harvests and pastures 
were affected by the desert locust invasion (NG 2012; HewsWeb 2010/12; AfrolNews 2009/10/23). 

 
 
Hazard and season calendar 
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http://www.freedomhouse.org/sites/default/files/inline_images/FIW%202012%20Booklet--Final.pdf
http://en.rsf.org/IMG/CLASSEMENT_2012/AFRIQUE_ANG.pdf
http://www.preventionweb.net/english/countries/africa/mrt/
http://www.transparency.org/policy_research/surveys_indices/cpi/2010/results
http://www.nyulawglobal.org/globalex/Mauritania.htm
http://www.freedomhouse.org/report/freedom-world/2011/mauritania
http://www.freedomhouse.org/report/freedom-world/2011/mauritania
http://www.freedomhouse.org/report/freedom-world/2011/mauritania
http://www.preventionweb.net/english/countries/statistics/risk.php?iso=mrt
http://www.emdat.be/result-country-profile
http://rdgs.dk/djg/pdfs/103/1/09.pdf
http://pdf.usaid.gov/pdf_docs/PNADE390.pdf
http://www.emdat.be/result-country-profile
http://www.hewsweb.org/hazcal/
http://www.irinnews.org/Report/81782/MAURITANIA-Desertification-threatens-to-wipe-out-livelihoods-communities
http://uk.oneworld.net/guides/mauritania/climate-change
http://animals.nationalgeographic.com/animals/bugs/locust.html
http://www.hewsweb.org/hazcal/
http://www.afrol.com/articles/14237
http://www.hewsweb.org/hazcal/
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Livelihoods and Food Security  

 

Key characteristics  
 Nouadhibou is the economic capital of the country. It is a port city for iron exports 

as well as major national imports, and a centre of the commercial fishing industry 
(Fewsnet 2005, ONS 2008, WB 2010).  

 The Socogim market in Nouakchott is a key market in the country, with linkages 
to Senegal and Morocco (Fewsnet 2012/02). 

 Nouakchott and Nouadhibou host meat markets and grain trade, especially local 
rice which is superior to most of the imported rice which forms the bulk of rice 
consumed in Mauritania. The markets further offer employment opportunities 
from unskilled porterage to semi-skilled construction work to salaried employment 
for the educated. The savings accrued by these workers form a part of the annual 
budget of distant rural households, whether brought home by seasonal work 
migrants or remitted by family members in longer-term city residence. This 
employment is a major source of income in years of poor rainfall, high pest 
infestation, or other rural setbacks (Fewsnet 2005, HEA Sahel 2010). 

 The majority of rural Mauritanians live in the south in two zones: a rain fed 
agricultural zone and a zone along the north bank of the Senegal River 
characterized by irrigated rice and an annual flood-plain on which sorghum is 
cultivated as the river retreats. However, both zones comprise only a small part 
of the whole territory, the rest of which extends north though agro pastoralism 
and pastoralism to a greater or lesser degree associated with oases.  There are 
also large areas of uninhabited desert (Fewsnet 2005). 

 Mauritania is a food-deficit country where domestic cereal production only covers 
1/3 of average national consumption. The country is highly dependent on imports 
of millet and sorghum from Senegal and Mali as well as wheat purchased on the 
international market. Food prices are a key factor impacting Mauritanians access 
to food (GIEWS 2012/03/20).  

 Mauritania’s main rural products are livestock and livestock products and 
sorghum and millet. These are followed by ‘niche’ items: irrigated rice, dates 
produced in oases areas and fish from shallow fishing along the extensive coast. 
 

Livelihood zones Mauritania 

 Seven livelihood zones have been defined: pastoral nomad area; agro pastoral 
areas; oases and pastoralism with wadi cultivation; traditional coastal fishing 
areas; transhumant pastoral areas; rain fed farming areas; and the Senegal River 
valley (Fewsnet 2005, HEA Sahel 2010).  

 Most regular hazards affecting livelihoods include floods on the Senegal River’s 
annual flood-plain grazing and poor northern rains. As the rural population grows, 
the pressure on finite resources, particularly grazing and arable land in moist 
depressions or seasonal water-courses (wadis), means that smaller natural 
events have significant consequences (Fewsnet 2005). 

 
 

 The most typical characterisation of rural 
poverty is households with insufficient land 
and/or labour to provide a substantial harvest, 
or pastoral households which no longer have 
a viable herd or flock. These households 
essentially live by sale of labour or contract 
herders and shepherds, receiving payment in 
cash as well as kind (grain, milk) (Fewsnet 
2005, HEA Sahel 2010).  

 High population growth, natural resource scarcity and natural shocks come 
together most strongly in the agro pastoral livelihood zone, causing food 
insecurity. Other livelihood zones face the same problems but with a less severe 
impact (Fewsnet 2005). 

 

http://pdf.usaid.gov/pdf_docs/PNADE390.pdf
http://data.worldbank.org/country/mauritania
http://www.fews.net/docs/Publications/Mauritania_2012_02_EN.pdf
http://pdf.usaid.gov/pdf_docs/PNADE390.pdf
http://www.hea-sahel.org/documents-HEA.php
http://pdf.usaid.gov/pdf_docs/PNADE390.pdf
http://www.fao.org/giews/countrybrief/country.jsp?code=MRT
http://pdf.usaid.gov/pdf_docs/PNADE390.pdf
http://www.hea-sahel.org/documents-HEA.php
http://pdf.usaid.gov/pdf_docs/PNADE390.pdf
http://pdf.usaid.gov/pdf_docs/PNADE390.pdf
http://pdf.usaid.gov/pdf_docs/PNADE390.pdf
http://www.hea-sahel.org/documents-HEA.php
http://pdf.usaid.gov/pdf_docs/PNADE390.pdf
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Sources of food 

 Most rural Mauritanians depend more heavily on food purchase than on food 
production. This is most acute in pastoral areas, where even rich people live 
more by purchased grain than by milk and meat, but it is also the case in the 
southern cultivating zones where the poor comprise over half the population. The 
structural deficit in staple cereals is thus not just a reflection of the relatively large 
urban population; it exists in the rural part as well. The corollary is that rural 
Mauritania has increasingly become a cash economy. Poor people depend more 
heavily on cash than on their own production (Fewsnet 2005). 

 
Sources of cash 

 Work migration and remittances are vital to the survival of poor and middle-
income pastoral households. Pastoralists gain their income through livestock 
production (the ‘profit’ is more in sales of animals to the market than in 
consumption) and working for cash at great distances, mostly in the cities, from 
their communities for the major part of the year (Fewsnet 2005).  

 Between October and December 2011, the average income in a rural household 
was estimated 39,000 ouguiyas, or around 136,5 USD. Five activities comprise 
80% of a household income: 34% livestock sale; 18% credits; 11% informal 
activities; 8% of daily work and cash transfer. The share of agricultural product 
sales is only 6% on average in rural areas (the highest level is reported in Brakna 
Wilaya with 30%). The highest incomes are reported in the two Hodhs regions, 
but these are also the two regions were the level of debt is the highest. Four 
regions report a loss of income of more than 25% compared to last year, Assaba 
(-46%), Nord (-34%), Guidimakha (-31%) and Tagant (-25%) (CSA/WFP 
2012/01). 

 In the two Hodhs and Assaba, 40% of household income is from livestock sale 
while in Brakna, agricultural product sale is the primary source of income for 
households (CSA/WFP 2012/01). 

 Among expected consequences of the food crisis, income generated by daily 
labour in agriculture, from which most of poor household are sourcing the 
majority of their income (HEA Sahel 2010), has reduced drastically. No 
household declared daily labour in agriculture as a source of income during the 
December 2011 assessment (CSA/WFP 2012/01).  

 In the Senegal River Valley, there is a strong competition for jobs between the 
local residents and incoming migrant workers. This prompts migration of the local 
residents as it can be more profitable to seek city work or use family links to work 
across the river in the more diverse economy of Senegal. Nevertheless, in this 
region, the rain fed agricultural zone and among the small population of the 
oases to the north, local employment features more strongly for the poor. This 
reflects the higher labour requirement of agriculture over pastoralism and also the 
greater – although far from complete – self-sufficiency of these zones (Fewsnet 
2005). 

 By end 2011, an increased number of livestock for sale was reported in all 

markets, and particularly in the valley. Destocking is a traditional strategy to cope 
during the lean period. As a consequence and as shown in the following graph, 
livestock prices drop by up to 30% (CSA/WFP 2012/01). 
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Markets 
 Mauritania imports 70% of its cereal needs (sorghum from Mali and Senegal, rice 

and wheat from international markets). In 2012, estimated additional imports for 
human consumption will be 15-17% above the usual (Fewsnet 2012/02) without 
taking into consideration livestock needs. 

 Wheat and local rice are the most important food commodities for the poorest 
households. Middle income and wealthier households consume imported rice 
instead (Fewsnet 2012/02).  

 In terms of exports, livestock is mainly informally sold in Mali and Senegal when 
taken over the border for seasonal grazing (Fewsnet 2005). 

 Three other products are of high export value: iron from the northern 
Zouerat/F’Derick complex; deep sea fish from an industry much developed in the 
last few years; and petroleum (Fewsnet 2005, AEO 2011).  

 The wheat price increased by nearly 50%, in 2010, and has remained stable at 
this higher level since October 2010. The price of imported rice also substantially 
increased (+15% between October 2010 and 2011) as well as the local cereal 
prices (CSA/WFP 2012/01).  

 Market supply was mainly impacted by low agricultural production, the disruption 
of cross border exchange (dry cereals from Mali and Senegal) and the 
degradation of exchange rates FCFA/MRO. Some cereals such as millet and 
some variety of sorghum cannot be found anymore in local markets, causing 
progressive substitution of millet/sorghum with maize. Milk production is also 
reported to have decreased with households already adapting their dietary intake 
based on local availability in the markets in December (CSA/WFP 2012/01, 
Fewsnet 2012/02).  

 
 

 

 
 

 

Wheat price evolution 2009-2011 source CSA/WFP/AAH 2012/01 
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 Price increase in the rain fed area reached 111% for sorghum and 79% for maize 
in November 2011, compared to same month in 2010. In the agro pastoral area, 
sorghum prices increased by 66%, posing a significant risk factor to household’s 
food security. In the area on the Mali border, sorghum prices increased by 56% 
and maize by 40% (CSA/WFP 2012/01). 

 
 
 Domestic cereal market flow in central and southern Mauritania is generally good 

(Fewsnet 2012/02). 

 From January-February 2012, sorghum prices remained relatively stable in all 
markets but were still on average 50% higher throughout the country than same 
period last year (Fewsnet 2012/02, GIEWS 2012/03/21). 

 Substitution of sorghum by wheat in rain fed areas was noticed due to unusually 
high prices for the season. Wheat prices are stable and close to the levels of the 
same month last year; however, in January, they were still on average 50% 
higher than in June 2010, when they started to increase following trends in 
international markets (Fewsnet 2012/02, GIEWS 2012/03/21). 

 Local rice prices remain 10-20% lower than imported rice (as usual), with levels 
similar to the same period in 2011. The price of imported rice has remained 
stable since October/November 2010, but with more monthly variability and 
following sorghum price trends (Fewsnet 2012/02). 

 Prices should increase between March and September 2012, depending on the 
fuel price increase (already 10% raise since January 2012), the assistance 
delivered and the capacity of the Government to minimise speculation among 
traders that generally occurs during such periods (Fewsnet 2012/02). 

Food insecurity 
 
Background 

 Many Mauritanians rely on traditional agriculture and livestock related activities to 
maintain their livelihoods and remain in a state of chronic vulnerability due to 
unpredictable seasonal rains and climatic conditions. The high import 
dependency rate for food exposes the population to fluctuations of the global 
market, keeping poor households in cycles of indebtedness and poverty (GIEWS 
2012/03/20). 

 Mauritania is structurally affected by food insecurity. On average for the last five 
years, 10% of the total population is chronically food insecure (CSA/WFP 
2012/01). During an average lean season, 20% of the population is food 
insecure. The highest prevalence of food insecurity is reported in the south and 
the east (Brakna, Gorgol, Guidimakha, Assaba, Tagant and Hodhs regions). 
Most vulnerable areas are rain fed, nomadic and agro pastoralist’s livelihood 
based systems. 

 Harvesting of the 2011 cereal crops was completed in December. Dry spells and 
poor rainfall distribution during the growing period (July to October) resulted in a 
sharp decline in cereal production. As a result, agricultural and pastoral 
production is below average, especially in the rain fed agriculture and agro 
pastoral zones. Following release of the final 2011 cereal production figures, the 
2011 cereal output was estimated at some 181,000 tonnes, about 30% below last 
year and 6% below the previous five years average (GIEWS 2012/03/21). More 
than 80% of rain fed farmers and agro pastoralist did not harvest this year 
(CSA/WFP 2012/01). 

 The most affected areas are the rain fed agriculture zones in Guidimakha and in 
the South of Assaba, Hodh El Gharbi and Hodh Ech Charghi regions, and the 
pastoral and agro pastoral zones (especially Trarza and Tagant regions), where 
the prolonged dryness negatively impacted pasture conditions and lowered the 
level of water points (GIEWS 2012/03/21). 

 According to the AAH/CSA/WFP market report from December 2011, due to poor 
grazing in Mauritania, early transhumance to Mali took place for herd numbers at 

twice the normal level (CSA/WFP/AAH 2012/01). 

 An intensification of labor migration to urban centers has been underway since 
October, two to three months earlier than usual, and among more people than 
usual (Fewsnet 2011/11). 

 Mauritania was included in the FAO list of “countries requiring external 
assistance for food” in December 2011 (GIEWS 2012/03/20). In order to respond 
to the likely food crisis, the Government launched on 10 November 2011 the Plan 
EMEL (Hope) for USD 115 million and has requested for assistance from the 
international community (GIEWS 2012/03/21). 
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Current crisis 
 Irregularity and low rain precipitations impact national cereal production which 

decreased more than 50% compared to 2011 and 40% compared to the five year 
average. Areas most affected are the rain fed agricultural areas (Fewsnet 
2012/02). 

 The CSA/WFP assessment in December 2011 indicates that 24.6% of rural 
household are food insecure, among them 12.9% are severely insecure. Food 
insecurity levels have tripled compared to same period last year (8.7% vs 24.6%) 
(CSA/WFP 2012/01). 
 

 
 In urban areas, 5% of households were food insecure in December 2011 against 

1% the year before at the same period. Evolution of food insecurity in urban 
areas was reported to increase more quickly than in rural areas CSA/WFP 
2012/01). 

 Approximately 600,000 people were considered food insecure in December 
2011, 420,000 people in rural areas and 180,000 in urban areas. Estimation for 
January 2012 is 700,000 food insecure people (CSA/WFP 2012/01). 

 Highest rates of food insecurity were reported in South Eastern and Eastern 
Wilayas, especially in Hodh El Charghi (37%), Guidmagha (33%) and Gorgol 
(29%) regions. An average of one quarter of the households is affected by food 
insecurity in Assaba (27%), Hodh El Gharbi (23%) and Tagant (22%) regions. 
Brakna and Trarza regions are generally less affected but a recent assessment 
also shows a rapid deterioration of food security in those areas (CSA/WFP 
2012/01). 

 More than 3/4 of food insecure people in rural areas are in agro pastoral 
and rain fed areas: Nomads (40% - 14,000 people), rain fed farmers (35% - 
160,000 people) and agro pastoralists (23% - 170,000 people) are the most 
affected groups. Farmers in the valley also registered an unusually high rate of 
food insecurity in post-harvest period (January-September). In the pastoralist 

transhumant area, only 8% of households were identified as food insecure 
(CSA/WFP 2012/01). 

 Alarming increase of severe food insecurity: Half of food insecure households 
are severely affected, an increase of 50% compared to same period in 2011, and 
the highest rates since 2008, even compared to rates usually reported during the 
lean period. Food consumption for food insecure households is limited to cereals, 
sugar and oil. For more than 80% of surveyed households, children <5 eat the 
same food as adults (CSA/WFP 2012/01). 

 Main causes of food insecurity include: decrease of self-consumption due to 
low rain precipitation and reduced agricultural production, low incomes and 
increased prices for local and imported cereals, causing lower purchasing power 
and reduced access to food, including if markets are well supplied. Some farmer 
households reported only having two month of cereals reserves against five or 
six in a normal year. In rural areas, 80% of households reported no harvest at all 
(CSA/WFP 2012/01). Negative coping mechanisms are already adopted by 
food insecure households. Looking for alternative source of income is the first 
coping mechanism adopted by affected households (38%), followed by 
requesting support from relatives (32%). Negative coping mechanisms include 
reducing health expenses (10%), school drop out of children (6%) and reduced 
expenses for animal feeding (8%) (CSA/WFP 2012/01). 

 For pastoralists, the use of sorghum and imported wheat for livestock 
consumption will increase in the coming month and compete with human 
consumption. Increased imports will be necessary to balance this deficit. 
Projections for cereals importation needs up to September 2012 are 20-25% 
more compared to an average year (Fewsnet 2012/02) 

 The crisis affects more rural areas (24%) than urban areas (5%). However, if 
conditions deteriorate further, influx of migrants into urban areas will exacerbate 
urban household food insecurity (CSA/WFP 2012/01). 

 Food insecurity affects more women headed households (30%) than men 
headed households (23%), due to limited access to incomes, reduced livestock 
earnings, and pre-existing poverty levels of women headed households 
(CSA/WFP 2012/01). 

 
Refugees and food security 

 The latest population movements have increased competition for scarce 
resources. Arrivals in Hodh El Charghi have aggravated overall vulnerabilities as 
the percentage and absolute number of food insecure people in this region is the 
highest in the country (GIEWS 2012/03/21).  

 
 
 
The following maps and graphs have been designed based on data available in the 
WFP/CSA Food security survey of December 2011.  
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Number of moderate and severe food insecure population, Dec 2011 

 
% Moderate and severe food insecure population, Dec 2011 

 

Number of severe food insecure population, Dec 2011 

 
% of severe food insecure population, Dec 2011 
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Food insecurity in figures (source CSA/WFP 2012/01) 

 

 

 

 
 

 
 

Key priorities 
  
 
Most affected areas (Refer to maps on page 23 for better regional targeting) 

 Hodh El Charghi, Guidimakha and Gorgol 

 Rain fed areas and agro pastoral areas 
 
 
Most affected groups 

 Poor households rain fed farmers  and Agro pastoralists 

 Refugees and host communities 

 Poor household Nomads 

 Women headed household, Elderly 

 Rural population 
 
 
Recommendations for intervention 

 Promote grain imports to balance cereal production deficit with importations in 
order to stabilize market prices: measures for easing importations are required 

 Subsidized sales of cereals and fodder for food insecure people 

 Income generation activities to enhance purchase power 

 Targeted food distribution in most affected areas, especially in rain fed areas and 
during rainy season 

 Cash for work, cash transfer in rural areas, coupled with careful price inflation 
monitoring  

 Seeds distribution and agricultural support for imminent agricultural season 

 Food supply in nutrition centre 

 Support agro-pastoralists with animal destocking  

 Support livestock health, including: veterinary medicine, fodder and supplements  
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Health and Nutrition 

 

Key characteristics 
 

Health service coverage 

 Physicians number 1.3 per 10,000 habitants compared to 2.3 regionally (WHO 
2011/04/04). 

 Nurses/midwives number 6.7 per 10,000 habitants (WHO 2011/04/04). 

 Mauritania's only major hospital is in Nouakchott (NE 2012). 

 Drugs are distributed to patients free at public facilities, but only 40% of demand 
can be met (NE 2012). 

 The isolation and remoteness of rural communities results in many Mauritanians 
lacking access to quality health care services (UNFPA 2012). 

 

  Utilization of health services  

 
 (WHO 2011/04/04) 

 

Mortality 

 Non communicable disease (NCD) accounts for 32% of deaths. Communicable, 
maternal, perinatal and nutritional conditions make up the rest (WHO 2010). 

 Rates of NCD are in the rise, and communicable diseases on the decrease, since 
2008 when NCDs caused 18% of deaths and communicable disease 72% (WHO 
2011/04/04). 

 Cardiovascular disease (14%) and injuries (8%) are the biggest NCD killers 
(WHO 2010). 

 Mauritania has a high degree of risk for infectious diseases (IndexMundi 
2012/01/09). These include: 
 Food and waterborne disease - bacterial and protozoal diarrhoea, hepatitis A, 

and typhoid fever 
 Vector borne disease - malaria and Rift Valley fever 
 Respiratory disease - meningococcal meningitis 
 Animal contact disease – rabies and Rift Valley Fever. 

 The highest prevalence of diarrhoea among children <5 has been reported in 
Hodh El Chargi 40.6% and Guidimakha 38.4% (UNICEF 2012/02/10). 

 The HIV prevalence is 0.7% for adults aged 15-49. The rate has steadily 
decreased since 2000, when it was 1.8% (IndexMundi 2011). 

 In the 15-24 age group, under 5% have accurate knowledge of AIDS prevention.  
Nearly 40% of women of childbearing age do not know how to protect 
themselves from the virus (UNICEF 2008/06/18). 

 Malaria is endemic in southern Mauritania (IFRC 2011/12/22, WHO 2010). 

 Malaria is also endemic in Nouakchott where P. vivax is the principal causative 
agent. Regular surveillance is required to monitor malaria prevalence and 
incidence, and further measures needed to counter the spread of malaria  
(Malaria Jnl 2011/12).  

 As of December 2011, 81% of children <5 do not sleep under an impregnated 
mosquito bed-net. According to the 2011 SMART survey, over 90% of children 
<5 sleep unprotected from impregnated mosquito nets in Tagant (96%), Hodh El 
Chargi (95%), Hodh El Gharbi (94%) and Guidimakha (92%) (UNICEF 
2012/02/10). 

 Cholera affected 46, killing 3, between 23 November and 1 December 2011. The 
outbreak in Kaedi, Mbout and Monguel districts in the south was caused by the 
use of untreated water from the Wadi Gorgol River (WHO 2011/12/21). 

 In 2009, the tuberculosis prevalence rate per 100,000 was 676 (Indexmundi 
2009).  

 A Rift Valley Fever epidemic occurred in late 2010/early 2011 affecting over 
58,000 animals. 68 cases were confirmed in humans leading to 13 deaths (CERF 
2011/02/16). 

 
Maternal health   

 The adjusted maternal mortality rate from 2006-2010 averaged 550 per 100,000 
(UNICEF 2010). 

 Only 9% of women between 2006-2010 aged 15-49 years used contraception 
(UNICEF 2010).  By 2012, this dropped to 8% for married women (UNFPA 2012).  
This is an improvement of usage in 1990 of 3% for married women (NE 2012). 

 Mauritania is challenged to provide appropriate reproductive and sexual health 
care, especially for women (UNFPA 2012). 

 In December 2011, 67% of newborns experience early initiation of breastfeeding 
(within an hour of birth) (UNICEF 2012/02/10). This number has significantly 
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http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0035920311001891
http://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/UNICEF%20Mauritania%20Food%20insecurity%20and%20nutrition%20crisis%20SitRep%20%233_10Feb2012_.pdf
http://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/UNICEF%20Mauritania%20Food%20insecurity%20and%20nutrition%20crisis%20SitRep%20%233_10Feb2012_.pdf
file:///C:/Users/Information/AppData/Local/Microsoft/Windows/Temporary%20Internet%20Files/Content.Outlook/LU9U24ZW/120327%20DNA%20Mauritania_Health%20SRE%20version.docx
http://www.indexmundi.com/mauritania/tuberculosis-morbidity.html
http://www.indexmundi.com/mauritania/tuberculosis-morbidity.html
http://ochaonline.un.org/CERFaroundtheWorld/Mauritania2012/Mauritania2011/tabid/7385/language/en-US/Default.aspx
http://ochaonline.un.org/CERFaroundtheWorld/Mauritania2012/Mauritania2011/tabid/7385/language/en-US/Default.aspx
http://www.unicef.org/infobycountry/mauritania_statistics.html
http://www.unicef.org/infobycountry/mauritania_statistics.html
http://www.unfpa.org/stronger_voices/mauritania.htm
http://www.nationsencyclopedia.com/Africa/Mauritania-HEALTH.html
http://www.unfpa.org/stronger_voices/mauritania.htm
http://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/UNICEF%20Mauritania%20Food%20insecurity%20and%20nutrition%20crisis%20SitRep%20%233_10Feb2012_.pdf


Sectoral Pages – Health and nutrition              Disaster Needs Analysis– Mauritania 

Page 18 of 26 
 

decreased from 81% in 2010.  With only 23.7%, Hodh El Chargui has the lowest 
percentage of newborns with early initiation of breastfeeding (UNICEF 
2012/02/10, Nat Nut Survey 2010). 

 Nearly half of all children are exclusively breastfed (46%) to five months; 90% still 
breastfeed at 12-15 months. 46% are introduced to solid foods by 6-8 months 
(Nat Nut Survey 2010). 

 The average number of children a woman has over the course of her 
reproductive life is just under five children per woman (UNFPA 2012). 

 As of 2010, nearly ¾ of mothers received ante-natal care at least once during 
their pregnancy. Yet, only 16% had four ante-natal visits (UNICEF 2010).  

 Over half (53%) of pregnant women are anaemic (ChildInfo 2008). 

 Most mothers have a skilled attendant for childbirth (61%) (WHO 2011/04/04), 
while fewer than half (48%) give birth in a healthcare facility (UNICEF 2010).  

 

Infant and child health   

 The infant mortality rate is 74 per 1000 live births (UNFPA 2012). 

 In 2010, the <5 mortality rate was 111 per 1,000 (UNICEF 2010). 

 15% of <5s are moderately/severely underweight. A quarter (23%) suffer from 
moderate/severe stunting; 7% of <5s are moderately/severely wasted (UNICEF 
2012). 

 Most children 6-59 months (97%) have full Vitamin A coverage (UNICEF 2010). 

 Immunization rates for children aged 12-23 months in 2010 were: 64% DPT and 
67% measles (IndexMundi 
2010). 

 Measles immunization for 
one year olds was 59% in 
2011 (WHO 2011/04/04). 

 In 2010, immunization rates 
dropped by 40% because of 
dysfunctions in the cold 
chain (UNICEF 2011/07/18). 

 The drop in 2010 
immunization coverage 
occurred at the final stages 
of polio eradication and 
control of measles and was 
further challenged by the 
large, sparsely populated 
territory and harsh weather 
conditions (UNICEF 
2011/07/18). 

 68% of pre-school children are anaemic (ChildInfo 2008). 

 More than 1/3 of child deaths are attributable to under nutrition (ChildInfo 2008). 

Nutrition 
 The July 2011 SMART nutrition survey (period corresponding to hunger gap) 

indicated a GAM rate of 10.7% for <5s. In Brakna and Gorgol, where GAM rates 
are the highest in the country, malnutrition rates were 18% in Brakna and 15.7% 
in Gorgol, 15.3% in Assaba, 15% in Guidimakha and 14.8% in Hodh el Charghi. 
Malnutrition increases vulnerability to disease, particularly among children (IFRC 
2011/12/22). 

 In 2010, only 23% of households consumed iodized salt (UNICEF 2010). 
 
 

Current Situation 
 The December 2011 SMART nutrition survey indicated a GAM rate of 6.8% and 

over 10% for <5s in Brakna and Gorgol regions (UNICEF 2012/02/10). 

 Acute malnutrition is at critical levels in Gorgol and Brakna, and there is a strong 
likelihood that the situation will worsen in coming months if necessary measures 
are not taken (UNICEF 2012/02/10). 

 The moderate acute malnutrition rate of <5s is increasing and will likely 
deteriorate further to severe acute malnutrition unless early action is taken. The 
looming food crisis will lead to further peaks in malnutrition and associated 
mortality if correct and timely mitigation measures are not taken (IFRC 
2011/12/22). 

 The prevalence of chronic malnutrition at the national level has increased from 
23% in December 2010 to 25,5% in December 2011. Hodh El Chargi, 
Guidimakha and Adrar have reported chronic malnutrition rates higher than the 
national average with respectively 37,2% 36,9% and 35% (UNICEF 2012/02/10). 

 Children <5 are especially vulnerable in Hodh El Chargi: low use of impregnated 
mosquito bednets for <5s, coupled with low numbers of early initiation of 
breastfeeding results in the highest prevalence of diarrhea (40.6%) in the country 
(Nat Nut Survey 2010).  

 

Refugees and health and nutrition  

 Amongst the influx of Malian refugees are pregnant women and children who are 
moderately to severely malnourished (MSF 2012/02/29). 

 Urgent need for refugees in Fassala and Mbera is access to decent health-care 
facilities, particularly for surgical cases (ICRC 2012/03/16). 
 

 

 
 

 

 

Cause of death in <5s. Source WHO 2011/04/04  
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Key priorities 
 
Most affected areas   

 Areas impacted by severe food insecurity and malnutrition 

 Gorgol, Brakna, and Hodh el Charghi regions 

 Areas hosting refugees - Fassala and Mbera  
 

Most affected groups 

 Children <5 

 Women of reproductive age 

 Older people and persons with disability   

 Malnourished populations 

 Severely food insecure households, poor and very poor households 

 Refugees, returnees and host communities 

 

Recommendations for intervention 

 Monitor malnutrition rates for <5s 

 Introduce supplementary feeding in Gorgol, Brakna and other acutely hit regions 

 To prevent an increase in malnutrition rates, measles vaccinations should be 
given high priority 

 Support national immunization campaigns, especially in rural area 

 Ensure accessible health care for rural communities 

 Increase pre- and post-natal support to mothers  

  Monitor potential epidemic outbreaks to enable quick response 
  Provide emergency health services in epidemic affected communities. 
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WASH  
 

Key characteristics 
 Freshwater availability is low.  Mauritania is ranked as being vulnerable to water 

scarcity (UNEP 2008) with a high water stress risk (Maplecroft 2011). 

 Surface water resources essentially comprise the Senegal River, its tributaries 
and various water reservoirs (dams, sills and dykes) as well as underwater 
reserves. Water reserves are characterized by wide disparities depending on 
location (ADB 2006/06). 

 Water quality is jeopardized due to pollution and salt intrusion in groundwater 
(IAEA 2012/02/20).  

 Aquifers are a vital source of fresh water (IAEA 2012/02/20).  

Access to water 

 In 2010, 50% of the population used an improved drinking water source: 52% of 
urban populations; and 48% of rural population (UNICEF/WHO JMP 2012/03). 

 Only 31% of Nouakchott residents use improved water sources (UNICEF 
2008/05). 

 Consumption and use of untreated water from rivers is common even in areas 
where boreholes are in operation (WHO 2011/12/21). 

 Traditional norms in the division of labour prevail in the management of water 
points resulting in the virtual monopoly of water management by men. This 
marginalization stems from the lack of a strategic framework to highlight the 
importance of gender in the water sector (ADB 2006/06). 

 
Traditional constraints in water resource   

 Constraints to the exploitation of water resources and irrigation development are:  
 high costs of irrigation development, especially earth structures 
 accessibility (river and oases) 
 weak support to the private sector with insufficient investment to sustain 

productive capital 
 inadequate operational organization of scheme, notably communal schemes 
 high costs of extraction of the groundwater resources 
 salinization of the soils (delta and lower river) 
 high evapo-transpiration (2,000 to 3,000 mm/year from south to north) 
 Insufficient and irregular rainfall and surface flow in the wadis (FAO 2012).    

 
 Access to improved sanitation facilities 

 In 2010, 69% of the urban population and 13% of the rural population of 
Mauritania had access to improved sanitation facilities (UNICEF/WHO JMP 
2012). 

 The vast majority of rural communities do not have suitable systems for collection 
and management of wastewater, excreta and solid wastes.  This negatively 
impacts the health of these communities (ADB 2006/06). 

 The use of household wastewater evacuation systems is virtually non-existent 
(ADB 2006/06). 

 On April 13th 2011, the Government launched the Sanitation National Policy 
which aims to improve sanitation in 250 villages in rural and poor regions 
(UNICEF 2011/04/15) 

 

 Source UNICEF/WHO JMP 2012 
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Refugees and WASH  

 Refugees are living in poor sanitary conditions and with poor quality and quantity 
of water supplies in the camps (ICRC 2012/03/16). 

 Water reservoirs in Mbera have been filled by humanitarian actors. A system of 
rotation has been established to make six litres of potable water available to each 
of the 40,000 refugees per day. The rehabilitation of a well in Mbera will help 
address water shortages, but the camp still suffers from a lack of reservoirs 
(OCHA 2012/03/22). 

 Another major obstacle is the lack of latrines in the camp. As of 20
th
 of March, 

only 74 latrines existed for 540 people per site. 1,500 latrines in total are required 
(OCHA 2012/03/22). 

 62 cases of diarrhoea caused by poor quality drinking water and the absence of 
latrines have been reported in Fassala and Mbera camps (ACT 2012/03/06). 

 An ICRC assessment has revealed the inadequacy of the water supplies in the 
camps and will provide a safe water supply by improving storage, distribution and 
pumping systems (ICRC 2012/03/16, OCHA 2012/03/15). 

 In Fassala, the price of water has increased fivefold (Solidarités 2012/02/27). 

 Both in Fassala and Mbera, building latrines, drilling water boreholes, installing 
drinking water networks, and distributing kits comprising essential items is a 
priority (Solidarités 2012/02/27). 

 Refugees are arriving in the reception areas with their livestock, re-enforcing the 
pressure on scarce water resources (OCHA 2012/02/29). 

 

Key priorities 
 
Most affected areas   

 Areas receiving refugees 

 Mbera and Fassala refugee camps 

Most affected groups 

 Refugees in Mbera and Fassala 

 Rural and urban population with limited access to improved water sources 

 Urban populations with limited access to improved sanitation facilities 

 Children <5, women and girls, older people 

 Malnourished populations 

 Severely food insecure households, poor and very poor households 

Recommendations for intervention 

 Provision of emergency water supplies and hygiene kits for refugees  

 Restoration and maintenance of water infrastructures 

 Establishment of new water sources  

 Emergency provision of latrines  

 Provision of separate water supplies for livestock 
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Protection 
 
Key characteristics 
 
Civil Rights/Citizenship 

 In April 1989, the Arab-dominated Ould Taya Government began denationalizing 
and expelling large numbers of black Mauritanians to neighbouring Senegal and 
Mali. By summer 1990, some 75,000 had been forced into exile. The 
Government remained in power until 2005 when ousted by a coup. Although 
many expellees have returned on their own since the mid-1990s, it was only in 
2007 that a Tri-Partite Agreement governing formal returns of expellees was 
signed between Mauritania, Senegal and UNHCR. Formal repatriations began in 
January 2008. But after another coup in August 2008, the process has been all 
but smooth (OSF 2011/10/03). 

 Under the Tri-Partite Agreement, expellees are meant to have their Mauritanian 
nationality restored. Upon return, expellees receive a document from UNHCR 
which entitles them to obtain a national ID card. But until they receive the ID card, 
their nationality status is uncertain. Only about half of all those entitled to ID 
cards had actually received them (OSF 2011/10/03). 

 The 18 month national census began in May 2011 and sparked discontent 
among black Mauritanians. While the Conseil des Ministres decided in June to 
extend the validity of ID cards expiring in 2010 and 2011, those who never had 
an ID card – including many returnees – will not receive one until the census is 
over. Without an ID card, returnees are unable to travel to urban centres or carry 
out official transactions (OSF 2011/10/03). 

 In December 2010, the Mauritanian Government stopped issuing new ID cards to 
all returnees (OSF 2011/10/03). 

 The Land Reform Act guarantees private ownership of land. However, it also 
states that the Government can evict citizens (with compensation) to meet larger 
economic and social development needs. In rural areas, de facto expropriation of 
land by powerful agents with connections to high-ranking civil servants is 
common (HRC 2010). 

 
Slavery 

 An estimated 10% to 20% of Mauritania’s 3.3 million people are enslaved in “real 
slavery,” according to the UNs’ special rapporteur on contemporary forms of 
slavery. Mauritania was the last country in the world to abolish slavery in 1981 by 
a presidential decree. However, criminal laws to enforce the ban were only 
passed in 2007. The legislation allows for a maximum prison sentence of 10 
years. To date, only one slave owner has been successfully prosecuted (CNN 
2012, BBC 2007).  

 Slavery is not entirely based on race, but lighter-skinned people historically have 
owned people with darker skin.  Racism in the country is rampant. Mauritanians 
live by a rigid caste system, with the slave class at the bottom (CNN 2012). 

 Enslaved black Moors (Haratine), even if freed, typically continue to serve their 
masters due to economic, cultural and psychological attachment and lack of 
other viable options. Those who flee live in slave descendant camps, or shanty 
towns outside major cities. Former slaves are especially vulnerable to poverty, as 
their access to education and economic opportunities are limited (HRC 2010). 

 Children become slaves in Mauritania either by birth to enslaved parents or when 
given away as a gift. This violates children’s right to be born free and denies 
them basic rights to identity, family, and childhood (HRC 2010). 

 The GoM does not have definitive data on the nature and incidence of slavery in 
Mauritania, further exacerbating the problem of properly addressing slavery. 
There is a need to comprehensively tackle slavery practices through sustainable 
actions and awareness-raising campaigns (HRC 2010). 

 
Slavery and Child Labour 

 In 2010, concerns about the high number of children engaged in labour, 
particularly in the agricultural sector, and the continued existence of caste–based 
slavery, which has a particular impact on girls in domestic service and boys 
forced to beg by marabouts (Islamic religious leaders or teachers) were voiced 
(HRC 2010). 

 Using children for begging is considered a form of slavery (HRC 2010). 

 Children who are victims of slavery lack access to services (HRC 2010). 

 There is an overall lack of measures to educate the public about traditional 
slavery practices and opportunities to reintegrate former slaves  

 Mauritanian law stipulates that children can work in the non–agricultural sector 
from age14 and children <13 can only work in agricultural if the Minister of 
Labour grants an exception owing to local circumstances. In 2010 the Special UN 
Rapporteur on contemporary forms of slavery reported cases of children younger 
than 13 years working in all sectors (HRC 2010). 

 Rural enslaved children usually care for livestock, cultivate subsistence crops 
and perform domestic work. Children in slavery–like conditions in urban areas 
are often found working in domestic households (HRC 2010). 

  Rural enslaved children usually care for livestock, cultivate subsistence crops 
and perform domestic work. Children in slavery–like conditions in urban areas 
are often found working in domestic households (HRC 2010). 

 
Women’s rights/Marriage 

 By law, marriage requires the free consent of both parties; the minimum legal age 
of marriage is 18 years for both men and women.  As of 2010, 35% of women 
were married by age 18 and 15% by age 15 (MICS 2007). Arranged marriages 
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and early marriage do occur (mostly within the Black community, but rarely 
among the Moors) although their frequency is diminishing.  

 Reports of forced early marriages involve some cases trafficking of girls to 
neighbouring countries (HRC 2010). 

 Following Islamic Sharia law, polygamy is legal. It is common within the Black 
population, but seldom occurs among Moors. Once married (but not before 
marrying), women can ask their husbands not to enter into a second union (SIGI 
2012). 

 Legally, women have a certain degree of freedom of movement, but it may be 
limited by tradition. Married women are free to work without their husband’s 
consent. Many women work in the craft or commercial sectors; some are highly 
independent, with jobs in import/export business that require frequent travel both 
within and outside the country (SIGI 2012). 

 The Government has taken steps to improve the ownership rights of women, but 
this progress remains fragile. In the south, many women have access to land, 
which they manage alone and hold on a usufruct basis. The Constitution 
guarantees women the right to access to property other than land, and many 
women own and manage commercial or craft enterprises. Women are 
significantly more involved in the economy than they were 30 or 40 years ago, 
and their standard of living has improved as a result (SIGI 2012). 

 In recent years, the GoM created mutual savings and loans banks and micro-
credit establishments, facilitating women’s access to bank loans (SIGI 2012). 
 

 
Female Genital Mutilation  

  In 2007, female genital mutilation (FGM) affected 72% of women and girls.  FGM 
affects 92% of Soninké women, 
72% of Peulh women, 28% of Wolof 
women (Black African population) 
and 71% of Moorish women.  
According to the census, women 
suffer complications in 53 % of 
cases of FGM (GTZ 2007, UNICEF 
2012).  

 60% of men and 57% of women 
believe that FGM is required by 
religion, but 70% of men and 64% 
of women are prepared to abandon 
the practice (GTZ 2007). 

 In 2000, Mauritania signed the 
Convention on the Elimination of All 
Forms of Discrimination against 
Women. It is a member of the Inter-

Africa Committee on Traditional Practices Affecting the Health of Women and 
Children. Since the mid-1980s the Government has been looking at addressing, 
increasingly with the support of international organisations (GTZ 2007). 

 The highest rates of FGM are found in the southeast region amongst illiterate 
women. In the Moorish north, the percentage of women affected is about the 
national average (SIGI 2012). 

 
Criminality/Terrorism 

 Smuggling has played a major role in the regional economy for decades, holding 
a fragile balance among its inhabitants and representing a survival mechanism in 
a place that lacks economic resources. Mauritania has acquired a more 
prominent and central role in the rapidly expanding illegal trade of drugs. 
Consequences of these illegal activities are increasing corruption and the 
weakening of an already fragile state (IECAH 2012/02/07). Mauritania ranks 
143th of 182 countries on the Corruption Perceptions Index 2011, along with 
Belarus, Russia, Timor-Leste and Nigeria (CPI 2011).  

 Allegedly there are connections between the Polisario Front and organized crime, 
the former becoming not only increasingly involved in drugs, weapons, and 
human trafficking but also strengthening its connections with AQIM. As a result, 
Mauritania has become a pivotal zone for different actors taking advantage of a 
vast ungovernable area and trying to gain the maximum profit from it (IECAH 
2012/02/07). 

 AQIM cooperates with different tribes supporting historical grievances against the 
central state (IECAH 2012/02/07). 

 Territorially concentrated and limited, AQIM relies for its functioning and survival 
on local networks and its capacity to recruit new members offering attractive 
economic rewards in a region dominated by a lack of opportunities. Despite fertile 
ground for its expansion, AQIM has been unable to establish permanent cells, 
nor has it built a strong foundation to allow an increased presence (IECAH 
2012/02/07). 

 Mauritanian authorities report increased border security efforts to fight AQIM, 
prevent the kidnapping of foreigners and address the smuggling of illegal 
immigrants. Three new transit points have been established for foreigners 
travelling in the southern province of Brakna, while the border area has been 
demarcated to facilitate patrols (CFC 2012/03/15). 

 
Impact of Malian refugee movement into Mauritania 

 Refugees from Mali cross the border with few resources. They remain vulnerable 
to protection risks and their basic needs are not covered.  

 Little information is available on the protection needs of refugees in Fassala and 
Mbera. UNHCR has deployed assessment teams to map the protection needs of 
IDPs and find safe locations to relocate populations (UNHCR 2012/03/13). 

Percentage of women that have undergone 

some sort of cutting. Source UNICEF 2000 
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 On the 19th of March, the GoM stated that protection and security in the area of 
the refugee camp in Mbera will be managed by the Mauritanian authorities.  A 
civil protection team was deployed to Mbera. The deployed security forces 
expected to assure the security of 10,000 refugees, but found more than 40,000 
refugees at the sight. A contingent of security forces, which can be quickly 
mobilised, is further at disposal in Bassikounou. In addition, the national 
coordinator has declared that organisations wishing to access the zone of 
operations need to inform the authorities prior to their arrival (OCHA 2012/03/22). 

 There has been no evidence of refoulement, and refugees have been able to 
access the borders of neighbouring countries to seek asylum (UNHCR 
2012/03/08).  

 Many refugees have lost livelihoods and possessions, including cattle, and are 
currently living on assistance provided by the host Governments, UN agencies 
and NGOs (UNHCR 2012/03/08).  

 No cases of SGBV have been reported by refugees (UNHCR 2012/03/08). 

 
Key priorities 
 
Most affected areas   

 Areas impacted by acute food shortages 

 Gorgol, Brakna, and Hodh el Charghi regions 

 Areas hosting refugees - Fassala and Mbera 
 
  

Most affected groups 

 Children <5 

 Women   

 Enslaved and trafficked persons  

 Persons affected by human rights violations 

 Severely food insecure households, poor and very poor households 

 Refugees, returnees and host communities 

 
 Recommendations for intervention 

 Safe access to unsecured areas 

 Provision of emergency assistance for refugees, including: shelter, food, water 
and sanitation, healthcare, education, non-food items such as sleeping mats, 
blankets, mosquito nets and cooking sets (no exhaustive) 

 Strengthen access to health services in refugee camps, especially for children 
and pregnant/breastfeeding women 

 Increase security to avoid inter-community as well as host community/refugee 
tensions. Access to water for livestock. 

 Complete the level 1 registration process in affected areas and hosting 
communities 

 Establish site-specific referral pathways and ensure communities and local 
authorities are informed of these services  

 Earmark locations within refugee camps for especially vulnerable households 
(child, female and older person), which are near services and protection  

 Ensure mainstreaming of protection issues in all activities across all sectors  

http://reliefweb.int/node/484818
http://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/Full%20Report_648.pdf
http://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/Full%20Report_648.pdf
http://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/Full%20Report_648.pdf
http://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/Full%20Report_648.pdf
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