
MAURITANIA

The ICRC has worked in Mauritania since 1970, opening 
a delegation there in 2013. It visits detainees and helps 
improve their living conditions, particularly their access 
to health care. It offers them and other people in need, 
including refugees, family-links services. In a subsidiary 
role, it works to meet the basic needs of refugees who 
have fled conflict elsewhere in the region. It promotes 
IHL and humanitarian principles among the armed and 
security forces, authorities and civil society, and supports 
the development of the Mauritanian Red Crescent.

BUDGET IN KCHF
Protection 1,297
Assistance 1,970
Prevention 775
Cooperation with National Societies 560
General 30

Total 4,633
Of which: Overheads 283

PERSONNEL
Mobile staff  8 
Resident staff (daily workers not included)  35 
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MAIN TARGETS FOR 2015
 f following information sessions, prison guards and security forces take steps to ensure that detainees, particularly 
people held for security reasons and/or in places of temporary detention, are treated in line with applicable standards 

 f detainees benefit from system-wide improvements to penitentiary services made by the authorities with ICRC help 
– technical advice, training and study trips abroad – and using insights gleaned from the ICRC’s support in 6 prisons

 f families separated by armed conflict – notably in Mali – detention, migration or other circumstances reconnect 
through RCMs and phone services provided by the ICRC in partnership with the Mauritanian Red Crescent 

ASSISTANCE Targets (up to)
CIVILIANS (RESIDENTS, IDPs, RETURNEES, ETC.)    
Economic security, water and habitat (in some cases provided within a protection or cooperation programme)  
Water and habitat activities Beneficiaries 10,000 

CONTEXT
Regional insecurity exacerbates social, political and reli-
gious divisions in the country. Armed/security forces are 
stationed on Mauritania’s borders with Algeria and Mali, 
and at times arrest and detain members of armed groups 
suspected of endangering State security. 

Owing mainly to the precarious security situation in Mali, 
tens of thousands of refugees remain in the Bassikounou 
region in south-eastern Mauritania. Humanitarian actors 
cover the needs of refugees in the UNHCR’s M’bera camp; 
those living among host communities receive less aid.

Mauritania hosts migrants notably travelling to northern 
Africa and Europe.

HUMANITARIAN RESPONSE
In 2015, the ICRC delegation in Mauritania will focus on 
working with the authorities to improve the treatment and 
living conditions of people deprived of their freedom. To 
this end, it will visit detainees, including those held for 
security reasons and/or in places of temporary detention. 
Afterwards, the authorities will receive the ICRC’s confi-
dential feedback, technical advice and other support for 
improving penitentiary services. Health personnel and 
officials charged with maintaining infrastructure will re-
inforce their skills through training; penitentiary officials 
will be aided in their reform efforts by study trips abroad 
and the ICRC’s material and technical support at six pris-
ons. Roughly 1,400 detainees in these six prisons will have 
better health and sanitation conditions following upgrades 
to sanitation infrastructure, fumigation of cells and efforts 
to promote good hygiene and disease-prevention measures. 
Sick and malnourished inmates among them will speed 
their recovery with ICRC-provided medical supplies and 
food supplements.

To improve the treatment of detainees, the ICRC will raise 
awareness of international human rights law and inter-
national norms governing detention and the use of force 
among prison guards, security forces and Interior Ministry 
officials. Military officers will reinforce their understand-
ing of IHL, and efforts to develop teaching manuals will be 
supported by the ICRC’s technical expertise. The ICRC will 
also seek to foster support for IHL and neutral, impartial 
and independent humanitarian action among actors of in-
fluence, and thereby facilitate its activities in Mauritania 
and elsewhere. The ICRC will discuss, with the authorities 
and security force commands, ratification/implementation 
of IHL treaties and ICRC activities for detainees and Mali-
an refugees, and activities for the communities in the Bas-
sikounou region hosting the refugees. 

In Bassikounou, humanitarian actors have largely covered 
the needs of refugees in camps. In addition, the ICRC’s up-
grades to the local health centre are nearing completion at 
the time of writing. Thus, in 2015, the ICRC will focus on 
upgrading water points in rural areas, and, with the Mau-
ritanian Red Crescent, will provide family-links services to 
families dispersed by armed conflict – particularly in Mali 

– detention, migration and other circumstances. 

HUMANITARIAN ISSUES AND ICRC 
OBJECTIVES

CIVILIANS
In Bassikounou, refugees meet their food, water and health 
needs largely through the efforts of humanitarian actors. 
However, refugees living outside camps have less access to 
humanitarian aid and strain the resources of host commu-
nities. For instance, refugee herders water their livestock at 
community water points, which can tax water supplies and 
worsen hygiene conditions. 

Refugees, families of people detained/interned abroad and 
some vulnerable migrants may require assistance to locate 
and/or exchange news with their relatives.

Objective
People affected by armed conflict and other situations of 
violence or insecurity have access to primary health care, 
surgical treatment and adequate water and sanitation. Dis-
persed family members restore or maintain contact and, 
where appropriate, are reunited.

Plan of action and indicators
Protection
Restoring family links

 f provide expertise and hands-on training for the Mau-
ritanian Red Crescent, helping it deliver effective fami-
ly-links services

With the National Society:
 f through Movement family-links services: 

 � enable families to send RCMs and parcels, and make 
phone calls to relatives separated from them by mi-
gration, detention/internment abroad – for example, 
in the US internment facility at Guantanamo Bay Na-
val Station in Cuba – or other circumstances 

 � help refugees in the M’bera camp or among host 
communities contact or receive news of relatives in 
Mali and elsewhere
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Assistance
Water and habitat

 f to provide access for 10,000 residents and refugees in ru-
ral areas to sufficient quantities of safe water for personal 
consumption or livelihood purposes:

 � dig wells and construct a dike for retaining rainwater 
 � promote good hygiene and water storage practices 
among 2,000 people

PEOPLE DEPRIVED OF THEIR FREEDOM
Armed/security forces arrest people in relation to unrest and 
regional insecurity, and hold them in places of temporary 
detention. Security at prisons, which are governed by the 
Justice Ministry, is ensured by national guards not specifi-
cally trained for this purpose and by civilian prison guards.

With help from humanitarian organizations and the inter-
national community, the authorities are seeking to improve 
penitentiary services – by upgrading prison infrastructure 
ill adapted to its purpose, for example. However, the pris-
on population is growing, owing partly to lengthy pre-tri-
al detention and delays in releasing people. Overcrowding 
remains a major obstacle to meeting detainees’ food, water 
and sanitation needs. 

Objective
Detainees are afforded treatment and living conditions that 
meet internationally recognized standards, including re-
spect for their judicial guarantees.

Plan of action and indicators
Protection

 f visit detainees in accordance with standard ICRC proce-
dures, including those held for security reasons and/or 
in places of temporary detention; provide confidential 
feedback about conditions of arrest and detention, and 
encourage them to take steps to ensure that:

 � treatment and length of detention are in line with 
international norms and domestic legislation, respec-
tively

 � minors are held separately from other detainees
 f to improve treatment of detainees, particularly of people 

held in places of temporary detention:
 � further understanding of international norms gov-
erning detention among 50 prison guards, both civil-
ian personnel and national guards, through informa-
tion sessions

 � conduct briefings for security forces personnel (see 
Actors of influence) and hold a round-table event for 
Interior Ministry officials, to discuss, among other 
matters, issues pertaining to the use of force during 
arrest

 f enable vulnerable detainees to contact family members; 
at the request of foreign detainees, notify consular rep-
resentatives of their detention

Assistance
 f to assist the authorities in making system-wide improve-

ments to the penitentiary system: 
 � provide technical advice on managing finances, 
constructing new prisons and improving detainees’ 
access to external health care; sponsor study trips 
abroad for selected officials 

 � help to train officials charged with maintaining pris-
on infrastructure, including that upgraded by the 
ICRC; advocate the establishment of a service for this 
purpose 

 � organize courses for health personnel in the provi-
sion of care in detention; enable 1 prison doctor to 
attend a course abroad (see Jordan)  

 � supply material assistance and technical support to 6 
prisons (see below), also with a view to provide exam-
ples for making improvements

 f work with penitentiary staff at 6 prisons to improve the 
health and living conditions of up to 1,400 detainees, by:

 � upgrading sanitation and fire-safety infrastructure, 
and fumigating cells

 � promoting good hygiene practices and measures for 
reducing exposure to contagious diseases

 � speeding the recovery of malnourished or sick de-
tainees by providing food supplements and medical 
supplies 

ACTORS OF INFLUENCE
Thousands of armed/security forces personnel stationed 
along Mauritania’s borders with Algeria and Mali conduct 
operations against groups suspected of endangering State 
security. Security forces have various duties, including pa-
trolling the country’s vast interior and serving as prison 
guards. Both forces are implementing long-term plans to 
train their units in IHL and international human rights law. 

Mauritania has ratified a number of major IHL instruments; 
however, incorporating them in domestic legislation is tak-
ing time. Journalists and religious leaders – Islamic scholars, 
for instance – influence public opinion and conduct.

Objective 
Political decision-makers and all weapon bearers under-
stand and respect IHL and international human rights law, 
and incorporate them in their decision-making processes. 
The media, NGOs, academics and religious leaders help 
foster awareness of humanitarian issues and IHL among 
the wider public, thus securing greater respect for human 
dignity. All actors understand the ICRC’s mandate and sup-
port its work in Mauritania and in the Sahel.

Plan of action and indicators
Prevention
With the National Society:

 f foster awareness of and respect for IHL and human 
rights principles among weapon bearers, through:

 � information sessions for 220 military officers and 
courses abroad for senior officers in San Remo, for 
example 

 � briefings for 50 security officers on international hu-
man rights law and ICRC activities for detainees 

 � technical advice for developing manuals on IHL and 
international human rights law for military forces 
and security forces, respectively

 f through first-aid training, information sessions and re-
gional IHL events (see Dakar, Egypt and Lebanon), fos-
ter support for IHL and ICRC activities in Mauritania 
and elsewhere; in particular:

 � discuss, with the authorities and armed forces com-
mands, the ICRC’s activities for detainees, IHL rati-
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fication/implementation and the humanitarian situa-
tion in Bassikounou 

 � raise awareness of IHL among religious/academic 
circles by stimulating debate on the common ground 
between IHL and Islamic law among religious leaders 
and faith-based NGOs, and academic interest in IHL 
by supplying universities with reference materials 
and organizing moot court competitions for students 
(see also Niger)

 � encourage accurate reporting on humanitarian is-
sues by keeping journalists abreast of humanitarian 
matters, and organizing local/regional workshops 
for them; with their help, cultivate public support for 
Movement action

 f maintain dialogue with the authorities and advise them 
on matters pertaining particularly to the implementa-
tion of IHL and preparations for the 32nd International 
Conference in 2015

RED CROSS AND RED CRESCENT MOVEMENT
The Mauritanian Red Crescent, with support from Move-
ment partners, is pursuing efforts to overcome structural 

weaknesses and develop its capacity to provide, in partner-
ship with the ICRC, a full range of humanitarian services. 

Objective
The National Society has a strong legal basis for independent 
action and carries out its core activities effectively. The ac-
tivities of all components of the Movement are coordinated.

Plan of action and indicators
Cooperation

 f in coordination with the International Federation and 
other Movement partners, contribute material/technical 
support to help the National Society:

 � provide first-aid services, respond to emergencies, 
conduct its activities in line with the Safer Access 
Framework, and particularly, in coordination with 
other Movement components, deliver family-links 
services 

 � promote the Movement, humanitarian principles and 
volunteerism

 � strengthen its statutes and management
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