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Introduction  

The 7th Interparliamentary Meeting (IPM) between the European Parliament and Mauritania 
was held on 22-23 June 2011 in Brussels. The meeting took place between the EP Delegation 
for the relations with the Maghreb Countries and Arab Maghreb Union, chaired by Mr Pier 
Antonio Panzeri, and the Delegation of the Mauritanian National Assembly, chaired by Mr El 
Arbi Ould Sidi Ali, the Vice-President of the National Assembly of Mauritania. The previous 
IPM was held during the visit of the EP Delegation for relations with the Maghreb countries 
in Mauritania on 15-18 February 2010.  

On the first day of the 7th IPM, parties discussed about the political situation and reform 
process in Mauritania especially in the context of Arab Spring and then the security situation 
and counter-terrorism strategies in the Sahel region. At the second day, the meeting was 
devoted to the exchange of views on the Fisheries Partnership Agreement (FPA) and support 
provided to the Mauritanian Parliament. During the part on FPA Fisheries Committee 
members also attended the meeting.  

Background for Bilateral Relations 

Mauritania is an important partner for the EU in geographical, economic and security terms. It 
is a member of the ACP, Euromed and Maghreb Union and also an important commercial 
partner of the EU because of its rich mine and fisheries resources. Although the EU was 
ranking as the first trading partner of Mauritania for a long time, with the improvement of 
commercial relations with China, EU now ranks second after China. Especially the Fisheries 
Partnership Agreement constitutes an important part of the economic relations between the 
EU and Mauritania. It is also transit country for illegal migration from Sub-Saharan Africa to 
Europe and the trafficking and terrorism problems in the Sahel region has far reaching impact 
not only on the region but also on Europe.   

The political relations and development assistance between the EU and Mauritania was 
suspended after the coup d’état in Mauritania in 2008 in accordance with Article 96 of the 
Cotonou Agreement. Following the signing of the Dakar Agreement and return to 
constitutional order in 2009, the political relations resumed in January 2010. In March 2010 
Mauritania signed a series of good governance commitments with the EU. These 
commitments were regarding human rights, reforming the electoral process, decentralization 
of local governance, justice and legal system, economic governance, managing resources and 
immigration. These commitments are constantly monitored by the EU Delegation in 
Nouakchott and also by the EU Member States. In 2010, European Union organized a Round 
Table to review the reforms undertaken by the government and its commitment to good 
governance. During this meeting, Mauritania has also received from its financial partners 
promises up to 2.5 billion Euros.  

EP attaches great importance to establishing closer parliamentary dialogue and cooperation 
with Mauritania in order to maintain the impetus for democracy in the country and to support 
Mauritania in their reform process and security efforts and contribute to enhancing the 
existing relations between the EU and Mauritania. 
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Current political situation and reform process in Mauritania 

Despite some problems, the political situation in Mauritania is relatively stable and President 
Abdul Aziz is in solid position. The demonstrations in the context of Arab Spring were rather 
small and sporadic generally asking for better life conditions. Mindful of the social unrest 
sweeping across the Arab world, the President Mohamed Ould Abdel Aziz also released 
statements welcoming the peaceful revolutions in Tunisia and Egypt and ordered some urgent 
populist measures to prevent any escalation of tension among Mauritanian people. Although 
the political protests in the context of the popular uprisings in the Arab world seem to have 
reduced to a great extent, the ongoing problems like severe poverty, the growing 
security/terrorism concerns, governance challenges and ethnic divisions still remain as the 
critical issues likely to destabilize the country.   

Media reforms also are progressing very slowly as the government is reluctant to deregulate 
the sector and allow private media to enter the sector without having guarantees. Mauritanian 
delegation members also emphazied that there considerable progress in the fight against 
slavery. Government is careful about this issue and a budget was allocated to deal with this 
problem. But since it is a long-term practice, it seems that it is going to take longer to 
eradicate it. There are also popular campaigns run by NGOs in the country against genital 
mutilation.  

National inclusive dialogue, which was envisaged by the Dakar agreement in order to 
reconcile the different political fractions in Mauritania is progressing sluggishly. Opposition 
complains about being excluded from the administration and it seems that the Arab Spring 
also put strain over the dialogue. The municipal and legislative elections are announced to be 
held on 1 October 2011. The dialogue needs to be reinforced especially at the eve of the 
elections and for this both sides need to put effort.  

With regard to good governance commitments, Mr Sebregondi, Head of Unit from the EU 
External Action Service (EEAS), underlined that especially in the light of the Arab Spring, 
Mauritania should immediately fulfil the good governance commitments in order to achieve 
medium and long term stability in the country. He mentioned that although Mauritania so far 
has fulfilled some of its commitments - by issuing new legislations relating to the issues such 
as the audiovisual services, transparency of the assets of the political members, electoral 
codes - there are still a lot of commitments remain to be fulfilled.  

Following the economic crisis, the economic situation remains fragile and poverty level is still 
very high. Especially the widespread poverty is considered as the biggest problem which also 
feeds instability and security problems in the country. Oil revenues were less than expected 
and the GDP level has decreased recently. The rise in food prices and high level of 
unemployment also keep pressure on the economy. To deal with these problems government 
has several populist measures such as reducing food prices (known as Opération Solidarité 
2011) and creating around 17 000 jobs in agriculture, fisheries mining and public sectors.  

Mr Sebregondi said that crisis in Libya and the Ivory Coast led to major repercussions in 
Mauritania. In addition to security problem created by the war at its doorsteps, Mauritanian 
government now also has to deal with the repatriation of Mauritanian Diaspora of 40 000 
people in Libya. This also means the end of the remittances coming from the Diaspora in 
Libya which was a considerable contribution to the Mauritanian GDP.   
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With the normalizing of relations, in 2010 the EU relaunched the 10th Economic 
Development Fund (EDF) programme for Mauritania with a budget of € 156 million until 
2013 with two focus areas: supporting good governance; and regional integration and 
infrastructure. The National Indicative Programme (PIN) also foresees € 40 million for 
budgetary support for other sectors like immigration, to fight with poverty, public finance 
reform and Economic Partnership Agreement negotiations. In June the Mauritanian 
government has launched a national strategy to deal with illegal migration which aims to 
reduce the immigration level and support the migrants already in the country. The EU also 
will support this strategy with 8 million Euro. There is another EU programme under the EDF 
to support civil society and cultural activities in Mauritania.  

Mr Barford, Head of Unit from the DG DEVCO of the European Commission, stated that the 
overall aim of these projects is to support the Mauritanian authorities in improving the 
governance particularly as regards to recovering public finances, making state more effective 
and making the ministries closer to the citizens. He also mentioned that they have urged the 
Mauritanian government to set up a coordination mechanism for planning all development aid 
given to Mauritania.   

Regarding the political situation, Mauritanian Delegation members emphasized that 
Mauritania has been in a political transformation since 2005, for that reason the political 
situation is relatively stable compared to other countries that are going through the Arab 
Spring. Ms Billal from the Mauritanian Delegation commented that massive uprisings did not 
occur in Mauritania because the young population is not as educated as in Tunisia or Egypt 
and population density is low.  

With regard to national inclusive dialogue, Mr Baba from the Mauritanian Delegation 
expressed his opinion that Dakar Agreement was intended to set up a ground to deal with the 
institutional crisis but not to solve the political crisis. He mentioned that national inclusive 
dialogue efforts were stuck so far due to the reluctance of the opposition as they did not 
recognize the Dakar Agreement and the elections. Ms Billal also stated that the opposition 
sees Dakar Agreement as a tool to get around the real political problems and it cannot be a 
base for solution. Mr Baba mentioned that the reluctance of the opposition discouraged the 
government to apply some provisions of the Dakar Agreement. Another factor put strain 
above the dialogue was the Arab revolution, as the opposition dragged its feet to wait and see 
how it will unfold. 2011 senate elections to be held in April were put off at the request of the 
opposition as they wanted to have dialogue first. But the opposition recently started to give 
signs of rapprochement with a view to initiate dialogue.  

Currently in Mauritania there are around 80 political parties which are generally 
individualistic without proper party politics and ideology; and majority of the parliament 
(more than 60%) consists of independent deputies. Mr Baba thinks that instead of increasing 
the number of political parties, their number should be kept at reasonable amount and more 
importance should be given to reinforce and consolidate the parties in order to avoid high 
fragmentation and political instability. Moreover, more proportionality should be introduced 
to the election system in order to ensure better representation at national level and to achieve 
stability. In the last elections the turnout was reported to be around 72.73 %. Mr Baba 
mentioned that the Mauritania is planning to invite the EU for election observation.  

As a response to Ms Benarab question that why the country is called Islamic Republic, Mr 
Sidi Ali said that at the time of the establishment of Mauritanian state, Islam was the only 
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common denominator of all ethnic groups in the country, therefore it was found as the only 
common basis for ensuring national cohesion. So the name Islamic Republic was chosen as a 
matter of national unity and does not relate to radical Islam.  

Security situation in the Sahel region and EU strategy for security and 
development in the region 

Sahel is one of the poorest regions in the world where abject poverty is exacerbated by 
security threats and terrorism by extremist Islamic groups. Improving the security situation is 
essential for economic growth and the reduction of poverty in the region. The terrorist group 
al-Qaida in the Islamic Maghreb (AQIM) has been active in the region. Terrorist activities as 
well as organised crime linked to drug and persons trafficking has intensified in the recent 
years and this situation does not only pose challenge to the region countries but also to the EU 
as this area is used as a route for drug trafficking and illegal migration to Europe.  

In 2010 and 2011 Mauritania carried out military actions against AQIM in northern Mali after 
determining the area was being used as a launch pad for its attacks. Algeria is increasingly 
engaging in multilateral initiatives to counter AQIM and a conference was held on 20 May in 
Mali between the foreign ministers of Algeria, Mali, Mauritania and Niger. The conference 
discussed creating a joint strategy to combat AQIM, with Mali calling for the creation of a 
75 000 strong joint task force to police the Sahel-Saharan region. Algeria was accorded the 
task of eliciting the assistance of non-African partners in the strategy and will invite the US, 
along with the other permanent members of the UN Security Council, to the next meeting, 
due to be held in September in the Algeria (Global Insight News). 

In order to address the region’s security and development challenges, European Union is now 
creating a new EU Strategy for Security and Development in the Sahel and it was endorsed in 
March at the Foreign Affairs Council and expected to be launched within third quarter of 
2011. The strategy recognises the multi-faceted and interlinked challenges faced by the 
countries in the Sahel region and underlines that improving the security situation is essential 
for economic growth and the reduction of poverty in the region. The strategy covers 
development, employment, good governance, internal conflict solving, security and rule of 
law elements; and EEAS is entrusted to present and explain the strategy to partner countries 
and regional organizations in the region to get their cooperation.   

Mr Blanco, Director and Main Coordinator of the Sahel Strategy from the EEAS, underlined 
that the security issue in the region is more of a Saharan problem, yet with the drug trafficking 
connections could extend as further as to Latin America. Important structural incapacities, 
large magnitude of the area and the low population density makes it difficult to control and 
get information about the region -which amounts to loss of state sovereignty in the region. 
Development difficulties, extreme poverty, massive unemployment and political fragility also 
exaggerate the problem. International cooperation is essential in fighting with the problem as 
no country can individually deal with it. Mr Blanco thinks that the process of radicalization or 
religious reform tendencies in the region should not necessarily be labelled bad as long as it 
goes along the lines of ideological and theological debate but it becomes threatening when it 
leads to violent radicalism. 

Mr Danjean, chair of the SEDE Committee, expressed his disappointment about the low level 
of awareness and importance given to the security problem in the Sahel region by the EU 
Member States and the Members of the European Parliament. He emphasized that security is 
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an integral part of development and it is a pressing need to convince the Members of the 
European Parliament (MEPs) and the European Commission about the high importance of the 
issue so as to achieve the most integrated and coordinated approach to solve the problem. The 
success of the EU strategy depends on the adoption of national and regional strategies in the 
region. Mauritania with its committed national strategy, which involves active legislation and 
courts as well as military operations, and with its willingness to have a regional strategy, is 
ahead of its neighbours in the fight against terrorism.  

Mauritanian Delegation members underlined that the poverty and lack of education constitute 
the most important aspect of the problem. The youth without proper education and future 
perspective could easily divert to illegal activities and recruited by the terrorist groups in the 
region. Recently Mauritania has been attacked more by the terrorist groups in the region and 
these attacks were generally done by the groups originating in Mali. The problem deteriorated 
with the war in Libya with increased arm trafficking and refugee problem. According to Ms 
Billal, the problem has to be tackled by adopting an integrated strategy based on three pillars: 
socio-economic improvement (especially education reform, access to schools, employment), 
political dimension (democratic governance) and regional and international military 
cooperation.   
 
EU - Mauritania Fisheries Partnership Agreement  
The EU-Mauritania Fisheries Partnership Agreement (FPA) is the most important of the EU’s 
FPAs with African countries and it has been the first fisheries agreement of Mauritania. The 
Agreement gives vessels from Member States of the EU fishing rights in Mauritanian waters, 
in exchange for a financial contribution (€305 million for 2006-2012) from the EU to support 
Mauritania's fisheries policy and infrastructure.  

The Agreement expires on 31 July 2012 and the Commission launched the negotiations on the 
renewal of the current Protocol in June. The EP Fisheries Committee is closely monitoring 
this process. A joint resolution tabled by Carmen Fraga Estévez adopted in plenary on 12 
May, stresses the vital importance of sustainability of resources and of financial support for 
infrastructure development in Mauritania to boost the local economy and improve 
coordination of EU funds.  

The Resolution notes that most stocks in Mauritania are either fully exploited or 
overexploited and that an evaluation recommended reductions in fishing effort for those 
stocks. The existing partnership agreement in the fisheries sector has contributed to 
“overexploitation of some stocks, particularly octopus, and has therefore reduced fishing 
opportunities for Mauritanian fishermen and given the EU industry a competitive advantage 
as a result of subsidised access fees for EU vessels”. 

The Resolution urges the European Commission to discuss with Mauritania the development 
of long-term fisheries management plans that would include the allocation of catches to the 
country’s national fleet and to third-country vessels, including those flying the EU flag. EU 
vessels should only fish for surplus stocks and exploit only those resources that Mauritanian 
fishermen are unable to harvest themselves.  

The EU should also support further development of Mauritanian infrastructure. Small-scale 
and coastal fisheries would benefit from the construction of adequate landing facilities along 
Mauritania’s central and Southern coastline while modernisation of the existing port in 
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Nouadhibou would allow the EU fleet to function better, attract foreign investment and boost 
the local economy. Funds should also be allocated to research and control. 

During the IPM, Mr Alexandrou from Fisheries DG of the Commission gave brief 
information about the ongoing of the negotiations and expressed that this is a commercial 
agreement with a part on "development". He emphasized that Mauritania has to know all the 
actors fishing in Mauritania and they should have a reliable system to know how much each 
actor is fishing in the area.   

Members of the Fisheries Committee of the EP emphasized their concerns about the over-
exploitation of the fishing-resources in Mauritania and the need to have transparency of 
catches and guarantee environmental sustainability. They urged the Mauritanian authorities to 
clarify the control measures applied to the EU vessels, which are all equipped with vessel 
monitoring systems unlike the other country vessels. There must be more appropriate control 
measures especially with the support of reliable satellite technology and efficient legal 
security measures against illegal fishing and hijacking of vessels. They urged Mauritanians to 
make research on the existing stocks and be more transparent about the actual catches and 
allowed fishing quotas regarding the EU and third country vessels with a view not to 
discriminate the EU vessels. In order to have a more efficient and sustainable support to the 
fisheries sector in Mauritania, they emphasized that FPA should decouple the sectoral aid 
provided to the country from the commercial compensation paid in return for fishing in the 
Mauritanian waters.   

Mauritania recently signed a Fisheries Agreement with China despite sharp criticism from the 
opposition members claiming that the agreement will further exploit the country’s fishery 
resources without getting adequate financial compensation (8 June 2011, Apa News). MEPs 
were concerned about this and other fisheries Agreement of Mauritania as they will add up to 
the over-exploitation of resources even without receiving adequate compensation. They urged 
the Mauritanian authorities to be more transparent and precautious about these agreements.   

Mauritanian Members expressed that fisheries sector represents 3% of GDP and it is very 
important sector for Mauritania in jobs, economy and financial aspects. They think that the 
agreement with the EU has increased heavily the exploitation of the fisheries resources of 
Mauritania and it does not efficiently allocate resources for sectoral support. They underlined 
that there is no discrimination applied to the EU vessels in terms of controls. However they 
have serious difficulty in controlling the boats fishing in their waters and ask help from all 
countries fishing in Mauritania. They also agreed with the decoupling of the commercial and 
aid parts of the agreement and emphasized that "the agreement has to be partnership accord, 
not a commercial accord to be shown to the media and it has to help the population of these 
countries". 

 

Evaluation of support provided to Mauritanian National Assembly 

During the 6th IPM took place in Nouakchott, MEPs were alarmed by the lack of resources, 
infrastructure and human resource capacity of the parliament which was elected in the 
country’s first free elections in decades in 2006. Encouraged by the EP delegation the 
National Assembly made a request for support both to the European Parliament (addressed to 
President Buzek) and the EU Delegation. 
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In December 2010 the OPPD Administrator undertook a needs assessment mission in order to 
better understand the situation of the National Assembly as well as support already under way 
or planned by other actors such as UNDP, GTZ, NDI or in fact the EU Delegation. One of the 
conclusions of the visit was to organise a study visit to the EP for the highest officials of the 
Assembly’s administration, to take place in April. The study visit took place 11-14 April 2011 
with 5 officials from the Mauritanian National Assembly. The visit provided a general 
overview of the functioning of the European Parliament’s secretariat and its services in 
relation to key parliamentary functions.  

Meeting took note of the cooperation and positive outcomes that were given to requests for 
support to the development and modernization of the National Assembly by the EP. The two 
sides reiterated that the lack of adequate seat for the National Assembly remains a problem 
still unresolved and that an appeal must be launched at the European Commission and the 
External Action Service to integrate this critical issue in bilateral cooperation and to allocate 
material support. 
 
Meeting conclusions 
Given the relatively calm political circumstances, poverty and high unemployment level stand 
as the most pressing challenges to be tackled in Mauritania. These problems are not only 
challenges per se but also feeds instability and security problems in the country. Mauritanian 
government seems to be very concerned and committed in responding them but there should 
be more support and incentives from the EU side to adopt right and sustainable policies to 
address these problems.  

 Along with good governance and infrastructure projects, education reform and 
projects fighting with poverty and creating employment should be given priority in the 
EU assistance programs.  

Since 2005, Mauritania saw concrete progress in democratization but there are still many 
issues need to be addressed in this respect, such as improving dialogue with the opposition, 
more press freedom, clearing the remnants of slavery, fighting with genital mutilation and so 
on. National inclusive dialogue saw a sluggish progress up until now due to the reluctance of 
the opposition and subsequent lack of initiatives from the government side. However recently 
opposition showed signs of rapprochement, which is especially a welcome development 
before the elections.  

 Progress in the national inclusive dialogue is essential for stimulating good 
governance and democratic reforms in the country. Both government and opposition 
must show effort to improve the dialogue and to eliminate political isolation.  

Security problem in the Sahel region poses multi-faceted challenges to the region 
countries. Improving the security situation is interlinked with economic growth and the 
reduction of poverty in the region. Mauritania arises to be the most committed country in 
fight terrorism in the region and it is welcoming the international cooperation as well as 
regional cooperation.  

 Delegation welcomes the EU's Sahel strategy, which adapts a holistic approach to deal 
with the multi-faceted security and development challenges in the region and expects 
the Strategy to ensure the increase of visibility and control of the respective states in 
the Sahel region in every aspect, including economic and social development and 
security.    
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 The new Fisheries Partnership Agreement should:   

 prevent the over-exploitation of the fishing-resources in Mauritania.  
 ensure that Mauritanian government adopt more just and reliable control measures on 

the fish catches.  
 decouple the sectoral aid provided to Mauritania from the commercial compensation 

paid in return for fishing in the Mauritanian waters.   
 encourage the acceleration of the current operation for the removal of shipwrecks in 

the bay of the port of Nouadhibou. 

With regard to Parliamentary support,  

 the EP Delegation urges the European Commission and EEAS to include the issue of 
providing support to the Mauritanian National Assembly, like providing funds for 
office equipment, to their bilateral cooperation.  
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 Mr Constantin Alexandrou, Head of Unit for Bilateral Agreements and 
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Mr Gabriel Mato Adrover, Fisheries Committee rapporteur on the EU-
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Joint Statement by the Chairs of the European Parliament Delegation for relations with 
the Maghreb countries and the Delegation of the National Assembly of Mauritania 

 
The European Parliament (EP) Delegation for relations with the Maghreb countries, chaired 
by Mr Pier Antonio Panzeri, and the Delegation of the Mauritanian Parliament, chaired by 
Mr El Arbi Ould Sidi Ali, met in Brussels on 22 and 23 June 2011 for the 7th 
Interparliamentary Meeting between the EP and the National Assembly of Mauritania. 
 
The meeting proved to be very fruitful, giving both parties an opportunity to discuss various 
matters of the utmost importance to Mauritania and to relations between the EU and 
Mauritania, such as the political situation and the reform process in Mauritania in the context 
of the Arab Spring, the security situation and counter-terrorism strategies in the Sahel region, 
and the renewal of the EU-Mauritania Fisheries Partnership Agreement. 
 
The EP welcomes the Mauritanian Government’s commitment to resolving economic 
problems such as unemployment and high food prices, and would encourage the Government 
to step up progress on national inclusive dialogue, democratic reforms, building up the 
parliamentary culture, strengthening the educational system, combating social exclusion, and 
fighting poverty and the after-effects of slavery. 
 
Security in the Sahel region is growing worse; it poses a huge challenge for the region and 
also has a significant impact on the EU. The parties recognise that improving the security 
situation is essential for economic growth and poverty reduction in the region. Over and 
above regional efforts in this field, international cooperation is needed to tackle the multi-
faceted and interlinked security challenges in the region. The EU Strategy for security and 
development in the Sahel, due to be launched in autumn 2011, will contribute considerably to 
regional efforts to combat security problems. 
 
The Interparliamentary Meeting’s discussions on the EU-Mauritania Fisheries Partnership 
Agreement (FPA) were also fruitful. The parties agreed that the FPA should be developed 
further in order to produce long-term fisheries management plans that will stop overfishing of 
stocks, and to encourage further development of Mauritania’s fishing infrastructure which 
will help the industry develop and boost the local economy. The parties are in favour of 
stepping up the ongoing operation to remove wrecks from the bay in Nouadhibou port. 
 
The parties to the meeting took note of the cooperation offered by the EP following requests 
for support in developing and modernising the National Assembly, and the resultant positive 
outcomes. Both parties pointed out that the problem of finding a suitable seat for the National 
Assembly has not yet been resolved and reiterated that the European Commission and the 
External Action Service should be asked to include this crucial issue under bilateral 
cooperation and allocate material support for it. 
 
As regards the future, the parties agreed that political dialogue and the exchange of views on 
subjects of mutual interest must be built up and strengthened, in order to encourage political 
and economic progress and efforts in the security field in Mauritania and contribute to the 
further development of relations between the EU and Mauritania. 
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Mr Pier Antonio Panzeri   Mr El Arbi Ould Sidi Ali 
Chair of D-MAG    Chair of the Mauritanian Delegation  
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7ème rencontre interparlementaire Parlement Européen/Parlement Mauritanien 
22‐23 juin 2011 
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Mme Marièm MINT BILLAL  Vice‐ présidente du groupe parlementaire du 
RFD 

Mr Cheikh Ahmed OULD KHALIFA  Secrétaire parlementaire Président du groupe 
thématique sur l'environnement  

Mr Mohamed Vall OULD LEKOUEIRY  Secrétaire Général de l'Assemblée Nationale 

Mr Saleh OULD ABDALLAHI  Directeur des Affaires Législatives 

 

De l'ambassade de la République Islamique de Mauritanie à Bruxelles: 
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