Mauritania

Government Policies and Programs to Eliminate the Worst Forms of Child Labor

In 1999, the Government of Mauritania announced its current educational plan, which is
intended to run for 15 years and aims to provide all children with 10 years of basic schooling
(elementary plus the first secondary level), followed by training opportunities tailored to the
requirements of the labor market. New emphasis will be placed on pre-school education that
prepares children for basic education and on creating incentives to encourage private education.
The goals for elementary school education are to achieve universal access by 2005, raise the
retention rate by 2010, eliminate gender and regional disparities, improve the quality and relevance
of education, and lower the pupil-teacher ratio.'*'' Mauritania is also aiming to raise the share of
education spending to 5.4 percent of GDP by 2015.1%2' A French-funded ILO program is currently
charged with investigating the extent of slavery practices in Mauritania and recommending pos-
sible actions.'®"?
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Incidence and Nature of Child Labor

In 1999, the ILO estimated that 22.4 percent of children between the ages of 10 and 14 in
Mauritania were working.'®"* Young children in rural areas regularly work in herding, farming,
fishing, and other activities.'*’> Many children serve as apprentices in small industries and in the
informal sector.'®® Mauritania abolished slavery in 1980 but there are persistent allegations that
vestiges of slavery and slavery-like practices continue to exist.!®'” According to the Washington
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Post, however, anti-slavery activists estimate that the number of persons living in these
conditions has fallen to a few thousand in recent years.!®!8

Mauritania made school attendance compulsory in July 2001.'%" In 1996, the gross
primary enrollment rate was 79 percent.'*? Low enrollment and dropout rates among girls are
caused by extreme poverty, lack of school infrastructure, traditionally low priority placed on girls’
education, unequal treatment in class, and discriminatory stereotypes conveyed by teachers and
instruction materials.'®*' Spending on education has declined from 5 percent of GDP in 1985 to 3.5
percent in 19981622

Child Labor Laws and Enforcement

Labor law specifies that no child under the age of 13 may be employed in the agricultural
sector without the permission of the Minister of Labor, nor under the age of 14 in the nonagricul-
tural sector.'®”® Forced and bonded labor by children is prohibited.'®?* The government reportedly
lacks the resources to effectively enforce child labor laws.!% Mauritania ratified both ILO Con-
vention 138 and ILO Convention 182 on December 3, 2001.16¢
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