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Mauritania's Transition to Democracy
By Tracy Hart 

 

On October 24th His Excellency Ibrahima Dia spoke to a packed room at 
the Maghreb Center at Georgetown University for his first public 
appearance as Mauritania's Ambassador to the United States.  His 
Excellency Dia was accompanied by Mohyedine ould Sidi-Baba, Special 
Financial Advisor to the President in town attending the World Bank - IMF 
Annual Meetings.  Dia and ould Sidi-Baba outlined specific  political and 
financial elements, respectively, of the national unity platform of 
Mauritania's current President, Sidi ould Cheikh Abdallahi, elected in March 
2007.  These political elements include full political, societal, and economic 
reintegration of those expatriated in 1989, a new law criminalizing slavery, 
a Speaker of Assembly position specified to be filled with a Haratine (black 
Moor), a cabinet and National Assembly representative of diverse political 
groups, a new law according special status, with public funding, for the 
leader of the opposition, with rank beyond that of Cabinet Member, as well 
as numerous public administrative reforms.  Twenty percent of the Cabinet 
and National Assembly are now women.  A Special Commission is 
combatting corruption at the level of High Court with specific results:  public 
officials must publish their personal assets or step down from office.    
 
The national unity platform is speaking truthfully and powerfully on the 
events of April 1989 both within Mauritania and to the international 
community as well as on its goal of providing Mauritania with the means to 
"let slavery go." An intergovernmental commission has been dispatched to 
Senegal and Mali to explore concrete modalities to integrate Mauritanians 
living in those two countries.  Individuals within government are studying 
examples from across the globe to set up affirmative action-type programs 
for both of these once-disenfranchised groups.  The government 
recognizes that obstacles may arise from traditional to right-wing White 
Moor groups within Mauritania as well as international advocacy groups 
who continue to gain from the persistence of slavery in Mauritania. 
         With respect to financial elements of national unity, steps taken are 
more difficult.  The government is studying how public investment in 
different sectors translates into growth rate specific to that sector so as to 
spend government funds where those funds will create jobs and contribute 
to GNP.   
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FORIM will hold its 
annual Members 
Meeting in January in 
Washington DC.  The 
meeting will be an 
occasion to get involved 
in FORIM, as well as 
see RIM RPCVs and get 
to know Mauritanians 
living the DC area. 
Please contact Shelagh 
Bocoum for more 
details.
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Mauritania Selected to Participate in Millennium Challenge 
Corporation Threshold Program

On 12 December, the Board of Directors of the Millennium Challenge 
Corporation (MCC) named Mauritania to participate in MCC's Threshold 
Program, a program designed to assist countries that do not yet qualify for 
Millennium Challenge Account grants to enact policy reforms that may 
eventually help them qualify for compact assistance. In order to participate 
in the Threshold Program, countries must show a policy commitment to 
political and economic freedom, investments in education, potable water 
and environmental protection, control of corruption, and respect for civil 
liberties. Countries are evaluated in relation to their peers, and must 
maintain progress on these policy areas while they participate in the 
program; if they drop below the median, they risk loosing funding.  
 
The agency is currently facing a significant amount of criticism from some 
quarters due to the fact that only $92 million of the $6 billion allocated to it 
since 2003 has been disbursed. Congress is concerned with this slow pace 
of disbursement, and thus allocated MCC less than half of what it asked for 
FY2008. The dilemma that MCC now faces is the need to account for every 
US tax dollars spent during compact implementation, ensure host country 
ownership of the compact, and to complete the projects in the five-years 
allocated to each compact.  
 
On the ground, disbursement speed and enhanced ownership seem to 
have an inverse relationship, yet the pressure to align these two goals is 
tangible. In Bamako, Mali, the Malian implementing agency, the Millennium 
Challenge Account has been on board for barely a month. Last week MCC 
staff arrived to transfer the technical documentation, institutional knowledge 
and project history to the program directors. The task of understanding the 
technical aspects of complicated infrastructure projects, as well as the 
rationale behind the choice of these projects is daunting for someone who 
has had months to read, and for whom English is a native language. The 
Mali Compact includes significantly enlarging the Bamako Airport, building 
a one-of-a-kind Industrial Park, and developing 16,000 hectares of irrigated 
fields for which private land title will be given. For the nine Malian directors 
the task of implementation is Herculean, yet they have taken the bull by the 
horns and are diving in. They are frequently working late hours (along with 
MANY of their Washington counterparts), early mornings and weekends to 
catch up, to understand and begin to take the initiative to shape their 
respective projects. They have arrived at MCA with many years of technical 
and management experience, and are vocal about their commitment to 
implement this unique investment successfully.  
 
Mauritania 's eligibility for Threshold Program funding for 2008 comes at an 
interesting point in MCC's short history. As more and more compacts get 
deeper into implementation, MCC will learn quickly whether it is possible to 
disburse millions of dollars, while at the same developing ownership and 
controlling for corruption. Over the next few years as Mauritania continues 
to reform it's policies on economic freedom and civil liberties - toward which 
it took a big step this past week when the National Assembly voted to aboli 
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Click here to donate to a 
Peace Corps Project in 
Mauritania. 
 
The Mauritania Fund 
supports volunteer and 
community projects in 
Mauritania. These include 
water sanitation, business 
development and other 
initiatives. Click here for 
more information. 
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sh slavery, MCC will improves its project implementation methodology. 
And, insha'allah, when the time, comes Mauritanians will also be ready to 
manage a large MCC investment. 
 
Information for this article was taken from (MCC Media notice, MCC Board 
Article, NYT's article, author's experience working for MCC in Mali) 

Colonizing the Mahadra: Language, Identity, and Power in 
Mauritania Under French Control1      
by Erin Pettigrew  
 
With its ancient cities renowned for their private libraries filled with 
manuscripts with content reflecting the cultural, symbolic, and economic 
histories of the trans-Saharan realm, the territory once known as Bilad al-
Shinqit, now Mauritania , was home to a rich history of scholarly tradition. 
Most children initially attended some type of formalized schooling in the 
religious-based kuttab, or Qur'anic schools, established in even the smallest 
encampment. In the only territory where nomads constituted the majority of 
the population, other students pursued higher education of Islamic learning, 
traveling to different towns or territories to study with specific teachers and 
gathering certificates attesting to their intellectual accomplishments along 
the way. As contact between the Afrique Occidentale Française (AOF) 
officers and the people of Mauritania increased, the French colonial 
administration continually defined and redefined the ways in which it would 
approach education as a means of inculcating the population with a pro-
colonial discourse. Essentially applying a racist Muslim policy to a 
multicultural territory, colonial bureaucrats succeeded in dividing the 
population into two distinct categories: the Bidan, or “Moors”, and the 
“Noirs”, or Wolof, Soninké, and  
Halpulaar. 2 
 
The French colonial education system altered the traditional social 
framework in the region the French defined as Mauritania by deepening and 
institutionalizing ethnic divisions and disrupting long-established systems of 
power. Mauritanians themselves resisted or accommodated French attempts 
to both organize and modify the Qur'anic education system. They shaped 
the ways in which the AOF organized its education curriculae in the territory- 
first accommodating the Arabic language and its important place in 
Mauritanian religious and academic culture, later demoting it as French was 
enforced as the language of instruction. French policies changed as colonial 
objectives shifted post-World War Two. One effect of the colonial school 
system was to allow those from slave lineages and Wolof, Soninké, or 
Halpulaar ethnic groups to gain access to positions of power to which they 
might not have had access before. Starting with reforms in the 1940s 
preferring French over Arabic, Mauritanian leaders struggled to define their 
educational agenda and their country in a way that appeased the diverse 
voices of the country's euphony. 
 

1 Excerpt from a longer article, “The Colonizer's Mahadra: Language, 
Identity, and Power in Mauritania Under French Control,” Ufahamu: A 

RIM RPCV 
EMAIL GROUPS:

1. forim@googlegroups.com 
this group is for members of 
FORIM and is the main list 
through which information 
about FORIM is distributed.

2.
rimrpcvs@googlegroups.
com

3.
forim-dc@googlegroups.
com

 
 

PEACE CORPS 
CALENDARS 

FOR SALE

If you would like a 2008 
international calendar sent 
to you, please contact 
Shelagh Bocoum. 
Proceeds from the 
calendars go to support 
FORIM's activities.  
 
Price: $8 for one calendar; 
$6 each for three or more. 
Price includes postage! 
Click here to see 2008's 
calendar.
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Journal of African Studies, V. 33, N. 3, Spring 2007, 60-88. 
2 It is increasingly difficult to find one term that refers to the Wolof, Soninké, 
Bambara, and Halpulaar populations. Whereas the “White Moors” refer to 
themselves as Bidan and the “Black Moors” refer to themselves as Hartani, 
the aforementioned black, sub-Saharan, generally sedentary groups who 
are not “Moor” do not seem to have one term to define themselves as 
different from the “Moors”. I am open to any suggestions as to the best way 
to refer to these groups in English or in another language. In this paper, I 
refer to them using all three group names for lack of a better alternative at 
this point.  

Jaalal Fundrasing 
As many of us know, the 
musical group Jaalal is 
always available to help 
spread whatever message 
our Peace Corps project is 
trying to promote from AIDS 
education to environmental 
protection. Now Jaalal is 
coming to North America 
(they will perform at the 2008 
Toronto International Art 
Festival) and needs our help 
with funding and lodging.  
 

If you would like to sponsor their American tour or provide lodging, please 
send your check with "Jaalal" written on the memo line to: 
 
   FORIM 
   PO Box 33068 
   Washington, DC 20033 
 
Contact Heather Arney if you would like more details. 

Late Breaking News -- Terror Threats Cancel Dakar Rally 

By Jamey Keaten, 
Associated Press 
Writer  
 
PARIS - The Dakar Rally, the epic motorcycle, car and truck race across the 
Sahara desert, was canceled Friday by organizers citing "direct" threats of 
terrorism from al-Qaida-linked militants.  
 
The race was deemed too inviting – and too easy – a target for the terror 
group's new north African affiliate. The roughly 550 competitors were to 
have embarked Saturday on the 16-day, 5,760-mile trek through remote and 
hostile dunes and scrub from Europe to Senegal in west Africa. 
 
Organizers of the rally, once known as the Paris-Dakar, cited warnings from 
the French government about safety after the al-Qaida-linked Dec. 24 
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slaying of a family of French tourists in Mauritania – where eight of the 
competition's 15 stages were to be held – and "threats launched directly 
against the race by terrorist organizations." 
 
It was the first time that the 30-year-old rally, one of the biggest competitions 
in automobile racing, has been called off.
 

Where are they now? 

Grant Hale ('00-'02, Kobeni, WATSAN) is currently working 
as a Field Program Officer with USAID Afghanistan on the 
Provincial Reconstruction Team - Khost. 
 
Here Grant is being interviewed by CNN during Secretary of 
Defense Robert Gates' visit to the Afghanistan/ 
Pakistan border earlier this month. Read more about Grant's 
experience in his letter home to his parents below: 
 
Tuesday, December 4th, 2007 
 
Dear Mom and Dad: 
 
Exactly one year ago today, I remember I was pushing paper 
behind a desk in downtown Washington, DC.  I remember, during my lunch break, under the flourescent lights 
of the office cafeteria with my bowl of microwaved ramen noodles, watching CNN's coverage of Robert 
Gates taking over the Secretary of Defense position from Donald Rumsfeld.  Just one short year later, CNN's 
top international correspondent Nic Robertson interviewed me in Afghanistan, standing next to the 
mountainous border of Pakistan's Federally Administered Tribal Areas in North Waziristan, and earlier today I 
briefed Secretary Gates on USAID activities in our area of operations.  What a difference a year makes! 
 
CNN was in town to cover the Secretary's visit to Khost, but they came a few days early and wanted to do a 
story on the PRT, so we obliged.  We took them to a health clinic and then a border customs checkpoint, 
where I did the interview.  Nic Robertson asked me about what my job is and what USAID's role is in 
Afghanistan.  I told him that USAID is the part of US Foreign Policy that promotes development and 
reconstruction in general, and that in particular I care about helping others and I believe that as the most 
powerful nation on the planet, we have the welcomed responsibility to help others, even perfect strangers, 
wherever they may be.  That's the role of USAID in a war zone.  It was a good precursor to my meeting with 
US Secretary of Defense Robert Gates the next day.  
 
Earlier this morning, the PRT took a convoy to the Provincial Coordination Center (PCC), up on a hill 
overlooking Khost City.  We got set up and the Governor arrived in his convoy and the Battallion and Task 
Force Commanders came from their base in Blackhawk helicopters.  Then, a little bit later on, several 
advance Apache gunships, escorting two Blackhawks and two Chinooks, came into view from the direction of 
Kabul.  Secretary Gates, along with a string of Two- and Three-star Generals, got out of one of the 
Blackhawks.  Secretary Gates was wearing a black suit and tie, which I had never seen before in Khost, and I 
thought was totally cool.  One of the Chinooks was full of about 30 reporters from the New York Times, 
Washington Post, AP, CNN, Reuters, and other media outlets.  We all went into the PCC and Colonels 
Schweitzer, Custer, and PRT Commander Adams gave their briefs.  And then it came to my turn.   
 
If you remember, I sent you that article from the Washington Post last week where Secretary Gates, at a 
speech to students at the University of Kansas State, expressed his support for "soft power" - which is the 
contribution of USAID and the State Department to what has traditionally been the job of the Department of 
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Activities  
 
FORIM has supported numerous 
projects in its 10 year history.  These 
projects are described on Forim's 
website Special Projects section. In 
addition to funding development 
projects in RIM and in the US, the 
Board has begun discussing the 
benefits of using FORIM's non-profit 
status to facilitate project funding.  
Many RPCVs have ideas of projects 
they would like to fund, but no means 
of providing donors with tax exemption 
for donations. FORIM is able to 
receive donations, and then pass on 
these donations to project 
beneficiaries, which would allow donors 
to receive tax exemption. 
 
FORIM would also like to begin 
organizing more social events among 
RPCVs in addition to the weekly Happy 
Hour at the Big Hunt.  
 
If you have project or social event ideas 
please contact us at 
friendsofrim@yahoo.com. 

 

Board Members 
 
Tracy Hart, President 
In her second year as FORIM's president, Tracy brings vision 
and knowledge of FORIM's history to our current activities. 
 
Amacire Bocoum, Vice President 
Kiffa d'origine, Amacire continue à nous mettre en contacte 
avec la communauté Mauritanienne à Washington. 
 
Shelagh Bocoum, Secretary  
Shelagh continues to coordinate membership, outreach as 
well as keeping the wider world of RPCVs well informed. 
 
Robyn Bertholon, Treasurer 
We are thrilled to have a new treasurer on our board!  Robyn 
joined FORIM in September and will be responsible for 
managing FORIM's  
 
Will Holcomb, Web Design 
Despite a move to Vanderbilt, Will is still the genius behind our 
progressing web page. 
 
Rhonda Dieng, Web Design and Newsletter Editor 
Rhonda Dieng continues to contribute to the webpage and 
newsletter all the way from Atlanta. 
 
Kevin Spicer, Newsletter Editor 
An experienced newsletter editor, Kevin joins La Perle from 
The Hill (Congress) to inject the creativity and humor he was 
known for in Nouakchott Notes 
 
Racey Bingham, Newsletter Editor 
After two years as Treasurer Racey looks forward to learning 
how to compile and edit newsletters from Kevin and Rhonda. 
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