
Fishing zones

Balancing priorities

It is essential that a fishing zone reserved 
for artisanal fishing be created in Mauritania 

In most countries of the South,
artisanal fisheries provide the basis
for centuries-old traditional ways of

life associated with the sea. Most studies
show that such fisheries are highly
valuable, contributing to income
generation and food supplies, and, in
addition, provide the basis for a wider
range of economic activities in areas
lacking in alternative resources. 

This article looks at the artisanal fisheries
of Mauritania, which (with the notable
exception of the Imraguen) have only
developed in a major way since the late
1980s. In Mauritania, the artisanal fishery
is, therefore, in the main, a highly modern
sector, targeting mainly species for export.
As discussed below, like artisanal
fisheries in other parts of the world,
artisanal fisheries in Mauritania make a
vital contribution to the economy and a
unique and indispensable contribution to
the country at large.

For several years, the Mauritanian
government has sought to provide “ring
fence” protection for the artisanal fishery
through a zoning scheme. This provides
exclusive access for small-scale fisheries in
denoted areas. As noted in The Twilight
Zone (SAMUDRA Report No 27): “One of the
suggestions made to protect the
livelihoods of small-scale fishermen
throughout the world is the installation of
special artisanal fishing zones.” This
article looks at the issue of the artisanal
fishing zone in Mauritania in the context
of the wider fishery, and from the
perspective of the unique and
indispensable contribution fisheries make
to the country.

“Ring fencing” the artisanal fishery
through zoning regulations may provide
much-needed protection. However, such
ring fencing can also pose a major

constraint to development, particularly if
controls are not applied to industrial
fishing activities, and if the zone is the
only area where artisanal fishing is
allowed to take place. 

In the case of Mauritania, given the recent
alarming developments in the octopus
fishery, such ring fencing clearly needs to
be combined with strict limitations on the
access allowed to distant-water fishing
vessels throughout the Exclusive
Economic Zone (EEZ).

Octopus and other cephalopods represent
the most valuable resources in
Mauritanian waters. However, a recent
international working group meeting,
organized in Nouadhibou by the National
Centre for Oceanographic and Fisheries
Research (CNROP), with the participation
of the FAO, EU and several of the top
international experts on octopus,
discussed the management of fisheries
resources in Mauritania and highlighted
the vulnerability of these stocks. In
particular, they noted that octopus stocks,
which provide 80 per cent of the annual
turnover of the national fisheries sector,
have declined to alarmingly low levels.
These are under dangerous pressure from
both national and international fleets. 

New restrictions
Noting the warning signals, the Minister
of Fisheries has placed a restriction on the
deployment of any new cephalopod
vessels. However, it seems that this
restriction only applies to the local sector.
The EU and other distant-water fleets are
not being so restricted. In the context of
closed-door and secretive negotiations
with the EU on a new fisheries agreement,
from which the local sector is barred, the
prospects for similar restrictions being
applied to the international fleet seem
remote.
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Those in the administration who
favour the signing of a new
agreement use the departure of the

Chinese trawler fleet as justification. In
fact, the departure of this fleet, which
stopped fishing long back, does not seem
to have had any beneficial effect on the
fishery, which is still in a very poor state.
Whilst these justifications were used for
the last agreement, CNROP estimates that
there is now a surplus fishing effort of 30
per cent! The crisis affecting the fisheries
sector since the signing of the current
agreement in 1996 has confirmed CNROP’s
worst fears.

Worryingly, it seems that Mauritania is
ready to renew the provisions of the
existing protocol with the EU. People from
the profession, mainly artisanal
fishworkers, are completely opposed to
this.

When discussing the issue of the fishing
zone in Mauritania reserved for artisanal
fishing, one must, therefore, look at the
local context, and, in particular, the
fisheries sector in its entirety.

The World Bank has placed Mauritania in
the list of the least developed and most
heavily indebted countries. Evaluated
against the UNDP’s Human Development
Index, the country occupies the 150th
position amongst 175 countries.

The rural sector, traditionally the main
source of occupation for Mauritanians, is
still the most important one for the
national economy, with the mining sector
representing one of the pillars of the
modern sector. The latter challenges the
fisheries sector for first place in the
country’s exports, which has become the
main engine driving national
development. It provides more than 50
per cent of the foreign exchange earnings,
10 per cent of the GDP, between 25-30 per
cent of the government revenue, and some
30,000 jobs.

The waters of the East Central Atlantic
that border 700 km of Mauritania’s
territory in the west are well known for the
abundance and diversity of their
biological resources. This is thanks to the
existence of an intense upwelling in these
waters (the phenomenon of deep waters
rich in mineral salts rising to the surface,

where, in contact with the sun’s rays, an
intense photosynthetic activity is
produced). Thus, Mauritania’s EEZ is one
of world’s richest in fishery resources.

The Mauritanian EEZ has a surface area of
230,000 sq km, with a continental shelf
area of 39,000 sq km. Of this, 9,000 sq km
is entirely taken up by Bay of Levrier  the
Arguin Bank. Level with Cap Blanc, the
continental shelf extends for 64 km. It
reaches its maximum width of up to 128
km off the Arguin Bank. Beyond Cap
Timiris South, it never reaches more than
48 km. 

The Arguin Bank is one of the most
remarkable features of the Mauritanian
coastline. It consists of a zone of shallow
banks about 80 km wide, bounded in the
west by breaking surf, except in the region
of Cap Blanc. It comprises a series of sand
and mud banks, covered with seagrass
beds and some rocky outcrops; the depth
never exceeds more than 4 m except in the
eastern area, where it reaches up to 14 m.
The southern part contains several islands
that are home to one of the most important
populations of sea birds, and where some
of the world’s rarest species have evolved.

The Arguin Bank forms part of the Parc
National du Banc d’Arguin, a protected
area created in 1976, with a coastal length
of 180 km, covering a land and maritime
area of 12,000 sq km.

The ecology of the site is remarkable,
being designated as a wetland of
international importance under the
Ramsar Convention, a UNESCO World
Heritage site, and recently classed  as a
“gift to the world”. Thanks to its vigorous
biological productivity, it contains
abundant biodiversity. So, today the Parc
National du Banc d’Arguin is governed by
a special law, which, compared to the rest
of the coast, enhances its protection, its
autonomy and its unique features. 

Ancient communities
The park is the territory of the Imraguen,
the country’s most ancient fishing
communities. The population of around
2500 to 3000 is divided into seven villages.
As far as the fishery is concerned, it is only
the Imraguen who have access rights.
Increase in their activities is restricted, and
they must only use their traditional gears,
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notably their sailing launches, as motors
are strictly forbidden.

The park does not contain such large
quantities of fishery resources as
the neighbouring areas: the main

species of the EEZ are practically absent
(e.g. cephalopods). Those that are present
are poor in number, and consist of
small-sized individuals with a low market
value.

According to CNROP, the total Maximum
Sustainable Yield (MSY) of Mauritania’s
fishery resources is 1.5 mn tonnes, of
which 1 mn tonnes are pelagics and 0.5 mn
tonnes are demersal. In terms of volume
and value, the most important resources
are the cephalopods (50,000 tones) and
small pelagics (980,000 tonnes).

Cephalopods provide nearly 70 per cent of
the foreign exchange earnings from the
fisheries sector. In terms of volume and
value, the most important species is the
octopus (Octopus vulgaris), which
accounts for half the turnover of the
sector. The rest is shared equally between
several demersal and pelagic species.

In recent years, fishing effort has been
poorly controlled. This has resulted in the
overexploitation of certain stocks such as
the octopus, the potential of which has
been reduced by 30 per cent. In general,
demersal stocks are considered to be
either overexploited or fully exploited,

whilst the fishing pressure on the pelagics
should be eased. The main concentrations
of fishery resources are found in the
coastal zone between the 10 and 80 m
isobaths. Throughout the EEZ, from north
to south, these concentrations are found
both within and beyond the 12 nautical
miles that demarcate the extent of the
territorial waters.

The depths found here are easily
accessible to the modern pirogues used in
the artisanal fishery that, using lines and
nets, target both demersal and pelagic fish
with scales (i.e. fin fish), and catch
cephalopods with pots (in the case of
octopus) and traps.

But this is also the preferred fishing zone
for demersal trawlers, particularly those
that supply the shore-based factories. As a
result of this, there are frequent conflicts
between industrial and artisanal fisheries.
For the latter, this is costly both in terms of
human life and fishing gear. For several
years, these conflicts have become
increasingly acute due to declining
catches. 

No tradition
Apart from the Imgraguen communities
who dedicate themselves to their ancient
livelihood traditions of subsistence on the
Arguin banks, the Mauritanian peoples
have no maritime traditions. Several
thousand young people coming from
rural areas have now taken up fishing as a
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profession. This is subsequent to the rural
exodus caused by the drought affecting
the country during the decades of the
1970s and 1980s, the appearance of
significant urban settlements along the
coast, and the State-led development of
fishing as an important activity, first in
Nouadhibou, the economic capital
situated in the extreme north of the
country, and then Nouakchott, the
political capital. Currently, the sector
employs 30,000 young Mauritanians, of
whom 25,000 are associated with the
artisanal fishery.

Despite making weak progress
during the 1960s and 1970s, the
Mauritanian artisanal fishery

started its rapid expansion only after the
1980s, with the development of the
octopus fishery through a pot-based
sector, and the expansion of the export
sector sending fresh fish to Europe,
supplied by line fishing.

The landings of octopus from the artisanal
fishery have shot up, increasing from less
than 100 tonnes in the mid-1980s to more
than 9,000 tonnes in 1993. But this
expansion halted in 1994, following a very
sharp increase in fishing pressure from
cephalopod trawlers, and the increasingly
frequent and destructive incursions of
fresh-fish trawlers into the coastal zone
where trawling is forbidden. 

At present, the octopus production of the
artisanal fleet fluctuates at around 4,500
tonnes, with the pirogues being thrice the
number in 1993. 

Despite its youth and the difficulties it is
experiencing, the subsector plays a major
role in the economy and society. Apart
from the usual contributions made to
employment, income generation and
wealth distribution, to nutrition and food
security, artisanal fishing makes a very
important contribution to foreign
exchange earnings. 

The main reason is that high export prices
are obtained for its better value-added
products, markedly superior to the
earnings of the industrial fishery. With
foreign exchange earnings worth more
than several millions of dollars, the
subsector has a very important role to play
in levelling the balance of payments. 

The raw material supply needs of the
several dozen processing factories
constructed in Nouadhibou and
Nouakchott depend on this subsector, as
does the supply of fish for local
consumption.

The development of the artisanal fishery
for octopus shows how important it is for
the Mauritanian artisanal fishery to
establish their own fishing zone, with
effective surveillance. Decree 89-100 of 26
July 1989 under the old 1987 fisheries
code, defines artisanal fishing thus:

“Artisanal fishing boats are vessels which
lack any means for trawling and any
onboard freezer installations, and with a
maximum horsepower less than or equal
to 200; boats that do not correspond to this
definition are industrial fishing boats.” 

A decree from the Fisheries Minister
should define, where necessary, the
different categories of artisanal and
industrial fishing boats. No such decree
has been issued.

Of note is that this definition is based
purely on technical criteria. The decree in
the process of development is probably
going to introduce new categories of
vessels. The proposal submitted by the
Technical Consultative Commission with
the responsibility for this subject,
anticipates three categories: artisanal
vessels, decked vessels for coastal fishing,
and industrial vessels.

In reality, the tendency in the developing
national vessel fleet is for the intermediate
category of small-decked vessels to
disappear, with only a few rare old
specimens surviving. Due to their low
profitability, these will, in all probability,
not get their licences renewed. In future, it
could be that the coastal fishery category
will not contain many units. The fleet will
basically then be made up of cephalopod
freezer trawlers and modern pirogues.

Complementary
The pirogues are currently aluminium or
fibreglass boats mainly targeting the
octopus fishery, and with a
complementary fishery outside the
octopus season using nets for sole,
courbines (bass/perch) or sharks. Wooden
boats of Senegalese design fish with lines
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for the high-value bottom fish destined for
the fresh-fish export market, and with
purse seines for mullet and small pelagics.

The territorial sea has a width of 12
nautical miles, measured from the
following baselines:

The area extending from Cap Blanc (20º
46’N) to Cap Timiris (19º 21’N): a straight
line joining the point of Cap Blanc with the
point of Cap Timiris. Cap Timiris South as
far as the Southern border (16º 04N): low
tide level. 

The zonal divisions of fishing activities are
fixed by decree. The rationale for these
zones is generally based on resource
conservation needs, but equally takes into
account the supply needs of the local
factories and the national fish market, and
has broader aims of integrating the sector
into the national economy. Also, the
vessels that unload in Mauritania are the
ones generally authorized to fish in the
zones closest to the coast.

The zone specifically reserved for
artisanal fishing is a narrow band of
territorial sea of little significance, situated
in the northern part of the territorial
waters, but de facto, the artisanal fishery
enjoys an exclusive zone because of the
prohibition on the use of certain fishing
gears in one part of the coastal fringe.
Industrial fishing is effectively banned in
the north, west of a line 4.8 km from the

baseline, and, in the south, 9. 6 km from
the baseline. In this way, the artisanal
fishery benefits from a not inconsiderable
exclusive zone. The limits are defined by
the zone where industrial fishing is
permitted, by the coast, and by the
selectivity criteria applied to the protected
areas in the Parc National de Banc de
l’Arguin.

Proposals submitted to the Fisheries
Ministry by the Technical Commission for
including in the Decree on the application
of the January 2000 fisheries code include
the banning of demersal trawling in
depths less than 25 m, and pelagic
trawling in depths less than 50 m. 

In the southern zone, it is proposed that
the following exclusions be adopted:

Restricted zones for trawling
(Distance from the coast)

Pelagic 
trawling

Demersal 
trawling

Cap Timiris to 
Nouakchott

28.8 km 14.4 km

Nouakchott to Senegal
Border

19.2 km 9.6  km

However, the maritime authorities are
convinced of the need to create an
exclusive zone for artisanal fishing, legally
reserved for this activity, and effectively
protected, as a key part of the
government’s fisheries policy.
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The technical committee dealing
with this issue had proposed a zone
with a width of 12 nautical miles,

measured from the baselines. But this
proposal came up against the opposition
of the industrial sector, in particular, the
foreign pelagic vessel owners with local
interests, who say that the main
concentrations of sardines are to be found
inside this zone.

The growing  social and economic
importance of the artisanal fisheries
subsector, and the worsening situation of
competition and conflicts with the
industrial fishery over the fishing zone,
makes it essential that a fishing zone
reserved for artisanal fishing is created,
sufficiently large to allow for its
expansion, and efficiently surveyed to
protect its activities.

This zone was one of the main demands
made by artisanal fishery representatives
from the West African subregion,
following a workshop organized in
October 2000 in Nouakchott by the NGOs
CFFA (Europe) and PECHECOPS
(Mauritania), who proposed the adoption
of an exclusive artisanal fishing zone of 12
miles, measured from the same baselines
as used for defining the limits of the
territorial waters.
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This article, by Ahmed Mahmoud
Cherif, a former Director of Fisheries
in Mauritania, and Director of the
Mauritanian NGO PECHECOPS. has
been translated by Brian O’Riordan
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