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Protection through sustainable use 

Fish stocks in the coastal waters near Mauritania 

are under extreme pressure from overfishing and 

illegal fishing. Countering this trend is one of the 

objectives set by KfW on behalf of the German 

Federal Government and in conjunction with the 

Government of Mauritania. With a mixture of mod-

ern monitoring mechanisms and preservation of 

the eco-system, KfW is helping to preserve the fish 

stocks and secure a living for many thousands of 

people. Radar stations and satellite systems are 

part of the solution, but so are consistent nature 

conservation and species protection. This not only 

protects the natural resource of fish, it also pro-

motes their sustainable economic use, because 

without any economic interest there is no long-

term guarantee to their survival.  

Current situation 

The Mauritanian coastline, which stretches more than 

700 kilometres from Western Sahara in the north to 

Senegal in the south, is one of the richest fishing 

grounds in the world. Thanks first and foremost to two 

ocean currents of different temperatures that come 

together off the African coast, this area is full of many 

different kinds of fish. The sea beside this desert coun-

try offers an ideal habitat for meagre, gilt-head bream 

and squid, but also tuna, white sea bass, crayfish, 

mackerel and many others. The abundant stocks lure 

fishermen from around the world.  

The Mauritanians themselves are nomads and livestock 

farmers by tradition, who roamed with their families and 

animals across the country, 80% of which is just hot 

sand. So apart from a few fishing villages, up to around 

50 years ago it was mainly foreign fishermen that 

helped themselves from the rich seabed. The situation 

began to change in the 1970s. The government suc-

ceeded in making fishing more attractive for its own 

people. Since then, the fisheries sector has become a 

key pillar of the Mauritanian economy and its national 

budget. The sale of fishing licences has now become a 

primary source of income for Mauritania, while the fish-

eries sector employs around 60,000 locals both directly 

and indirectly. Their incomes feed approximately ten 

percent of the population.  

However, the intense use means that Mauritania's un-

derwater paradise is now under pressure. Overfishing 

and illegal fishing are threatening the survival of stocks. 

For the coastguard, this is a huge challenge that is vir-

tually impossible to tackle using their own means, be-
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cause patrolling the 200-mile zone off the coast re-

quires careful surveillance. It is important to ensure that 

fishing licences are not exceeded, and that the bounda-

ries of protected areas, such as spawning grounds, are 

complied with. Only this will ensure the survival of the 

plentiful fish stocks in Mauritanian waters – the liveli-

hood for so many people.  

Project approach 

KfW Development Bank has been supporting the Mauri-

tanian authorities since the 1990s. Among other things, 

the money has financed the development of a satellite-

based monitoring system combined with radar stations, 

which are positioned at regular intervals down the 

coast. This is designed to prevent illegal fishing, espe-

cially of threatened species. One impact of this system 

for example is that all ships crossing Mauritanian waters 

must send precise data about their current positions. 

Only then are they given authorisation to pass through. 

KfW is also involved in financing Mauritanian surveil-

lance ships and patrol boats. Thanks to modern tech-

nology it is now easy to identify and catch unauthorised 

intruders.  

Checks are also carried out on what ultimately comes to 

land. This is why the small fishing port in Nouadhibou is 

being modernised, and integrated landing sites are 

being constructed along the coast. These are important 

because they create bottlenecks. By law, fish can only 

be brought to land here, which makes it easier for the 

coastguards to monitor licences and catches. 

Yet anyone aiming to organise the fisheries sector in 

Mauritania on a sustainable basis needs to start before 

the actual fishing takes place. This is why the project 

also contributes to the conservation and protection of 

natural resources. In this context, KfW supports the 

preservation and expansion of the "Banc d’Arguin" Na-

tional Park. This area by the coast is important for Mau-

ritanian fish stocks because it is a central spawning and 

rearing ground for millions of young fish. It has also 

been declared a UNESCO World Heritage Site.  

The project is extremely relevant for the people of Mau-

ritania. It helps to safeguard the livelihood of the 60,000 

people who work in the fishing and fish processing sec-

tors. And, the fishing industry has the potential to feed 

more of the local people than before since one in every 

three Mauritanians is poor. But if more fish are pro-

cessed in the country itself, if Mauritania sends larger 

ships out to sea itself, and if the focus remains on sus-

tainable fishing then an improvement is in sight.  

Impact 

The measures are having an effect: illegal fishing that 

used to be on the agenda is now largely prevented. 

This is helping to regenerate the fish populations and 

thus makes a significant contribution to securing the 

country's future as well. The project achieves two goals 

at once: protecting species, and safeguarding 

livelihoods for many thousands of people.  

About 700 kilometers from Western Sahara to Senegal: nautical map of 
the Mauritanian coastal waters. Source: KfW Group, photographer: Elke 
Böhnert 


