Congress of the United States

Washington, BDE 20515

February 1, 2024

The Honorable Joseph R. Biden The Honorable Kamala Harris

President of the United States Vice President of the United States

1600 Pennsylvania Avenue, NW 1600 Pennsylvania Avenue, NW

Washington, DC 20500 Washington, DC 20500

The Honorable Alejandro Mayorkas The Honorable Ur Jaddou

Secretary of the Department of Homeland Security Director of Citizenship and Immigration Services
3801 Nebraska Avenue, NW 20 Massachusetts Ave NW

Washington, DC 20016 Washington, DC 20001

RE: Temporary Protected Status for Mauritania

Dear President Biden, Vice President Harris, Secretary Mayorkas, and Director Jaddou:

We write to you with a request for an immediate 18-month designation of Temporary Protected
Status (TPS) or Deferred Enforced Departure (DED) for Mauritania and a halt to ongoing
deportations due to extraordinary conditions including slavery, forced statelessness, land
grabbing, ongoing racial and ethnic discrimination, and other human rights abuses." Human
rights experts have described Mauritania as an apartheid-like state where Black individuals suffer
from systemic oppression and marginalization at every level of society. > If deported back to
these conditions, Black Mauritanians would likely face violence and potentially death.’

Recently, despite fleeing enslavement, ethnic cleansing, and forced statelessness, more than 100
Mauritanian asylum seekers were detained by ICE solely on their inability to pay a $5,000 bond
while being denied access to language interpretation.* Some of these Mauritanian asylum seekers

1 Rafael Bernal, Advocates cite Mauritania's ongoing slavery in pushing for end to deportations, THE HILL (Aug.
17, 2023), https://thehill.com/policy/national-security/4157839-mauritania-slavery-advocates-push-end-
deportations/; Temporary Protected Status (TPS) for Mauritania, FWD.US, https://www.fwd.us/news/tps-for-
mauritania/ (last visited Oct. 2, 2023); “Land Slavery’ and Stolen Land: Another Tool for Oppression of Black
Mauritanians, OHIO IMMIGRANT (Mar. 2021), https://ohioimmigrant.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/03/Slavery-and-
Land-Grabbing-in-Mauritania March-2021-1-1.pdf; Danae King, 'Guilty until proven innocent'? Advocates say
Black immigrants face racial bias in court, USA TODAY (July 14, 2023),
https://www.usatoday.com/story/news/nation/2023/07/14/advocates-say-black-clients-face-racial-bias-ohio-
immigration-court/70412069007/?gnt-cfr=1.

2 Garba Diallo, Mauritania—The Other Apartheid?, NORDISKA AFRIKAINSTITUTET (1993),
https://www.files.ethz.ch/isn/104909/16 Mauritannia.pdf.

3 Black Mauritanians’ Ongoing Search For Safety, OHIO IMMIGRANT ALLIANCE (Mar. 22, 2022),
https://ohioimmigrant.org/2022/03/22/mauritania-today-deportations-arrest-torture-expulsion-oppression-and-black-
mauritanians-ongoing-search-for-safety/.

4 Immigrants' Rights Organizations Urge Release of Mauritanian Asylum Seekers Detained by ICE, ACLU (July
20, 2023), https://www.aclu.org/press-releases/immigrants-rights-organizations-urge-release-of-mauritanian-
asylum-seekers-detained-by-ice.



have reportedly already been deported to the country where they fled enslavement and other
forms of race and ethnicity based human rights violations. In response, more than 100 advocate
organizations wrote to your Administration asking that you immediately halt deportation flights
to the country, secure the return of Mauritanians who were “wrongly deported,” and designate
Mauritania for TPS.

We join their calls for your Administration to provide TPS for Mauritania. By designating
Mauritania for TPS, the U.S. would not only be halting the deportation of Black Mauritanians to
a country where their lives and freedom are under constant threat, but also demonstrating our
dedication to upholding human rights.

We would like to emphasize the urgency of this request by highlighting the devastating
consequences that slavery and statelessness have in the daily lives of Black Mauritanians.
Beginning with ethnic cleansing and mass deportations in the late 1980’s, the Mauritanian
government effectively stripped the nationality of hundreds of thousands of Black Mauritanians,
rendering them and their children stateless.® Many Black Mauritanians who were made stateless
now face racial profiling at the hands of security forces, arbitrary detention, extortion, torture,
and are even trafficked into slavery.

Chattel slavery and a racist caste system continue to operate in Mauritania, which only abolished
slavery in 1981 and criminalized it in 2007.” Poor enforcement of anti-slavery laws have allowed
slavery to continue and today the Mauritania government has one of the worst governmental
responses to slavery in the world.* According to the Global Slavery Index (GSI), 62 percent of
the entire population is vulnerable to enslavement-like conditions.” Black Mauritanians who are
enslaved experience sexual assault, family separation, and even murder. ' In its latest iteration of
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ethnic cleansing, the Mauritanian government adopted Arabic as the only official language,
eliminating the use of French in official business. Now, applications for jobs, civil service
exams, hospital records, court records, and applications for government-issued documents are
offered in Arabic alone, locking many Black Mauritanians out of basic functions and services."

The U.S. State Department’s 2022 Country Report on the Human Rights Practices in Mauritania
acknowledged the continued and widespread violence, repression, and abuses in the country.'
Human rights experts have documented similar conditions, confirming the prevalence of slavery
and a lack of progress in reforming repressive laws." In recent years, land-grabbing has resurged
and families who relied on farming or fishing for generations are left with nothing, while the
Mauritanian government and international corporations grow richer." The policy is widely
understood as yet another way for the government to render Black Mauritanians extinct, in this
case through starvation.

Finally, we would like to remind you of the decades of bipartisan consensus in the U.S.
government to protect Black Mauritanians from deportation including under Presidents George
W. Bush and Barack Obama."”” Human rights advocates, Members of Congress, and even Vice
President Kamala Harris during her tenure as a U.S. Senator have all urged the U.S. government
to provide lifesaving protection for Black Mauritanians in the United States.'® There are
approximately 8,000 foreign-born Mauritanians residing in the United States, with an estimated
3,000 eligible for TPS upon designation (many of whom have U.S. citizen children), making this
an issue of paramount importance. Many Mauritanians arrived in the U.S. in the 1990s, but yet
were denied asylum due to a lack of access to legal services and interpreters, and due to
discrimination within the asylum system."’

The U.S. must be a country that stands against racial discrimination and enslavement. We
respectfully request that you designate Mauritania for TPS, in order to save lives, keep families
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together, and promote a humane and effective immigration system. Thank you in advance for
your attention to this critical matter. We appreciate your efforts and are willing and able to

provide any support or assistance you may need.
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