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Editorial Summary 
 
“If I didn't bring the correct number of camels back, they would hit me. If they were not well fed, 
they would hit me… sometimes with a stick, sometimes with a belt” - Meet Matala, one of 
MauritaniaÕs slaves Ð human rights groups estimate that slaves make up 25% of the population. 
In the 21st Century, Slavery is still not consigned to the 
history books. We begin in Mauritania where despite being 
officially abolished in 1979, slavery remains shrouded 
under a conspiracy of silence driven by entrenched 
traditions and supported by a government protecting their 
cultural status quo. 
 
We criss-cross the sands of this Saharan nation, to hear 
stories of both slaves and masters to piece together how 
and why slavery is still happening. Abdel Ould Yessa is 
from a family of masters and like all masters, his family are 
White Moors, descendants of the Arabs and Berbers that lead the Moorish conquest to covert 
Saharan Africa to Islam. His father is a senior Minister in the Mauritanian Government and 
President of the Supreme Council. ÒSlavery as it is practiced in Mauritania is a relationship of 
dependency in which the master receives the slave as property from father to son, from 
generation to generation”, he explains.  
 
Slavery is a legacy of history, the chains of a cultural and social tradition that are rooted in an 
inflexible caste system where White Moors, like Abdel YessaÕs family, are all powerful, controlling 
the fabric of society - wealth, the law, politics, even religion is used as a vehicle to retain the 
status quo.  “Often the slave believes that their door to paradise only comes with total obedience 
to the master. Many slaves therefore don’t want to revolt, fearful of finding themselves caste into 
damnation when they die,Ó Abdel Yessa explains. 
 
Against this mental and physical oppression, itÕs no wonder that few have the courage or strength 
to break their chains. We meet Jouma and Matala, among the lucky ones that have managed to 
escape: “I ran away because of what they did to me… my mother, my brothers, and my sisters… 
they beat us and forced us to work”. Even if they escape they have little hope, explains a human 
rights lawyer, who can be arrested for discussing slavery and 
will only speak on the condition of anonymity: “In the city, he 
has no relatives, no wealth, nothing at all so he will end up 
begging… he will end up stealing and probably end up in 
prison. If he has children, he wont be able to feed them, he 
can only survive when he’s a slave”. 
 
As a bored teenager, Yessa would go to the French Cultural 
Centre in the capital Nouakchott and read comics like 
“Asterix & Obelix” and Tintin, his first look at the world 
beyond Mauritania. One thing leapt out of all the stories - 
there were no slaves. “Back in 1998, I denounced slavery in Mauritania for less than one minute 
on Radio France International… I was judged and sentenced to 16 months in prison for “an attack 
on the image of the country.”  
 
Today Yessa lives in Paris as a political refugee, an international arrest warrant, issued by his 
government, hanging over his head. But working with SOS Slaves, the fight for the slavesÕ 
freedom continues. A SlavesÕ Revolution still appears very unlikely, as few slaves are aware of 
their basic human rights, the majority live in fear and all feel too powerless to do anything. But a 
glimmer of hope could be on the horizon - oil has recently been discovered. We interview 
Romana Cacchhioli from Anti-Slavery International and Herve Ludovic De Lys, the Regional 
Head of the United Nations to learn that the pumps will start this year and in the deserts of the 
slavesÕ despair, the oil could fill their wells with hope.  
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Like the Sahara, slavery does not stop at the borders of Mauritania, but exists throughout West 
Africa. We pick up the story in Niger where a similar form of chattel slavery exists, where human 
rights groups estimate that 7% of the population remain enslaved. We meet NigerÕs answer to 
Martin Luther King Ð Igulesias Weila, the founder of the Timidria, an organisation that fights to 
free the slaves. Facing imprisonment and other problems, Weila has had his success including 
getting a law criminalising slavery to be passed and in early 2007, successfully prosecuted the 
first Master under the law. As Romana Cacchioli from Anti Slavery International explains, Weila 
and Timidria provide many lessons for the government of Mauritania: “One of the main lessons is 
the fact that the Niger government are committed to criminalising slavery and I think that is the 
first thing that the Mauritanian government need to do, they need to strengthen the law on slavery 
so we have a definition on what slavery is and we have a penalty for those practicising slavery”. 
 
Slavery remains the graveyard of human rights, where humans treat other humans as nothing 
more than possessions. To many slaves, oil seems a long way from the chains of cultural 
tradition and poverty: ÒI ask you the questionÓ, Matala asks pointedly, “What can you do for me so 
that I can get my family back?Ó 
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FINAL SCRIPT 
 
MATALA, Slave:   
They would hit me  
 
JOUMA, Slave:  
Paid? I eat thatÕs all. Paid? I donÕt know what that isÉ   
 
MATALA, Slave 
Sometimes with a stick, sometimes with a belt.  
 
JOUMA, Slave:  
We are slavesÉw e are the first to wake up, we are the last to go to bed.  
 
Voiceover: Oliver Steeds 
You have to travel out from the capital Nouakchott, and into MauritaniaÕs scrubby desert to find 
that slavery is still not consigned to the history books. ItÕs here where both Jouma and Matala 
were born slaves. According to the law books, slavery was officially abolished in 1979 and yet 
today, human rights group estimate that over a quarter of the population are still enslaved. 
 
JOUMA, Slave:  
Slaves start work when theyÕre only 5 to 6 years old: "bring me this, take this, put that down, take 
this" É this is what you have to do. They start you working slowly at first, but slowly, but surely 
the masters are getting you used to being exploited. 
 
ABDEL OULD YESSA, Master: 
We are under the tent where people are taking care of you. They spend the day playing with you, 
to massage your feet, to tell you stories to make you laugh, to do everything for you. I remember 
the scandalized screams of the slavesÉ  
 
Voiceover: Oliver Steeds 
Abdel Ould Yessa, is from a family of masters. Like these masters heÕs used to everything being 
done for him Ð even someone making his tea Ð and like all masters in Mauritania his family are 
White Moors, descendants of the Arabs and Berbers that lead the Moorish conquest to convert 
Saharan Africa to Islam.  
 
ABDEL OULD YESSA, Master:  
Slavery as it is practiced in Mauritania is a relationship of dependency in which the master 
receives the slave as property from father to son, from generation to generation.  
 
Voiceover: Oliver Steeds 
Slaves have become the building blocks of society, rooted in an inflexible caste system where 
White Moors like Abdel YessaÕs family are all powerful, controlling the fabric of life - religion, 
wealth, the law and politics.  
 
ABDEL OULD YESSA, Master: 
On top you have the warrior cast, underneath the religious leaders, then the blacksmiths, the 
singers, the freed slaves, and finally the slaves. So it is still a very stratified society and the social 
hierarchy is very present in everyoneÕs mind.  
 
Voiceover: Oliver Steeds 
ItÕs a hierarchy that is yet to change, despite a peaceful military take-over in 2005 that finally 
ended 20 years of authouritarian ruleÉ Before this coup, YessaÕs father was a senior minister in 
the Mauritanian Government and President of the Supreme CourtÉ there was hope that things 
may changeÉ  
 
ROMANA CACCHIOLI, Anti-Slavery International 
The coup has had a major impact in MauritaniaÉ .People are allowed to speak openly for the first 
time in 20 years, so there is a feeling of a freedom of expression that people can express 
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themselves, for example, the issue of slavery É for the first time is on the agenda and is being 
discussed publicly. And leading political figures are addressing this issue. 
 
Voiceover: Oliver Steeds 
Before the coup official government line was that Òthere is no slavery, so slaves cannot existÕ. 
Since the coup, the new line is that Òonly legacies of slavery still existÓ. For the slaves, the coup 
has meant very little. Life in the desert changes, but slowlyÉ  Across West Africa, Islam has been 
the prevailing religion for hundreds of years Ð and its used as the justification for slavery a way for 
Masters to brainwash their slaves to control themÉ  
 
ABDEL OULD YESSA, Master:  
There are passages in the Koran where the status of the slave is explicitly and very precisely 
defined. Often the slave believes that their door to paradise only comes with total obedience to 
the master. Many slaves therefore donÕt want to revolt, fearful of finding themselves caste into 
damnation when they die. 
 
Voiceover: Oliver Steeds 
Against this mental and physical oppression, itÕs no wonder that few have the courage or strength 
to break their chains. Jouma and Matala are among the lucky ones that have managed to 
escapeÉ At this press conference, Matala spoke defiantly explaining that he ran away because 
he and his family were beaten by his master. But even if, like Matala, you manage to escape, 
where can you run? Many end up in slums like these. Within the caste system, once a slave, 
always a slave. Having been on the run for a couple of days, Matala was picked up by the military 
that threatened to return him to his Master:  
 
MATALA, Slave:  
I said if you want me to go back with them, I would rather you shoot me, bury me here rather than 
make me go with them. Because I knew, if I returned, my master would kill me, and I would rather 
die here.  
 
Voiceover: Oliver Steeds 
Even today, Matala is not safe, we had to meet him in a safe house organised by SOS Slaves, a 
human rights organisation that until recently was banned by the government and yet for safety 
still operates from this secret location. 
 
SOS LAWYER: 
When you are possessed like a piece of merchandise, that is savage, pure and primary slavery, 
and that form of slavery exists today in Mauritania. 
 
Voiceover: Oliver Steeds 
This human-rights lawyer who agreed to speak to us on the condition of anonymity, fights the 
legal battles for escaped slaves, and tries to give people like Matala, a legal right to exist and a 
way to find freedom.  
 
SOS LAWYER: 
In the city, he has no relatives, no wealth, nothing at all so he will end up beggingÉ he will end 
up stealing and probably end up in prison. If he has children, he wont be able to feed them, he 
can only survive when heÕs a slave.  
 
ABDEL OULD YESSA, Master:  
When the slave gets out of the traditional slavery, he falls into a more modern form of slavery 
because the distribution of wealth in the society doesnÕt change. It is the masters of yesterday 
who today run the governmentÉ  they remain the principle economic, financial, religious, and 
even intellectual authorities.  
 
Voiceover: Oliver Steeds 
As a bored teenager, Yessa would go to the French Cultural Center and read comics like Asterix 
& Obelix and TintinÉ  his first look at the world beyond Mauritania É one thing leapt out of all the 
storiesÉ  there were no slaves. 
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ABDEL OULD YESSA, Master:  
Back in 1998, I denounced slavery in Mauritania for less than one minute on Radio France 
InternationalÉ I was judged and sentenced to 16 months in prison for Òan attack on the image of 
the country.Ó  
 
Voiceover: Oliver Steeds 
Today Yessa lives in Paris as a political refugee, an international arrest warrant, issued by his 
government, hanging over his head. But working with SOS Slaves, occasionally even meeting 
representatives in a Paris train station - the fight for the slavesÕ freedom continuesÉ. The 
government are doing everything they can to discredit SOS Slaves by publishing warnings in 
newspapers and on state-radio, arresting, imprisoning, and some allege even torturing SOS 
workers. Despite this, Yessa remains hopeful that the process of change thatÕs begun is 
irreversibleÉ   
 
ABDEL OULD YESSA, Master: 
Already, economic growth, demographic growth, the birth of conscious, the incredible 
phenomenon we call the internet, which touches more and more Mauritanians, and access to 
satellite TV channels, provide an incredible opening and insight into the world. There are no 
social structures that can resist this for long.  
 
Voiceover: Oliver Steeds 
YessaÕs words echo across this desolate desert country Ð and like the Sahara, slavery is not 
consigned to Mauritania alone, but stretches across West Africa. In nearby Niger, itÕs a similar 
story - human rights groups estimate that over 800,000 people, 7% of the population are still 
enslaved - rooted into another inflexible caste system with cultural, historical and religious origins. 
 
 

------------ END OF PART 1 ------------ 
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PART TWO: 
 
GHAILISOU: HERDER:  
I am beaten and when I am not being beaten, I am insulted. I was inherited and I stayed with the 
masterÉ my parents worked for my master's parentsÉ  my master is the master of my children. 
 
Voiceover: Oliver Steeds 
Ghalisou lives in this encampement with about 50 other slaves. Their masters are Tuaregs, six 
brothers who live with their families nearby. 
 
GHAILISOU: HERDER:  
It isn't because I love him, but I have to love him as he is my only survival in this world.  
 
Voiceover: Oliver Steeds 
Enter Ilguilas Weila - NigerÕs answer to Martin Luther King, the founder of Timidria - a civil rights 
organization, thatÕs working to free the slaves.  
 
Weila Iguleias, President of Timidria:  
In Niger today, we don't have slave markets, so all the slaves that we have here today are slaves 
from the ancestors, their parents, their grandparents. They are slaves of inheritance. 
 
Voiceover: Oliver Steeds 
Weila was born in the village of Tchin-ta-ba-ra-den - it was at this school where he first learnt 
about the shackles of history, tradition and inequality that inspired him to establish Timidria. His 
vision is beginning to step out of the shadows Ð now with over 700 offices across the country, in 
virtually every town and village you can find a Timidria representative Ð militias of justice, but all 
peaceful. WeilaÕs first step was to get a law passed outlawing slavery. 

Masouse-a-Damou, Ministry of Justice: I will read what is written in the text: slavery is a state of 
an individual on which is practiced attributes the rights of ownership, itÕs a human being who is 
the object of another.  

Voiceover: Oliver Steeds 
A law book is one thing, implementing the law is another. Only early this year, has the first Master 
been prosecuted for slavery Ð and whilst they can still rest easy, they know their dominance is 
under threat and WeilaÕs organization is the obvious target:  
 
Weila Iguleias, President of Timidria:  
The reticence against Timidria stems from the Masters considering that we are behind an action 
that goes against their interests Ð for the Masters, their power and their labour are their slavesÉ  
ThatÕs why they are looking for many different ways to harm Timidria. 
 
Voiceover: Oliver Steeds 
Over the years, the entrenched status quo has had their successes. But itÕs been WeilaÕs 
unwavering belief, that has brought him to where he is today.  
 
Weila Iguleias, President of Timidria:  
We were even shown the door of the prison and they tried to force me to renounce, but we never 
renounced. We have never been discouraged. We persevered because we are the ones who are 
in touch with the slaves and it is us who know what atrocities they live - so just considering that, 
we prefer to give ourselves until to the day when they can all be free. 
 
Voiceover: Oliver Steeds 
Weila has had successes, slaves like Onor now have their freedomÉ  
 
ONOR: FREED SLAVE:  
I swear to god, that I was beaten different times, like when the camel took milk from his mother, 
or when I lost an animal, or when I refused to work, I was beaten then. Look at this scar.  
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Voiceover: Oliver Steeds 
Thousands like Onor carry the scars of a life enslaved. But thanks to Timidria, a new word has 
entered the language of their life, a word many didnÕt even know existed: freedom.  
 
ONOR: FREED SLAVE:  
I am now a President. Since I am free, I represent a President because I am free É it is like being 
in a paradise of the present.  
 
Voiceover: Oliver Steeds 
But once free, TimdriaÕs work is only just beginning. Onor is one of the lucky ones Ð he lives with 
other escaped slaves in a Timidria campÉ  Once he had nothing, but now he has something he 
can call his own Ð a single goat, provided by Timidria, on which to rebuild his lifeÉ  
 
Weila Iguleias, President of Timidria:  
Our challenge today is to be able to give them freedom, to be able to guarantee them a future; it's 
socio-economic integration that will permit them to look after themselves.  
 
Oliver Steeds, Niamey, Niger:  
Slavery remains the graveyard of human rights. The fight for recognition and then freedom can be 
achieved through political support, rehabilitation and education.   
 
ROMANA CACCHIOLI, Anti-Slavery International 
The government are finally accepting that slavery is an issue and they have now set up a national 
commission that will look into forced labour and associated discriminationÉW e are rather hopeful 
that this commission will undertake some research but will also try and identify resources for 
reintegration and supporting those leaving slavery. 
 
Weila Iguleias, President of Timidria:  
The battle against slavery has to do with a national consciousness, it has be the affair of all 
Nigerians and all Nigerians should fight to end of slavery. 
 
Voiceover: Oliver Steeds 
But his vision doesnÕt end in Niger. If Weila has his way, his words would resonate through West 
Africa. In Niger his voice is being heard, whilst hundreds of thousands remain enslaved, each 
chain broken, each slave freed, creates hope, a hope that is carried like winds of change that 
blow relentlessly through these desert nations. 
 
ROMANA CACCHIOLI, Anti-Slavery International 
The Mauritanian government could really learn from the process in Niger. I think one of the main 
lessons is the fact that the Niger government are committed to criminalising slavery and I think 
that is the first thing that the Mauritanian government need to do, they need to strengthen the law 
on slavery so we have a definition on what slavery is and we have a penalty for those practicising 
slavery. 
 
Voiceover: Oliver Steeds 
But both Mauritania and Niger remain some of the poorest countries on earth. Even these 
fishermen, who for generations have been plying their trade off MauritaniaÕs Atlantic coast, are 
now finding life difficult Ð the government sold off deep water fishing rights to the Chinese in 
return for infrastructure development. Even the fish market is run by Chinese. But these waters 
may once again provide a lifeline - oil has recently been discovered offshoreÉ the pumps have 
started and whilst the slaves donÕt yet know, this oil could fuel change. 
 
ROMANA CACCHIOLI, Anti-Slavery International  
Mauritania really need serious investment so we are hoping that the oil revenues will be put to 
good use. It Will be put into education, the health system, which are absolutely in dire need of 
huge finance. But also into the Judicial system which is pratically on its knees.  
 
HERVE LUDOVIC DE LYS, Regional Head of United Nations 
The biggest challenge for the government of Mauritania will be to create the sense of national 
unity, to take stock of the cultural and ethnic diversity of this country and to better show the 
incomes, the revenues from the oil production in coming next year.  
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ABDEL OULD YESSA, Master: 
I think that the Mauritanian oil will permit the rich to get richer. I donÕt think that the rest of 
Mauritania will benefit from it. And I am fearful that the discovery of petrol will only accentuate, 
sharpen and reinforce the factions fighting for power and the strong tribalization of our society.  
 
Voiceover: Oliver Steeds 
Each year, life seems to get worse for the slaves Ð recent devastating plagues of locusts, 
increasing rural famine and mass migration from the countryside to the cities - YessaÕs 
predictions look ominous. To Matala and MauritaniaÕs slaves, oil seems a long way from the 
chains of social and cultural tradition and povertyÉ  
 
MATALA, Slave:  
I ask you the question, what can you do for me so that I can get my family back? (3401-3406) 
Yes, I am very happy, but my happiness is not totally complete because my mother and sisters 
who are still over there.  
 
 

----------END OF PART TWO ---------- 
 
 

 
 
 

 


