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Mauritania : Improving the Management of Public Resources - Innovative Approaches  

 

Background  

A common image of Mauritania is one of a sparsely populated country, with a nomadic 
population, limited physical resources and poor social and economic indicators. This was indeed 
the case only a decade ago. Less well-known is the fact that since about 1992 Mauritania has 
successfully managed a major transition to economic and political liberalization and has, with 
the support of the World Bank and the International Monetary Fund (IMF), implemented a far-
reaching set of macro-economic and structural reforms. Results obtained so far are considerable: 
public finances have been stabilized, private sector investment is growing, social indicators are 
improving, and poverty is declining. There are also negative effects, including heavy rural-urban 
migration, high urban unemployment and growing demands for social services and 
infrastructure. Clearly, while the transition to a market-oriented economy has begun, the process 
is not complete.  

To maintain the momentum of the economic reforms begun in 1992 and to consolidate the gains 
made so far, the government decided in 1994/95 to improve the mobilization, allocation and 
management of its public resources. It developed a Public Resource Management Program 
which had the following objectives:  

• Strengthen economic policy-making capacity;  
• Improve domestic resource mobilization by broadening and diversifying the tax base;  
• Improve public expenditure allocation and management; and  
• Modernize public administration to better meet the needs of a market-oriented economy.  
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Donor support was solicited and obtained, resulting in the design of two parallel operations: (i) a 
Policy Reform Program that focuses on domestic resource mobilization and public expenditure 
allocation and is supported by an International Development Association (IDA) adjustment 
credit of US$20 million; and (ii) a Capacity Building Program designed to modernize the 
government's administrative apparatus to meet the needs of a market-oriented economy, and to 
strengthen the economic management institutions responsible for implementing the reforms. 
This program is grant-financed by the European Union (EU), France and the United Nations 
Development Programme (UNDP). The two operations are complementary and are 
operationally closely linked. It is important to note that the reform program supported by these 
parallel operations is fully consistent with the objectives of successive Policy Framework Papers 
(PFPs) and reflects a consensus of views between the Bank, the IMF, the EU, France and other 
bilateral donors.  
Program design  

The Policy Reform Program has several innovative features. First, the IDA Credit will be 
disbursed over three years in five tranches - three core tranches and two floating tranches. The 
core tranches, traditionally used in adjustment operations, will be disbursed when targets set in 
the PFP for the macro-economic framework are met and reforms in the areas of resource 
mobilization and public expenditure management are implemented. The floating tranches cover 
more complex reforms in the fiscal and institutional areas which require specialist services for 
their analysis and preparation and require a longer time to be completed. No dates have been set 
for release of the floating tranches so that the government can effectively control the timing of 
tranche release by accelerating the pace of the reforms while having the flexibility to prepare 
them and ensuring support for them. In case of unsatisfactory performance of the reform 
program, or if tranche release conditions are not met within the expected life of the operation, 
the floating tranches will be canceled.  

The Capacity Building Program focuses on strengthening economic policy-making at the 
ministerial level and on improving the organizational structures and administrative procedures 
of five key ministries (Planning, Finance, Fisheries, Commerce and Industry). The three donors 
supporting the program (France, the EU and UNDP) have signed separate Technical Assistance 
(TA) agreements with the Government of Mauritania, each subject to their particular mandates 
and procedures, but all within the overall framework of the Capacity Building Program. France's 
support, for example, is the continuation of a long-term assistance program to the Ministries of 
Finance and Planning, designed to strengthen public resource mobilization, allocation and use. 
Their assistance focuses on tax administration, customs services, budget planning and 
programming, statistics and data processing. The EU supports the administrative restructuring of 
the core ministries responsible for policy making, budgeting of public investment, and public 
expenditure programs. The UNDP is supporting staff development and personnel management 
in the five core ministries.  

Implementation arrangements  

The policy measures and associated action plans supported by the two operations are 
summarized in a matrix, grouped around the four objectives stated above, i.e. domestic resource 
mobilization, public expenditure management, policy-making capacity, and public sector 



modernization. The matrix details the actions required to achieve the objectives, identifies the 
government units responsible for their implementation, and specifies target dates for their 
completion. Obviously, the matrix is a useful tool, both for the Bank and the government, to 
monitor progress made in implementing the program.  

The policy reform and capacity building operations are therefore linked through the tranche 
release conditionalities of the IDA credit, and through the action plans detailed in the policy 
matrix.  

Implementation of the policy and capacity building programs are monitored by an inter-
ministerial committee chaired by the Minister of Planning. On the Bank's side, implementation 
of the entire reform program as well as overall macro-economic performance is monitored 
jointly by the Bank/IMF and the donors participating in the program through the PFP and semi-
annual reviews.  

Preliminary outcomes  

Results so far are promising. The first core tranche was released at the time of credit 
effectiveness ( July 1996) on the basis of the submission of a Letter of Development Policy 
(supporting the planned policy reforms) and preliminary results of functional and organizational 
audits of four key ministries (the start of the capacity building program). The second core 
tranche was released six months later on the basis of (i) progress in tax reform (creation of a 
master tax file with unique taxpayer identification numbers); (ii) the expansion of pre-shipment 
inspection to all imports; (iii) the preparation of an indicative Public Expenditure Program for 
1997; and (iv) the meeting of key macro-economic targets as specified in the PFP (inflation, 
current account, overall budgetary deficit/surplus, social spending). The third core tranche, 
conditioned by continued progress in policy reform and achievement of key macro-economic 
targets as specified in the PFP, is expected to be released in late 1997, about a year after the 
second core tranche.  

The conditionality for the first floating tranche is the implementation of restructuring plans for 
the five core ministries. These plans are based on technical audits started before credit 
effectiveness and for the most part completed. Initial progress here has been slower than 
anticipated because of delays in recruiting consulting services for the audits, and the complexity 
and political sensitivity of reorganizing five ministries simultaneously. However, the building 
blocks are in place and technical support to help implement the restructuring plans is being 
recruited under the capacity building program.  

The condition for release of the second floating tranche (reform of the tax system) should be met 
by mid-1998 once technical work, piloted by the Ministry of Finance with assistance from the 
Bank and the IMF, is completed.  

Lessons learned so far  

The main lessons learned from the implementation of economic and administrative reform 



programs in Mauritania show that it is necessary for the Bank to:  

• Devote adequate time and effort to build understanding and ownership of reforms at both 
the political and the administrative levels.  

• Carefully assess the sequencing and timing of the reforms and the corresponding 
institutional support.  

• Maintain continuity within the Bank team and carefully build and maintain relations with 
counterpart staff, working with them as a team.  

• Ensure good coordination with the IMF and donors, right from the beginning.  
• Undertake close supervision in partnership with local authorities.  

With respect to the design of such programs, experience shows that:  

• Capacity building that closely accompanies structural or sectoral adjustment programs 
can produce better results than free-standing TA projects because of policy/institutional 
synergies.  

• Care should be taken to explicitly link the TA to the implementation timetable of the 
policy reform program.  

• Floating tranches in an adjustment program allow the Borrower (the government) to 
effectively control the pace of implementation and encourage efficient program 
execution.  

 
The World Bank has assessed the Borrower's implementation of this project as "highly 
satisfactory" in terms of implementation progress and meeting development objectives. For 
further information, please contact Miguel J. Saponara, Sr. Economist, AFTM5, Rm. J9-123, 
World Bank, 1818 H St. NW. Washington DC 20433. Tel no.: (202) 473-4951. Internet address 
MSaponara@worldbank.org  

  


