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Nancy Abeiderrahmane, CEO 
of the Tiviski Dairy in 
Nouakchott, Mauritania was a 
guest speaker at the workshop 
organized by Lokhit Pashu-
Palak Sansthan on “The 
Camel in Rajasthan: From 
Heirloom to Unique Selling 
Point” in early April 2008 at 
Jaipur. Her interaction with 
LPPS continued after her 
return to Mauritania in the 
form of this email interview 
with Namitha Dipak. 
�

�
�
What overriding image or experience 
did you carry back with you to 
Mauritania after this workshop at 
Jaipur?  
 
The striking physical similarity between 
Mauritania and Rajasthan :  the 
landscape, the camels, the camel 
herders. But also the different levels of 
Government input :  India is far more 
developed and governed than 
Mauritania, which did not even exist as 
a country before 1960.   
 
It was interesting to read that 
Mauritanians had a taboo against 
selling camel’s milk because they felt 
it was something available freely, and 
it would be miserly of them to sell it. 
The Raikas from Rajasthan also have 
such a taboo, which is gradually 
being overcome. At one level the 
sheer innocence and deep bond with 
their animals makes one pause,  
 
 
 

 
but with economic hardships and 
present day realities knocking at the 
door, evidently something new has to 
be tried. How did you reconcile all 
these elements and put them in 
perspective for yourself, and for the 
people involved? 
 
To be truthful, I must say that I 
underestimated the strength of the 
reluctance to sell milk, and it was a big 
problem for the dairy, as it took many 
years to build up a suitable supply.  
Even now, the more ‘noble’ families 
cannot bring themselves to do it, mainly 
because they fear peer criticism.  
People have to be won over gradually.  
Usually, the feel of money in the hand is 
a great motivator, but wealthier people 
can still afford to stop milking, whereas 
poorer herders rely on the income.  
From a social point of view, buying from 
the poor is perfect, but from an 
operational point of view it is difficult. 
 
Besides the taboos, are there any 
parallels between the Mauritanian 
situation when you started out, and 
the present Indian situation regarding 
camels, pastoralists, and harnessing 
the potential of camel milk?  
 
Mauritania is rather special, because - 
as an American journalist quipped long 
ago - it is ‘the only country in the world 
where the nomads call the shots’.  
Mauritanians are not aware that 
pastoralism is an issue, because 40 
years ago 90 percent of the population 
was nomadic. It is the culture, and the 
preferred holidays for affluent families 
are those spent in a tent ‘in the bush’, 
drinking lots of raw milk.  It was the 
terrible Sahel drought that lasted on and 
off from 1970 to 1984 that killed the 
livestock and forced people to settle in 
towns.   
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The difference between Mauritania and 
Rajasthan is that when our dairy started, 
there was no milk collection or 
processing in the country.  We started 
with camel milk because it was the only 
milk available around Nouakchott, but 
we have always treated both milks (and 
more recently goat milk) the same, as 
the impact on herders is the same.   
 
Was there any particular moment that 
made you feel that “yes, now I think it 
is going to work!”? 
 
After the first two or three dismal years, 
there was more of a gradual growth than 
a breakthrough.  It felt like an aircraft 
climbing, but it took years to get above 
the clouds, and then there were stiff 
challenges all the time :  local 
competitors on a tiny market, droughts, 
imported milk, etc.  
 
In the context of how you were able 
to obtain the technical expertise from 
the FAO for manufacture of cheese, I 
thought it was a wonderful example 
of the link between the laboratory 
and the land. You were the link in this 
case, thanks to your education and 
your ability to get the necessary 
information, but I am sure it cannot 
have been easy. Do you think things 
have eased up a bit since then as far 
as transfer of technology and access 
to information especially for novel 
industries like yours?  
 
Yes, being the link was important.  I 
think that this sort of enterprise requires 
a bridge between tradition and modern 
technology, and in the case of 
Mauritania I was that bridge, having the 
double outlook of understanding the 
local environment and also being able to 
apply the right technology, and 
overcome hurdles with (British?) 
pragmatism. 
 

Each country is different.  My advice 
would be to take inspiration from other 
experiences, but be very thorough in 
analysing specific local conditions.  For 
instance, I found that although 
Rajasthan camel breeders are very 
similar to ours, the Dairy Federation 
system exists in India, and the market is 
different.  Milk collection should be 
straightforward, but marketing may be 
more challenging in India. 
 
Could you tell us something about 
the Tiviski dairy itself? 
 
Tiviski buys and processes camel, cow 
and goat milk.  This gives it enough 
volume to keep it going, and the 
different milks go to different market 
segments.  Cow milk accounts for 60 to 
80 percent of the total volume.  Milk is 
supplied by over 1,000 families, but the 
number of animals milked, and of 
deliveries, varies with the seasons and 
the years.  The dairy has a far greater 
impact on all these people than I 
expected. 
 
Animals are all milked by hand, and not 
a single supplier has anything 
resembling a fence.  All the herds move 
around. 
 
The dairy makes about 20 different 
products, ranging from fresh milk to ice-
cream and UHT milk, through yoghurt, 
cream, butter, lassi, etc. 
 
Products are sold via the very many 
corner shops, which all have 
refrigerators. 
 
 
Are there issues related to grazing 
rights and availability of pastureland 
like in India?  
 
I don’t really know the details of the 
situation in Rajasthan, but in Mauritania 
livestock is gradually getting squeezed 
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between the desert (which may be 
expanding) and agriculture (which 
certainly is expanding).  However, there 
are thousands of square kilometres of 
camel pasture that nobody covets, as 
nothing else is possible there.  The 
problem is that rain is becoming more 
erratic.  There is no such thing as the 
Canal in Mauritania [referring to the 
Indira Gandhi Canal project], which is 
much more arid than Rajasthan. 
 
The government is always busy issuing 
papers about grazing rights and things 
like that, but nobody takes much notice 
really.  When the going gets tough in 
Mauritania, herds cross the frontiers to 
Mali and Senegal in the South, where 
they spend the dry season, then return 
when the rains come.  It rains very little 
in the country. 
 
Is there widespread acceptance of 
camel milk in Mauritania now?  
 
There never was a negative attitude to 
camel milk, it is just a question of 
preference. Nobody argues about the 
superiority of camels, but some people 
prefer the sweetness of cow milk.  
However, people tend to stick to their 
customary milk. Camel milk is preferred 
by people from the drier more desertic 
North, and cow milk is preferred by 
those who grew up in the South and 
South-East, where there are more cows 
than camels.   
 
What has your experience been in 
marketing the products within 
Mauritania considering that the 
country was importing milk and other 
products, and this was not just a 
novel idea, it was a novel commercial  
idea? Were there bureaucratic 
hurdles or scientific parameters to be 
chalked out, and did the project meet 
with any resistance?  

There is no real sanitary or quality 
control in the country, so we implement 
our own HACCP-based quality policy.  
There has been resistance as with 
anything new, and then there has been 
plenty of competition. The real 
resistance came from importers (and 
German interests) when we set up an 
UHT plant for cow milk.  We are still 
struggling with that. 
 
Has there been international 
acceptance of camel products like 
cheese among the aficionados and 
importers?  
 
There are lots of enquiries about camel 
cheese, and people who taste it like it, 
but so far it has not been exported.  
International prejudice against African 
products is fairly widespread, but export 
to the US is in preparation.  The EU 
requires that Mauritania establish an 
acceptable certification laboratory, and 
this is costly.  There is hope that the EU 
helps with the lab, for other reasons. 
 
What’s next on the anvil?  
 
For me, the next step is retiring from the 
dairy.  A younger generation is taking 
over, and I hope they will soon come up 
with new projects.  �  
 
 
Also see  photo feature of Tiviski 
Dairy below 
 
 
 
Your comments may be sent to 
Namitha Dipak at drynet@lpps.org  or 
to lpps@sify.com  
 
Additional information about Tiviski 
Dairy is available at www.tiviski.com  
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Tiviski Dairy: a photo feature 
 
 

 
A herd of milking camels 

�
    

 

 
At the collection centre 
 

 

�
�

The UHT plant where cow milk is processed 
�

�
The pasteurizing plant…  
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At the chilling plant 
 
�

 
And the packaging plant… 
 
 

 

 
Smartly packaged pasteurised camel milk is just one  of the                                                

products from the Tiviski stable! 
 
 

 
(All photographs courtesy Ms. Nancy Abeiderrahmane)  

�


