IMMIGRATION

ICE detains formerly enslaved man in
R.I. who fears he will be killed if
deported to Mauritania

ICE spokesperson says Mamadou Ba was charged with receiving stolen
goods in Cranston, R.I., and arrested for immigration violations Oct.

14 in Providence
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Mamadou Ba, 31, had fled slavery in Mauritania and was living in Providence when he was detained by US Immigration and
Customs Enforcement agents. HANDOUT

PROVIDENCE — US Immigration and Customs Enforcement agents have detained a
man in Providence who fled slavery in Mauritania and is seeking asylum in the United

States.

Mamadou Ba, 31, has been living in Providence, working at Walmart, where he collected
shopping carts, and volunteering at the Refugee Dream Center food pantry, Refugee

Dream Center officials said Monday.

Ba was driving an elderly neighbor to the bakery to buy bread when ICE agents

surrounded and handcuffed him, said Teddi Jallow, the center’s executive director.

She said he called his cousin, who’s also from Mauritania and living in Providence,

saying, “If I get deported to Mauritania, they will kill me.”

ICE Boston spokesperson James Covington described Ba as “a 31-year-old illegal alien
from Mauritania whose criminal history includes charges for receiving stolen goods in
Cranston, Rhode Island.” He said ICE officers arrested Ba for immigration violations Oct.

14 in Providence.
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A Department of Justice immigration judge ordered Ba removed from the United States
on Dec. 5, 2024, Covington said. Ba will remain in ICE custody pending his removal from

the country, he said.

“Under the leadership of President Trump and (Homeland Security) Secretary (Kristi)
Noem, ICE is prioritizing public safety by arresting and removing criminal alien

offenders who threaten American communities,” Covington said.

State court records show Ba was charged on Sept. 24 with receiving stolen goods worth

less than $1,500, a misdemeanor, and did not appear at an Oct. 16 hearing.

Omar Bah, the founder and former executive director of the Refugee Dream Center, said
he does not know what is involved with that charge. “All I see is a young man trying to
work hard who escaped slavery in Mauritania and tried to get freedom in the United

States,” he said. “What we need is protection rather than vilification.”

Jallow said, “This is a guy who ran away from slavery and came to the United States, the
land of the free, hoping he will have a place he can call home, where he is free and he can

live by his rights.”
Instead, he has been detained and is again fearing for his life, she said.

“Imagine running away from slavery, coming to the land of the free, and you are again
running for your safety,” Jallow said. “It is very sad to see our country doing that to

people who they should be protecting.”

The Refugee Dream Center is raising money online to pay for a lawyer to represent Ba

and to provide him with money to make calls and buy basic supplies. The goal is to raise

$15,000, and the “Free Mamadou” campaign had raised $7,670 as of Monday

afternoon.

“The Trump administration is shamelessly deporting our neighbors before even hearing

their asylum cases,” the “Free Mamadou” campaign website says. “This makes
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Mamadou’s situation incredibly urgent — his family has expressed that returning to his
country of birth would be a death sentence. We are raising funds so that Mamadou can

secure legal counsel and phone calls with his family while in ICE detention.”

Bah said the goal is to stop Ba’s deportation, get him released, and secure asylum status.

Bah said Providence immigration lawyer Hans Bremer is working on the case without

payment.

Ba is being held at the Plymouth County Correctional Facility in Plymouth, Mass., Bah

said. Federal authorities claim Ba is undocumented and missed a court date, but Ba was

unaware of the court date and does not speak or read English, Bah said.

Ba has been in the United States for about a year and a half and has secured work

authorization papers, Bah said.

Bah accused ICE agents of racial profiling, saying they had stopped and questioned two
other Black men as they left his apartment building before detaining Ba.

While attention has focused on ICE operations in cities such as Chicago, Bah said, “It

shows that this prey-and-hunter situation is happening everywhere in the country. It’s
happening in courts in Providence and in people’s homes. It’s a very painful situation for

our residents. They are feeling hunted rather than protected by their own government.”

In 1981, Mauritania became the last country in the world to abolish slavery, but still,
slavery unofficially persists there today, according to the Refugee Dream Center and

international media reports.

In February, Ba’s cousin described living as an enslaved person in Mauritania in an

interview with the Globe’s Rhode Island Report podcast. The man, whom the Globe

agreed not to identify by name, said that

when he protested against slavery, he was tortured and government forces opened fire on

him and other activists. While the government claimed they used blanks, the soldiers
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actually used live ammunition and killed people, he said.

“They put all of us on the back of a truck, like in layers, and the soldiers sat on top of us,”

the man said on the podcast. “They threw us in jail. They refused to give us food.”

He said he was lucky to have escaped the country. He said that from Mauritania, he
began a perilous journey that led him through Turkey, Colombia, El Salvador, Nicaragua,

Honduras, Guatemala, Mexico, and eventually, the United States.

“I know America is a country of democracy and where people feel safe and equal,” the

man said. “I thought of no other place to go to for safety and to rebuild my life.”

Now, Jallow said, the man is very upset about what happened to Ba, and is considering

leaving the United States.

“He is really affected by it, and maybe he wants to go to another country,” she said. “But

there is no other country to go to.”

Edward Fitzpatrick can be reached at edward.fitzpatrick@globe.com. Follow him @FitzProv.
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