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Introduction
Burkina Faso stands at the meeting point of tradition and rapid change, a land whose
story is deeply entwined with its cities. Though it is one of the least urbanized
countries in Africa, Burkina Faso’s cities echo with the vibrant life of its people, the
resonance of centuries-old cultures, and the dynamism of ongoing transformation.
From the sprawling capital of Ouagadougou to the music-filled avenues of Bobo-
Dioulasso and the scenic marvels of Banfora, the urban landscapes of Burkina Faso are
as diverse as the country’s many ethnic groups and historical threads.

This book, "Cities of Burkina Faso," is a comprehensive guide for the curious traveler,
the student of African history, or anyone fascinated by the evolution of urban spaces
in West Africa. Here, cities are far more than administrative or economic hubs—they
are living palimpsests, where relics of ancient kingdoms are layered beneath the
architectural imprints of French colonialism, and where today’s rapid growth brings
both new challenges and opportunities. Each chapter serves as an invitation to
discover the unique personalities of these cities: their history, their people, and the
remarkable ways in which they continue to adapt to an ever-changing world.

Navigating the cities of Burkina Faso is not only a journey through geography but also
through time. As you wander through the bustling markets of Ouahigouya or the craft
quarters of Koudougou, you encounter traditions that have withstood centuries,
coexisting alongside new waves of urbanization. The cities are also gateways to
Burkina Faso’s stunning landscapes—whether marveling at the dramatic waterfalls
and rock domes around Banfora or exploring the wetlands and wildlife of Fada
N’Gourma’s environs.

At the same time, the book does not shy away from the realities of urbanization in a
developing context. Burkina Faso’s cities are growing at a breathtaking pace, yet they
are confronted by profound challenges such as inadequate infrastructure, housing
shortages, environmental pressures, and the need for sustainable development.
Throughout the chapters, readers will gain insights into how communities, local
governments, and international partners are striving to address these issues and build
resilient urban environments for future generations.

Above all, "Cities of Burkina Faso" is a guide to the textures of everyday life. It
celebrates the conviviality of open-air markets, the rhythm of annual festivals, the
artistry of local craftspeople, and the enduring spirit of urban dwellers. It provides
practical information for visitors—on when to travel, how to move between cities, what
to expect in terms of climate or customs—and invites respectful engagement with the
country’s rich cultural mosaic.
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Whether you are preparing for your first visit, seeking to understand the complexities
of West African urban growth, or simply wishing to discover places beyond the usual
tourist maps, this book opens the doors to Burkina Faso’s great cities and the
remarkable people who call them home.

Sample from MixCache.com - The Online eBook Marketplace



SHARING STRICTLY PROHIBITED - For personal use of the licensed account only - See MixCache.com Terms of Use.

SA
MPL

E 
CO

PY

Chapter One: The Geography and Climate of Burkina
Faso
Burkina Faso, a name that translates to "Land of the Upright People," is a landlocked
nation nestled in the heart of West Africa. This geographical reality profoundly shapes
its climate, its people's way of life, and the development of its urban centers. Far from
any coastline, the country experiences a climate that is predominantly hot and semi-
arid, often referred to as the Sahel climate. However, a small, fortunate portion in the
south enjoys a more tropical savanna climate, offering a greener, more humid contrast
to the country’s vast, drier expanses.

The nation's landscape is largely characterized by a vast, gently undulating plateau,
dotted with occasional inselbergs—isolated rock hills that rise abruptly from the
surrounding plains, remnants of ancient geological forces. This relatively flat terrain,
with an average elevation of around 400 meters, plays a significant role in the
distribution of rainfall and the flow of its rivers, which are primarily seasonal. These
rivers, including the Red, White, and Black Volta, are crucial lifelines, particularly
during the rainy season, though their flows can vary dramatically with the annual
climatic cycles.

The Sahelian zone, which dominates much of Burkina Faso, is inherently challenging.
It’s a transitional zone between the Sahara Desert to the north and the more fertile
savannas to the south. This means less rainfall, higher temperatures, and a landscape
that, for much of the year, is dry and dusty. The vegetation here is typically sparse,
consisting of drought-resistant grasses, shrubs, and scattered acacia and baobab
trees. These trees, iconic symbols of the African landscape, are not just visually
striking but also vital for local communities, providing food, medicine, and shelter.

Moving south, the climate gradually shifts to a tropical savanna. Here, the vegetation
becomes lusher, with taller grasses and more abundant trees, creating a more verdant
environment. This southern region benefits from higher annual rainfall, making it more
suitable for agriculture and supporting a greater diversity of plant and animal life. This
climatic distinction has historically influenced settlement patterns, with a higher
population density in the more agriculturally viable south, though modern urbanization
trends are rapidly altering this historical distribution.

The year in Burkina Faso is broadly divided into two main seasons: the dry season and
the rainy season. The dry season, stretching from November to May, is further
subdivided into a cool dry season and a hot dry season. The cooler period, from
November to February, is generally considered the most pleasant time to visit. During

Sample from MixCache.com - The Online eBook Marketplace



SHARING STRICTLY PROHIBITED - For personal use of the licensed account only - See MixCache.com Terms of Use.

SA
MPL

E 
CO

PY

these months, temperatures are more comfortable, typically ranging from 25°C to
30°C, accompanied by clear, azure skies and significantly lower humidity. This period
offers a welcome respite from the intense heat that characterizes other times of the
year, making exploration of cities and natural sites much more enjoyable.

As the calendar progresses into March, April, and May, the country transitions into the
hot dry season. This is when Burkina Faso truly lives up to its reputation for heat.
Temperatures can soar, often reaching a scorching 45°C. The air becomes intensely
dry, and the landscape parches under the relentless sun. For those not accustomed to
such extreme heat, daily activities can become a challenge, and seeking shade and
hydration becomes paramount. This period also often sees the prevalence of the
Harmattan, a dry, dusty wind blowing from the Sahara Desert, which can further
reduce visibility and create a hazy atmosphere.

The rainy season typically commences in June and continues through October. While it
brings much-needed relief from the oppressive heat and revitalizes the parched
landscape, it also introduces its own set of challenges. High humidity accompanies the
rainfall, and while the rain can cool temperatures, the air often feels heavy and
muggy. Heavy downpours can lead to muddy roads, particularly in rural areas,
potentially causing travel disruptions. Despite these inconveniences, the rainy season
is a time of renewal, when crops flourish, and the natural environment bursts into life,
transforming the dusty plains into green vistas.

The amount of annual rainfall varies significantly across the country, decreasing as
one moves from south to north. The southern regions can receive over 1,000 mm of
rain annually, supporting diverse agriculture and denser vegetation. In contrast, the
northern Sahelian areas might only receive around 400-600 mm, making farming a
more precarious endeavor and increasing reliance on drought-resistant crops and
water conservation methods. This disparity in rainfall directly impacts agricultural
practices, food security, and the overall economic activities of different regions, which
in turn influences urban development patterns.

The topography of Burkina Faso, while generally flat, is also punctuated by geological
features that are often culturally significant. These include various rock formations and
small hills that break the monotony of the plains. For instance, the southwest region,
near Banfora, is renowned for its stunning natural beauty, including waterfalls and
unique rock domes, which are a testament to millennia of geological processes and
erosion. These features not only add to the aesthetic appeal of the landscape but also
serve as important tourist attractions and sometimes hold spiritual significance for
local communities.

Water resources are a constant concern in this largely arid and semi-arid country. The
two major dams near Ouahigouya, for example, are crucial for providing water for
households, industries, and irrigation, illustrating the importance of water
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management in sustaining urban populations and agricultural activities. The Volta
River system, though primarily seasonal, is the most significant hydrological network
in the country, with its tributaries providing essential water sources for both human
consumption and irrigation. However, dependence on rainfall makes these water
sources vulnerable to climatic fluctuations, particularly during periods of drought.

Understanding Burkina Faso's geography and climate is fundamental to appreciating
its cities. The challenges posed by its climate—especially water scarcity and extreme
temperatures—have shaped where people settle, how they build their homes, and how
they organize their daily lives. The availability of water, fertile land, and accessible
trade routes, often dictated by geographical features, has historically influenced the
growth and prominence of urban centers. Even today, as cities expand rapidly, the
interplay between human development and the natural environment remains a critical
factor in their sustainability and future.

Despite these challenges, the people of Burkina Faso have developed resilient
strategies to adapt to their environment. Traditional building techniques often
incorporate natural ventilation and thick walls to mitigate the heat, while agricultural
practices focus on drought-resistant crops and water harvesting. These adaptations
are integral to the unique character of Burkina Faso's cities, where traditional wisdom
often blends with modern solutions in the face of environmental constraints. The
country’s diverse climates, from the semi-arid Sahel to the tropical savanna, create a
rich tapestry of landscapes and life, each influencing the distinct identity of its urban
centers.
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