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Introduction
Mauritania stands at the crossroads of the Arab Maghreb and Sub-Saharan Africa,
where shifting dunes meet the Atlantic’s breezes, and vast emptiness gives rise to
cities that are centers of life, commerce, learning, and adaptation. The cities of
Mauritania are more than mere urban oases in a desert sea; they are windows into a
diverse history, resilient cultures, and the aspirations of a rapidly changing nation. This
book, "Cities of Mauritania," seeks to illuminate the vital urban centers that have
shaped—and continue to shape—the country's destiny.

Despite its arid landscapes and challenging climate, Mauritania has witnessed the rise
of thriving cities, each playing distinctive roles in the nation's social, economic, and
administrative fabric. From the bustling streets of Nouakchott, the youthful national
capital, to the historic alleys of Chinguetti and Ouadane, Mauritania’s cities tell a story
of adaptation and survival. Some have grown from ancient caravan stops or pre-
colonial kingdoms, while others are products of modern planning and economic
necessity.

Urban Mauritania is in flux, with one of the highest rates of urbanization in Africa. The
surge from rural villages to urban centers has produced both remarkable opportunities
and formidable challenges. Across the country, cities confront issues related to
infrastructure, inadequate housing, water scarcity, and environmental change. In a
landscape marked by the encroachment of the Sahara, smart and sustainable urban
development has become a necessity, not just a hope.

But beyond these challenges lie urban communities characterized by creativity,
enterprise, and hospitality. Each city in Mauritania carries its own rhythm, festivals,
markets, and traditions. Whether it’s the iron pulse of Zouérat’s drills, the vibrant
marketplaces of Kiffa and Kaédi, or the scholarly spirit preserved in the ancient
libraries of Chinguetti, visitors and residents alike are greeted by living testaments to
adaptability and endurance.

This book is both a historical account and a practical guide for travelers wishing to
explore the urban landscapes of Mauritania. For each major city, you will find its
origins, economic life, culture, notable attractions, and the challenges it faces today.
At the same time, readers are encouraged to look beyond statistics and see the daily
realities—where tradition and modernity intertwine under Saharan skies.

As Mauritania looks to the future, its cities will play an increasingly central role. This
book invites you to journey through these remarkable urban centers, discovering the
history, diversity, hopes, and challenges that define the cities of Mauritania today.
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CHAPTER ONE: Nouakchott: The Dynamic Capital of
Mauritania
Nouakchott, a name that fittingly translates to "place of the winds" in the Berber
language, is more than just Mauritania's capital; it is the nation's beating heart, a
vibrant, sprawling metropolis where the vast Sahara Desert gracefully meets the
Atlantic Ocean. This city, one of the largest in the Sahara, is remarkably young, having
been established as Mauritania's capital in 1957. Originally, it was conceived to
accommodate a modest population of 15,000, a figure that now seems almost quaint
given its current scale.

The journey of Nouakchott from a small, fortified fishing village to a bustling capital is
a tale of rapid transformation and resilience. Before its designation as the capital,
Mauritanians predominantly embraced a nomadic lifestyle, dispersed across the
desert. The choice of Nouakchott in 1958 was a strategic one, aiming to establish a
modern administrative hub for the newly independent nation, avoiding the sensitivities
of placing it in an area dominated by either Arab-descended Moors or Black Africans.
Construction began in 1958, and by the time France granted independence in
November 1960, the foundational elements were in place for a city designed for
15,000 residents.

However, the 1970s brought unforeseen challenges that dramatically altered
Nouakchott's trajectory. A series of severe droughts, famine, and increasing
desertification across the Sahel region drove thousands of rural inhabitants and
nomads to seek refuge and new beginnings in the capital. This mass influx caused an
explosion in the city's population, far surpassing its initial design capacity. By the
mid-1980s, the population had swelled to an estimated 400,000 to 500,000 people.
This rapid and unplanned growth led to the proliferation of informal settlements and
slum areas, posing significant challenges for urban planners and authorities.

As of 2023, Nouakchott's population is estimated to be around 1.5 million people, with
some sources placing it at 1.492 million. This makes it home to approximately 30% of
Mauritania's total population. The city's growth continues at a remarkable pace, with
projections indicating a population of 1.613 million in 2025 and 2.2 million by 2040.
This exponential expansion underscores Nouakchott's critical role as the
administrative and economic nerve center of Mauritania, a hub for commerce,
education, and governance.

Nouakchott’s climate is tropical arid, a characteristic typical of its Saharan setting. The
city experiences scorching days, with average high temperatures consistently around
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33 °C (91 °F). The hottest months, September and October, see average temperatures
around 30.6 °C (87 °F). While days can be intense, the coolest period from December
to February offers a slight respite, with night temperatures occasionally dropping to
around 10 °C (50 °F). Rainfall is a rare commodity, averaging only about 6.3 inches
(160 mm) annually, mostly concentrated in August and September due to the African
monsoon.

This delicate balance between desert and ocean defines Nouakchott's unique
environmental challenges. The city is a constant battleground against encroaching
sands from the Sahara, a phenomenon exacerbated by climate change and
unsustainable land use practices. Efforts to combat desertification include the
construction of sand barriers and planting vegetation, though success varies.
Conversely, Nouakchott is also highly vulnerable to the whims of the Atlantic. Much of
the city lies at or below sea level, protected by a fragile coastal dune system. This
makes it susceptible to flooding from heavy rains, sea storms, and rising sea levels, a
concern that has prompted various studies and urgent calls for action.

The city's rapid growth has placed immense strain on its infrastructure, much of which
was never designed for such a large population. The sewage disposal network, largely
dating back to the 1960s, is woefully insufficient. Solid waste management remains a
significant hurdle, and comprehensive urban planning and wastewater management
systems are still under development. Despite these challenges, there are ongoing
efforts to modernize Nouakchott. The government has initiated ambitious urban
development programs to improve infrastructure, including the construction of new
roads, schools, and health centers. A water abduction system bringing water from the
Senegal River has also been implemented, and there are ongoing plans to develop the
interior of the country to curb rural-to-urban migration.

For visitors, Nouakchott offers a captivating blend of traditional Mauritanian culture
and emerging modernity. A stroll through its bustling markets provides a sensory
overload, from the vibrant colors of textiles and handicrafts to the aromatic spices.
The Marché Capitale, or Central Market, is a prime example, a lively hub where locals
and merchants from across West Africa converge. Here, you can find everything from
traditional clothing and jewelry to household goods, offering a fascinating glimpse into
daily life and commerce.

One of Nouakchott's most iconic and engaging attractions is the Port de Pêche, the
vibrant fishing port. This is where the city truly comes alive, especially in the
afternoons between 2 PM and 5 PM, when hundreds of colorful wooden fishing boats,
known as pirogues, return to shore laden with the day's catch. The scene is a
whirlwind of activity as fishermen unload their bounty, and vendors negotiate sales
directly on the beach. It's a photographer's paradise and an authentic cultural
experience, offering the freshest seafood imaginable, often grilled on the spot.

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

Beyond the markets, the National Museum of Mauritania, located in the heart of the
city, offers a deeper dive into the country's rich history and diverse culture. Its
collections include prehistoric tools, ancient artifacts from the Sahara, Islamic
manuscripts, and traditional clothing, providing valuable insights into Mauritania's
ethnic groups and archaeological heritage. While modest, the museum is an
educational journey through time, offering an understanding of the nation's roots.

The Saudi Mosque, a grand structure funded by Saudi Arabia, stands as a prominent
architectural landmark in Nouakchott. With its elegant Islamic design, complete with
domes and minarets, it's a focal point for the local Muslim community. While non-
Muslims are generally not permitted to enter, its exterior beauty and presence during
prayer times make it a significant sight to behold.

For a touch of nature and relaxation within the urban sprawl, Nouakchott offers
several green spaces. Parc Deydouh, with its shaded paths and palm trees, provides a
tranquil escape for families and a pleasant spot for a stroll. The city also boasts an
Atlantic coastline, offering beaches where locals unwind, fly kites, or enjoy picnics.
While not developed for mass tourism, the beaches possess a raw beauty with golden
sands and the occasional camel sighting. Horseback riding along the shore is a
common sight, adding to the serene atmosphere.

Another unique experience lies just outside the city: the camel market. It is considered
one of the largest camel markets in Africa, a fascinating spectacle of traditional desert
commerce. Visiting in the early morning, during peak trading hours, offers the best
chance to witness the bustling activity of traders and the impressive concentration of
camels in a relatively small area. While tourists are welcome, a local guide can
enhance the experience and assist with navigating the cultural nuances.

Nouakchott also serves as an educational hub, home to the University of Nouakchott
and several other specialized institutions of higher learning. This contributes to the
city's dynamic atmosphere, where traditional values coexist with a thirst for
knowledge and modern development. Culturally, the city embraces a blend of
Maghreb and Sub-Saharan African influences, reflected in its diverse population and
traditions. Visitors will find a warm hospitality, and even a few phrases in French or
Hassaniya can go a long way in fostering genuine connections with the locals.

The future of Nouakchott is one of continuous evolution and ambitious planning. The
Nouakchott Sustainable Urban Mobility Plan, launched in 2023, aims to transform the
city's transport infrastructure, focusing on dedicated bus lanes, modernized pedestrian
zones, and smart traffic management systems. This plan, along with the Urban
Development Master Plan (SDAU 2040) supported by JICA, seeks to guide sustainable
urban growth, improve living standards, and address the pressing issues of sprawl,
traffic congestion, and inadequate infrastructure. These initiatives demonstrate
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Mauritania's commitment to shaping Nouakchott into a modern, resilient, and inclusive
city for its ever-growing population.
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This is a sample preview. Purchase the book to read the full content.
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