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Introduction

Eritrea, a small nation perched along the Red Sea coast in the Horn of Africa, is a land
of captivating contrasts and resilient spirit. For expatriates, living in Eritrea presents
both an extraordinary adventure and an array of unique challenges. As a country that
blends ancient traditions with lingering traces of its colonial past, Eritrea offers a
journey that rewards open-mindedness, adaptability, and curiosity. Whether you are
relocating for work, family, humanitarian service, or personal exploration,
understanding this distinctive society is the key to a fulfilling expat experience.

Since its hard-won independence in 1993, Eritrea has charted its own path,
maintaining a strong sense of national identity and cultural pride. The influences of
Italy, Egypt, the Ottoman Empire, and neighboring nations have left their marks, yet
Eritrea’s people continue to shape their destiny with dignity and determination. The
capital, Asmara, beckons with its art deco streets and welcoming cafés, while rugged
mountains, vast plains, and unspoiled coastlines await those eager to explore beyond
city limits.

Living in Eritrea requires navigating a landscape shaped by both friendly hospitality
and a tightly regulated society. The country is often lauded for its safety and low crime
rates, but expats quickly discover that life here runs at its own pace—a rhythm set as
much by tradition as by daily necessity. The absence of modern conveniences familiar
elsewhere, intermittent utilities, and limited access to goods create challenges that
are equally opportunities for personal growth and meaningful connection with local
residents.

This book, “Living in Eritrea: A Guide for Expats,” is an essential companion for anyone
considering a move to this fascinating country. It addresses both practical matters and
cultural nuances, offering clear, actionable advice on visas, housing, work
opportunities, healthcare, finances, and daily life. The guide also delves into Eritrean
traditions, cuisine, social customs, and the ways in which expats can contribute to and
benefit from the vibrant communities they join.

Above all, this guide encourages readers to approach their time in Eritrea with respect,
openness, and patience. By embracing local customs and understanding the
underlying challenges and rewards, expats can find not only a home abroad but also a
deeper appreciation for Eritrea’s enduring spirit and rich heritage. As you set out on
this remarkable journey, let curiosity and empathy be your guides—and let this book
be a trusted resource every step of the way.
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CHAPTER ONE: Geography and Climate

Eritrea’s unique character is inextricably linked to its diverse geography and varied
climate, which range from scorching coastal deserts to temperate highlands. Nestled
in the Horn of Africa, this nation borders the Red Sea to the east, Sudan to the west,
Ethiopia to the south, and Djibouti to the southeast. Its strategic location has
historically made it a crossroads of trade and cultures, influencing everything from its
architecture to its cuisine.

The country spans approximately 117,600 square kilometers (about 45,400 square
miles), making it roughly the size of Pennsylvania in the United States or England in
the United Kingdom. Despite its relatively modest size, Eritrea boasts a remarkable
topographical diversity. This includes an extensive coastline along the Red Sea, which
stretches for over 1,100 kilometers (680 miles) on the mainland alone, and more than
1,000 kilometers (620 miles) when factoring in its numerous islands.

One of Eritrea’s most defining geographical features is the dramatic escarpment that
divides the country into two primary zones: the western lowlands and the eastern
lowlands, separated by the central highlands. The highlands, where the capital city of
Asmara is situated, are characterized by rugged mountains and plateaus. These
elevated regions enjoy a milder, more pleasant climate compared to the intense heat
of the coastal and western plains.

The eastern lowlands, bordering the Red Sea, are part of the Afar Depression, a
geological rift valley that is one of the hottest places on Earth. This region is
predominantly arid and semi-arid, featuring vast expanses of desert and salt flats.
Temperatures here can soar, particularly during the summer months, creating a harsh
but strikingly beautiful landscape. The air is often thick with a dry heat, and the sun
beats down relentlessly on the parched earth.

In contrast, the western lowlands, which descend towards the Sudanese border, are
generally flatter and receive more rainfall than the eastern plains. This area is
characterized by savannas and acacia woodlands, and it supports a greater variety of
wildlife, especially during the rainy season when the landscape transforms into a
greener, more fertile environment. Rivers like the Gash and Setit flow through these
plains, although many are seasonal.

Eritrea’s climate is as varied as its terrain, largely influenced by altitude and proximity
to the Red Sea. The central highlands experience a temperate climate, often described
as semi-arid or highland subtropical. Here, temperatures are generally moderate, with
warm days and cool nights. Asmara, for instance, enjoys a relatively stable climate
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year-round, making it a comfortable place to live for many expats. The city's elevation,
over 2,300 meters (7,500 feet) above sea level, provides a natural respite from the
heat that engulfs much of the rest of the country.

The highland rainy season typically occurs between June and September, bringing
much-needed precipitation that replenishes reservoirs and allows for agriculture.
However, even during this period, rainfall can be unpredictable and vary significantly
from year to year. A shorter, "small rains" season might also occur between March and
April, contributing to the region's agricultural output. These rains are vital for the
sustenance of both the human population and the diverse ecosystems.

Down on the Red Sea coast, in cities like Massawa and Assab, the climate is
dramatically different. This region experiences an arid desert climate, with extremely
high temperatures and high humidity for much of the year. Summers are exceptionally
hot, with average daily temperatures often exceeding 40 degrees Celsius (104
degrees Fahrenheit), and can sometimes reach even higher. The winters are milder
but still warm, making it a popular destination for those seeking sun and sea, despite
the intense heat.

The coastal areas receive very little rainfall, and when it does occur, it is often
sporadic and heavy, leading to flash floods rather than sustained replenishment of
water sources. The humidity can make the intense heat feel even more oppressive,
and expats living or visiting these areas should be prepared for the challenging
conditions. Hydration and protection from the sun are paramount here.

Moving to the western lowlands, the climate becomes hot and semi-arid. While still
warm, it is generally less extreme than the coastal strip. This region experiences its
rainy season from May to October, which can bring significant rainfall and transform
the dry landscape into lush grazing grounds. However, temperatures can still be quite
high, particularly during the dry months, and the overall climate is demanding for
those unaccustomed to it.

Understanding these climatic variations is crucial for expats, as they influence daily
life, clothing choices, travel plans, and even health considerations. For example, while
Asmara might call for a light jacket in the evenings, a trip to Massawa will demand
lightweight, breathable clothing and constant access to water. The stark differences
between regions mean that one cannot assume a uniform climate across the country.

Eritrea's diverse geography also contributes to its rich biodiversity, from the marine
life in the Red Sea to the wildlife found in its national parks and protected areas. The
Dahlak Archipelago, off the coast, is a prime example of this, offering pristine coral
reefs and a haven for various marine species, making it a draw for diving and
snorkeling enthusiasts. On land, while large mammal populations have dwindled in
some areas due to past conflicts and habitat loss, efforts are underway to conserve
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species like gazelles, baboons, and various bird species.

The country’s natural resources are also a direct result of its geological makeup.
Eritrea is known to have deposits of gold, copper, zinc, potash, and other minerals,
which play a significant role in its economy, particularly the mining sector. The
exploitation of these resources often occurs in remote and challenging geographical
locations, requiring specialized infrastructure and logistics.

Living in Eritrea means adapting to these geographical and climatic realities. It means
appreciating the cool mountain air of Asmara, enduring the intense heat of the coast,
and understanding the vital role of the seasonal rains across the different regions. This
natural landscape is not just a backdrop; it actively shapes the daily experiences and
long-term prospects of everyone who calls Eritrea home, offering both beauty and
unigue challenges that define the expat journey.
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