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Introduction

Welcome to Living in Gambia: A Guide for Expats, your comprehensive resource for
starting a new chapter in one of West Africa’s most hospitable and dynamic countries.
Whether you are considering relocating for work, adventure, or a change in pace, The
Gambia offers a unique blend of affordability, culture, and warmth—both in climate
and in community spirit. Known as "The Smiling Coast of West Africa," this country
draws thousands of newcomers each year with its beautiful riverine landscapes, laid-
back lifestyle, and reputation for safety and friendliness.

For expatriates, settling in The Gambia presents both rewards and challenges. The
differences in climate, infrastructure, culture, and even daily routines can feel stark at
first, but many come to see these contrasts as the source of The Gambia’s enduring
charm. This guide is designed to help you prepare for the journey ahead, from the
logistics of obtaining visas and choosing neighborhoods, to understanding the nuances
of Gambian etiquette and making the most of opportunities for social and professional
engagement.

You will discover that The Gambia’s modest size is no barrier to variety or adventure.
With bustling urban centers, tranquil riverbanks, lively markets, and endless stretches
of beach, expat life here can be tailored to fit your personal interests—whether you
crave the vibrancy of the tourism zones, the serenity of rural villages, or the growing
energy of up-and-coming neighborhoods. We aim to demystify everything from
housing and healthcare to education and employment, so you can feel confident about
making your move.

Cultural immersion is at the heart of any successful expat experience. In The Gambia,
you will encounter an impressive tapestry of ethnic groups, languages, and traditions.
Navigating these social landscapes with respect and curiosity is essential—not only for
fitting in but for building lasting relationships and appreciating the richness of life on
the Smiling Coast. This book dedicates considerable attention to the customs, values,
and everyday etiquette that define Gambian society.

Practical concerns are never far from the minds of expats, and so we provide clear, up-
to-date information on the critical issues: how to navigate The Gambia’s health
system, secure housing, organize your finances, and handle transportation in an
environment that can be unfamiliar at first. We address common fears and potential
pitfalls as candidly as we share the joys and surprises that make life in The Gambia so
memorable.

‘Living in Gambia: A Guide for Expats’ aspires to be both a reference and a companion
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for every stage of your journey. Wherever you are in the process—planning, arriving,
or settling in—we hope this guide will answer your questions, inspire your confidence,

and open doors to the vibrant experiences that await you in this remarkable country.
Welcome to your new adventure!
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CHAPTER ONE: The Smiling Coast: A First Look at
The Gambia

The Gambia, affectionately known as "The Smiling Coast of West Africa," is more than
just a captivating nickname; it's a promise of the warm welcome that awaits
expatriates. Tucked away on the western edge of Africa, this slender nation carves a
unique identity from the landscape, almost entirely embraced by its larger
Francophone neighbor, Senegal, with the vast Atlantic Ocean forming its western
border. Its diminutive size, making it the smallest country on mainland Africa, only
adds to its charm, fostering a sense of close-knit community and accessibility that
larger nations often lack.

This narrow strip of land, rarely more than 50 kilometers wide at its broadest point,
owes its distinct shape to the meandering Gambia River, which flows through its heart
before emptying into the Atlantic. This river is not merely a geographical feature; it's
the lifeblood of the country, influencing everything from historical trade routes to the
daily lives of its people. The river's presence also dictates much of the country's
relatively flat topography, with elevations rarely exceeding 53 meters above sea level.

The Gambia's climate is a quintessential tropical savannah, characterized by an
abundance of sunshine year-round and consistently warm temperatures. Expats can
expect average temperatures hovering between 29°C and 34°C, a pleasant warmth
that often defines the "Smiling Coast" experience. The year is neatly divided into two
distinct seasons: a dry season from November to May, offering lower humidity and
minimal rainfall, and a rainy season from June to October, which brings with it
increased humidity and significant precipitation, particularly in the months of July,
August, and September. Coastal areas tend to enjoy slightly milder temperatures, a
gentle reprieve from the heat further inland.

Venturing into the country's past, The Gambia's story is a tapestry woven with threads
of ancient empires, European exploration, and the enduring spirit of its people. Early
written records from the 9th and 10th centuries reveal the influence of Arab traders
and the dominance of the Trans-Saharan trade in medieval times. The region later fell
under the sway of powerful West African empires, including the Mali and Songhai.

The arrival of Europeans began in the 15th century with the Portuguese, who
established trading posts along the Gambia River. Over the centuries that followed,
the British and French vied for control, a struggle that ultimately saw The Gambia
become a British colony and protectorate by the late 19th century. This colonial legacy
is most evident in the official language, English, which became widely used during
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British rule.

The Gambia finally achieved independence from the United Kingdom in 1965, with
Dawda Jawara serving as its first prime minister and later president. This period of
relative stability was, however, punctuated by an attempted coup in 1981, highlighting
the fragile nature of emerging democracies. In 1982, The Gambia entered into a short-
lived Senegambia Confederation with Senegal, an alliance that ultimately dissolved in
1989. A significant shift occurred in 1994 when Lieutenant Yahya Jammeh seized
power in a bloodless coup, ruling the country until 2017 when Adama Barrow was
elected president, marking a new chapter in Gambian politics.

The people of The Gambia are as diverse and vibrant as its landscape. The nation is a
rich mosaic of ethnic groups, each contributing to a unique cultural identity while
coexisting harmoniously. The main ethnic groups include the Mandinka, Fula, Wolof,
Jola, and Soninke, among others. The Mandinka are the largest group, known for their
agricultural practices and rich musical traditions, including the kora, an instrument
considered a national symbol. The Fula are traditionally pastoral nomads, while the
Wolof are prominent in urban areas, particularly in business and civil service.

Despite the various ethnic languages spoken, English remains the official language,
used in government and education. However, you'll find Mandinka, Wolof, and Pulaar
(Fula) widely spoken in daily interactions, especially in urban centers and as common
lingua francas. This linguistic diversity is a testament to the country's rich cultural
tapestry, where many Gambians are at least bilingual, often speaking several local
languages.

Religion plays a significant role in Gambian society, with Islam being the predominant
faith, practiced by an overwhelming majority of the population. While deeply devout,
Gambians are known for their traditional tolerance and broad-minded acceptance of
all faiths, fostering an environment where Christians, a smaller but significant
minority, celebrate their festivals alongside their Muslim neighbors. This harmonious
coexistence is a defining characteristic of the "Smiling Coast," where religious
affiliation is often worn lightly, without strict adherence to the more rigid
interpretations of Sharia Law found elsewhere.

The arts and traditions are deeply embedded in Gambian life. Music and dance are
integral to village activities, especially during harvest times and the dry season,
providing entertainment and preserving cultural narratives. The griots, traditional
West African troubadour-historians, are particularly revered for their musical
performances, oral genealogies, and storytelling, often accompanied by the soulful
melodies of the kora. These cultural expressions offer a fascinating glimpse into the
soul of The Gambia, a country that, despite its small size, offers an incredibly rich and
engaging experience for those who choose to call it home.
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