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Introduction
Madagascar, a vast and enigmatic island in the Indian Ocean, has long captured the
imagination of travelers, naturalists, and adventurers alike. For expatriates, however,
it offers far more than adventure and exotic wildlife. It is a land of striking contrasts:
vibrant cities brimming with culture and history, unspoiled coastal enclaves, and
remote rural communities where life is guided by ancient customs. Living in
Madagascar as an expat is a journey filled with both immense rewards and distinctive
challenges, requiring adaptability, curiosity, and resilience.

This book, Living in Madagascar: A Guide for Expats, is crafted to be your compass as
you navigate this remarkable country. Drawing on up-to-date information, practical
advice, and insights from the expat community, it provides a thorough foundation to
help you make the most of your experience on the Red Island. Whether you are
relocating for work, family, retirement, or the pursuit of adventure, understanding
what life is truly like here is the first step toward a successful transition.

Beyond the postcard images of verdant rainforests, baobab-studded landscapes, and
lemur-laden canopies, Madagascar presents a reality characterized by a unique blend
of opportunity and complexity. The cost of living is relatively low, but the
infrastructures can be basic—especially outside city centers. The nation’s renowned
biodiversity and cultural richness are daily companions, yet so too are intermittent
power cuts, unpredictable water supplies, and occasional hurdles posed by the
country’s bureaucratic processes.

As an expat, you will find that navigating everyday life calls for patience and open-
mindedness. Newcomers must quickly adapt to local customs, language barriers, and
the rhythm of Malagasy society, which is shaped by concepts like fihavanana—a
profound sense of community and kinship. Success lies in embracing these differences
while remaining aware of practicalities such as health risks, safety, and the local
economy.

The chapters ahead provide detailed, step-by-step guidance on every aspect of life in
Madagascar: from the logistics of securing housing, work permits, and healthcare, to
the finer points of etiquette, community integration, and enjoying the island’s
immense natural and cultural treasures. Whether you are planning a short-term
assignment or dreaming of making Madagascar your long-term home, this book equips
you with the essential knowledge to thrive.

Ultimately, living in Madagascar is not for the faint of heart, yet for those willing to
immerse themselves fully and approach life with flexibility, it offers an experience
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unlike anywhere else. You’ll gain not only an appreciation for one of Earth’s most
extraordinary landscapes but also the chance to become part of a diverse and
dynamic community. This guide is your companion for every step of that journey.
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CHAPTER ONE: Understanding Madagascar: Land,
People, and History
Madagascar, often called the "Red Island" due to its distinctive lateritic soils, is an
ecological marvel and a land of profound human history. Separated from the African
continent by the 250-mile-wide Mozambique Channel, it holds the distinction of being
the world's fourth-largest island. This geographical isolation has allowed for the
evolution of thousands of endemic plant and animal species, creating a unique
biodiversity found nowhere else on Earth. This chapter delves into the fundamental
aspects of Madagascar's geography, the fascinating origins and diversity of its people,
and the historical tapestry that has shaped this captivating nation.

The island's vastness encompasses an incredible array of landscapes, presenting a
striking visual drama as you travel from one region to another. Picture a country
where towering central highlands give way to lush eastern rainforests, arid southern
deserts, and fertile western plains. These dramatic shifts are a direct result of
Madagascar's unique geological makeup and its positioning in the Indian Ocean.
Understanding these geographical nuances is key to appreciating the differing
climates, agricultural practices, and lifestyles across the island.

The Lay of the Land: A Geographical Overview

Madagascar's topography can be broadly divided into five distinct geographical
regions: the east coast, the Tsaratanana Massif, the central highlands, the west coast,
and the southwest. Each region boasts its own characteristics, influencing everything
from the local climate to the traditional livelihoods of its inhabitants. The highest
elevations generally run parallel to the east coast, creating a dramatic escarpment
that plunges towards the Indian Ocean.

The east coast is characterized by a narrow lowland band, roughly fifty kilometers
wide, formed from rich alluvial soil. This fertile strip is often bordered by lagoons and
is home to the Canal des Pangalanes, a chain of natural and man-made lakes
connected by canals that stretches for over 370 miles. This region is typically lush and
receives abundant rainfall, fostering dense rainforests. However, the coast can also be
rocky, particularly south of Farafangana.

Moving inland, an intermediate zone of steep bluffs and ravines leads up to the central
highlands, a majestic plateau region ranging from 800 to 1,800 meters in altitude. This
highland spine runs the length of the island from north to south, acting as a climatic
and geographical divider. Here, you'll find a varied topography of rounded hills, granite
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outcrops, extinct volcanoes, and fertile alluvial plains that have been ingeniously
converted into irrigated rice fields. The capital city, Antananarivo, is nestled within
these central highlands. The Tsaratanana Massif in the north, with its summit
Maromokotro reaching 9,436 feet (2,876 meters), is the highest point on the island.

The descent from the central highlands towards the west is more gradual,
characterized by remnants of deciduous forests and savannah-like plains. This western
zone, between 60 and 125 miles wide, slopes towards the Mozambique Channel,
creating a succession of hills. The soils here are a mix of clay, sand, and limestone.
The west coast also features a more contoured shoreline compared to the relatively
straight east coast, with important lakes such as Lake Kinkony in the northwest.

Finally, the southwest of Madagascar presents a drier, semi-desert landscape. Here,
the plains become quite arid, giving rise to unique spiny deserts and the iconic baobab
trees that stand like sentinels against the horizon. This region receives significantly
less rainfall, sometimes as little as 0.3 meters annually in areas like Toliara. The
geological history of Madagascar is also quite profound; it originated as part of the
Gondwana supercontinent, separating from Africa around 165 million years ago and
then from India about 88 million years ago. This ancient separation is a key factor in
its extraordinary biodiversity.

The Malagasy People: A Tapestry of Origins

The people of Madagascar, collectively known as the Malagasy, are a vibrant mosaic of
cultures and traditions, reflecting a unique heritage that sets them apart from
mainland Africa. Their origins are primarily Austronesian, with significant contributions
from Bantu groups who crossed the Mozambique Channel from East Africa. This
fascinating blend of influences, predominantly from present-day Indonesia and East
Africa, began with permanent settlements around the mid-first millennium CE.

Over two millennia, continuous waves of settlers from diverse backgrounds have
contributed to the rich cultural tapestry of the Malagasy. Intermarriages between
these groups led to the formation of the Malagasy people, who are roughly an equal
mixture of both Austronesian and Bantu ancestries. This intricate blend is evident in
the Malagasy language itself, which belongs to an Indonesian group but incorporates
many words of African, Arabic, and later, European origin.

Madagascar is home to 18 classified ethnic groups, each with its own distinct
characteristics, traditions, and dialects. The most numerous of these are the Merina,
who primarily inhabit the central highlands around Antananarivo. The Merina are
believed to have a stronger Asian lineage, with studies indicating a significant
percentage of Asian ancestry. Historically, the Merina established a powerful kingdom
in the central plateau, playing a pivotal role in the island's political landscape before
colonial rule.
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The second-largest group is the Betsimisaraka, whose name means "the inseparable
multitude," and they reside along the east coast. They are known for their cultivation
of crops like coffee, cloves, and sugarcane. The Betsileo, meaning "the invincible," are
the third most numerous and inhabit the plateau region around Fianarantsoa,
renowned for their wood carving and rice farming skills.

Other significant ethnic groups include the Sakalava, meaning "those of the long
valleys," who occupy a vast territory along the west coast. They were among the first
ethnic groups to form in Madagascar and are descended from the African Bantu. The
Antandroy, or "those of the thorns," live in the extreme south of Madagascar, adapted
to a harsh, arid environment. The Tsimihety, known as "those who don't cut hair,"
inhabit the northwestern part of the island, engaged in both breeding and rice
farming. The Vezo, "nomads of the sea," are fishermen of East African origin, primarily
found in the southwest. Each group contributes a unique thread to the rich cultural
fabric of Madagascar, with traditions, beliefs, and even typical clothing styles that set
them apart, yet all are united by the overarching Malagasy identity.

A Journey Through Time: Madagascar's History

Madagascar's history is as captivating and complex as its geography and people,
marked by periods of indigenous kingdoms, European contact, colonial rule, and the
eventual struggle for independence. The island was first permanently settled by
Austronesian peoples, likely from present-day Indonesia, during or before the mid-first
millennium CE. These early settlers arrived in outrigger canoes, bringing with them a
sophisticated seafaring culture. Around the ninth century, Bantu groups from East
Africa began to join them, contributing to the genetic and cultural makeup of the
Malagasy people. Arab merchants also established trading posts along the northwest
coast from the seventh century, introducing Islam and the Arabic script, which
influenced the development of Malagasy writing.

European contact began in 1500 when Portuguese mariner Diogo Dias sighted the
island, naming it São Lourenço. Over the next few centuries, various European powers,
including the Portuguese, English, and French, attempted to establish settlements,
though most efforts were thwarted by disease, the harsh climate, and resistance from
local Malagasy communities. The French, for instance, established a colony at Fort-
Dauphin in the southeast in 1642, which lasted about thirty years before being
abandoned after a massacre of settlers. Despite these early failures, the French
continued to maintain an interest in the island.

By the late 18th century, the island was ruled by a fragmented assortment of shifting
sociopolitical alliances, but a period of unification began in the early 19th century
under the Merina Kingdom. King Andrianampoinimerina, who reigned from 1787 to
1810, reunited the Merina kingdom and laid the groundwork for conquering the entire
island, a task continued by his son, Radama I. The Merina monarchy gained wealth
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and power through commerce, including the unfortunate trade of Malagasy slaves for
European firearms.

In the 19th century, both the British and French vied for influence in Madagascar. The
British initially supported the Merina monarchy, which adopted Protestant Christianity
as the state religion under Queen Ranavalona II. However, by 1890, the British
recognized a French protectorate over Madagascar in exchange for concessions
elsewhere. France officially declared Madagascar a protectorate in 1894, despite
resistance from Queen Ranavalona III. In 1895, French troops occupied Antananarivo,
overthrowing the Merina monarchy, and by 1896, Madagascar was fully annexed as a
French colony, with the queen and prime minister exiled.

French colonial rule brought significant economic and social changes, integrating
Madagascar into the French economic system and displacing the traditional ruling
elite. However, this period was also marked by resistance and growing nationalist
sentiment. The Menalamba rebellion, a popular resistance movement against the
French, broke out in 1895 and took over two years to suppress. Nationalist movements
continued to gain momentum throughout the early 20th century, particularly after
Malagasy troops fought in World War I.

During World War II, Madagascar was administered by France's Vichy government
until British troops occupied the island in 1942 to prevent its seizure by the Japanese,
later handing it over to the Free French. The post-war period saw a surge in the
independence movement. In 1946, Madagascar became an overseas territory within
the French Union, but nationalists pushed for full independence. The Malagasy
Uprising of 1947, a major nationalist rebellion, was brutally suppressed by the French,
resulting in thousands of deaths and leaving deep scars on Malagasy society.

Despite the violent repression, the independence movement persisted. In 1956,
France established reformed institutions, and Madagascar peacefully moved towards
self-governance. The Malagasy Republic was proclaimed an autonomous state within
the French Community on October 14, 1958. Finally, on June 26, 1960, Madagascar
gained full independence from France, with Philibert Tsiranana becoming its first
president. Since then, Madagascar has experienced several constitutional periods and
political transitions, navigating the complexities of post-colonial nation-building, with a
constitutional democracy in place since 1992.
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