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Introduction
Mauritania is a land of striking contrasts and quiet resilience, its vast terrains shaped
by the interplay of wind, water, and survival. Spanning the edge of the Sahara and
stretching to the productive waters of the Atlantic, it forms a unique crossroads for a
diverse range of life forms. This book, "Wildlife and Fauna of Mauritania: A Guide to
the Wildlife and Fauna of Mauritania," seeks to illuminate the natural riches and
ecological significance of this remarkable West African nation. By exploring desert
expanses, ephemeral wetlands, coastal estuaries, and savanna woodlands, we aim to
present both the beauty and fragility of Mauritania’s natural world.

For centuries, the country’s wildlife has been shaped by extremes: searing heat,
seasonal rains that transform the landscape, and the perennial challenge of survival in
harsh conditions. Mauritania’s geographic setting at the intersection of the Palearctic
and Afrotropic biogeographical realms bestows it with a complex faunal heritage.
Desert-adapted mammals, resilient reptiles, migratory birds, and unique marine
creatures each carve out an existence within this challenging mosaic of habitats.
Understanding the distribution and ecological roles of these species offers insight into
the broader patterns of adaptation and interdependence that characterize Mauritanian
ecosystems.

Mauritania’s story, however, is not one of untouched abundance. The shifting sands
have seen the loss of many large mammals whose silhouettes once roamed the
steppes and savannas. Human activity, drought, and expanding desertification have
all contributed to drastic population declines and even local extinctions. Yet, this is
also a story of hope and perseverance. National parks like Banc d’Arguin and Diawling,
alongside local and international conservation efforts, now act as strongholds for birds,
mammals, and marine life alike. These protected areas stand as vital sanctuaries and
as beacons for broader environmental stewardship.

Birdlife, in particular, has made Mauritania a destination of global importance. The
country’s wetlands are crucial stopovers for millions of migratory birds journeying
between continents. Meanwhile, the Atlantic coastline, enriched by nutrient upwelling,
supports thriving fish populations and the rare Mediterranean monk seal. Inland, a
hidden wealth of reptiles, amphibians, and insects contribute to the web of life that
animates the dunes, savannas, and oases.

This guide endeavors to serve both as an introduction and as a detailed reference for
travelers, conservationists, students, and anyone fascinated by nature’s adaptability.
Every chapter aims to foster appreciation and understanding, hoping to inspire greater
interest and action for the preservation of Mauritania’s unique wild heritage. Through
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vibrant descriptions and up-to-date information, we invite you to embark on a journey
across Mauritania’s landscapes and discover how life, in all its diversity, endures and
thrives under some of the most challenging conditions on earth.

In charting a course through the wildlife and fauna of Mauritania, we also chart a
course for the future—one in which knowledge, respect, and responsible stewardship
can ensure that these rare and remarkable ecosystems continue to nurture life for
generations to come.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Lay of the Land and the Rhythm
of the Rains
Mauritania is a country that immediately impresses upon you the sheer scale of
nature. It's the kind of place where horizons stretch into infinity and the concept of
"wide open spaces" takes on an entirely new meaning. Located in Northwest Africa,
it’s a significant piece of real estate, ranking as the 11th largest country on the
continent. With over a million square kilometers to work with, there's certainly plenty
of room for its diverse landscapes to unfold.

Picture this: vast, arid plains that seem to ripple endlessly under the sun, occasionally
punctuated by dramatic ridges and rocky outcrops that rise abruptly from the flatness.
These aren't exactly towering giants, as Mauritania is, in fact, the largest country on
Earth entirely below an altitude of 1,000 meters. But what they lack in height, they
make up for in character and geological interest.

A series of scarps slice across the central part of the country, creating a stepped effect
in the landscape. These scarps mark the edges of sandstone plateaus, with the Adrar
Plateau being a notable example, reaching elevations of around 500 meters. At the
foot of some of these escarpments, you might find the unexpected delight of spring-
fed oases, vibrant pockets of green in the otherwise parched surroundings.

Sprinkled across these plateaus and plains are isolated peaks, some smaller ones
known as "guelbs" and larger ones called "kedias." These rocky features often hold
mineral wealth, and one in particular, Kediet ej Jill near the city of Zouîrât, stands as
the highest point in the country at 915 meters. Another truly remarkable geographical
oddity, visible even from space, is the Guelb er Richat, often referred to as the "Eye of
Africa." This massive, circular geological formation in the Sahara Desert is a subject of
much scientific fascination and a prominent landmark.

The dominant feature of Mauritania's geography is, without question, the Sahara
Desert. It blankets approximately three-fourths of the country, a vast expanse of sand
and rock that defines the popular image of this nation. Sadly, due to persistent and
severe drought since the mid-1960s, the desert has been steadily encroaching, a stark
reminder of the delicate balance of this arid environment.

Within the desert landscape, you encounter different textures and forms. There are
the seemingly endless stretches of sand dunes, some of which are quite mobile,
shifting and reforming with the wind. These dunes, known as "ergs," become larger
and more dynamic as you move northward. In contrast, there are also expansive

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

plains covered in tightly packed pebbles and boulders, referred to as "regs." These
rocky pavements can stretch for considerable distances, creating a different kind of
desert vista.

Heading westward towards the Atlantic coast, the landscape between the ocean and
the plateaus becomes a mix of these clayey plains and sand dunes. Along the
coastline itself, which runs for over 700 kilometers, you find a variety of habitats.
Sandy beaches stretch out, meeting the sea, while estuaries and extensive mudflats
provide crucial intertidal zones. These coastal areas are significantly influenced by
oceanic trade winds, which bring a moderating effect to the otherwise hot and dry
climate of the interior.

In the southern part of the country, the environment undergoes a noticeable
transformation. The stark aridity of the Sahara gradually gives way to the South
Saharan steppe and woodlands, and then further south, the Sahelian acacia savanna.
The southernmost tip of Mauritania even falls within the West Sudanian savanna
ecoregion. This latitudinal change in vegetation is a direct response to the varying
rainfall patterns across the country.

The climate of Mauritania is, predictably, hot and dry for most of the year, with a
persistent, often dust-laden wind called the harmattan blowing from the Sahara during
the long dry season. This wind can whip up blinding sandstorms, adding another layer
of challenge to life in the desert. However, the country does experience some regional
variations in climate.

The vast Saharan Zone, covering the northern two-thirds of Mauritania, is
characterized by extremely low rainfall, often less than 100 millimeters annually. In
some parts of this region, a year or even several years can pass without any rain at
all. Temperatures here can be quite extreme, with significant diurnal variations.
During the cooler months of December and January, early morning temperatures can
hover around 0°C (32°F), but the midday sun can push them up to 38°C (100.4°F). As
the year progresses into May, June, and July, the heat intensifies dramatically, with
morning lows of 16°C (60.8°F) soaring to over 49°C (120.2°F) by afternoon.

Moving south into the Sahelian Zone, the climate becomes slightly less harsh, though
still very hot. The rainy season, known as the hivernage, arrives earlier here than in
the Sahara, typically lasting from July to September, and sometimes extending from
June to October. Annual rainfall in the Sahel ranges from 100 to 400 millimeters,
allowing for the growth of scrub grasses and acacia trees in the north, transitioning to
denser vegetation and savanna grasslands further south as rainfall increases. Average
daily temperatures in the Sahelian Zone have a narrower range of variation compared
to the Sahara, typically between 16°C and 21°C (60.8 to 69.8°F).

The southernmost part of Mauritania, particularly the Senegal River Valley, receives
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the most rainfall, averaging 500 to 600 millimeters annually. This area is a narrow
strip of fertile, well-watered alluvial soil along the Senegal River, which forms a
significant part of Mauritania's southern border with Senegal. The Senegal River is the
only perennial river in the country, a vital source of water in this otherwise arid land.
While other rivers in Mauritania are ephemeral, flowing only seasonally after rainfall,
the Senegal River sustains a lusher environment, allowing for more extensive
vegetation and agriculture.

The coastal region, influenced by the cool Canary Current in the Atlantic, enjoys a
slightly milder climate compared to the scorching interior. Temperatures in coastal
cities like Nouakchott and Nouadhibou are moderated by oceanic trade winds. In
Nouakchott, average temperatures range from around 22°C (71°F) to 29°C (85°F)
throughout the year, with the warmest months being August, September, and
October, and the coolest in January and February. While still considered a hot desert
climate, the proximity to the ocean provides some relief from the extreme heat
experienced inland. Rainfall along the coast is minimal, particularly in the north,
though the southern coastal areas receive more during the rainy season.

This varied geography and climate create a mosaic of habitats, each with its own
unique set of challenges and opportunities for the wildlife that calls Mauritania home.
From the parched dunes of the Sahara to the more hospitable wetlands and coastal
areas, life here is a testament to adaptation and resilience in the face of extreme
conditions. Understanding these fundamental geographical and climatic
characteristics is the essential first step in appreciating the remarkable fauna that has
managed to survive and even thrive in this captivating corner of the world.
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