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A Sterilizing Capital: Nouakchott
Serge Theunynck

The ideas expressed here stem from the
joint reflections about the city of Nouakchott made in 1981 and 1982 by Boubacar
Messaoud, a consulting architect of the
ministry, and myself as an extension of
research carried out by us for preparation
of the Fourth Development Plan at the
request of Mr. Mohamed Mahjoub 0'
Boye, Minister of Hydraulics and the
Habitat.
Large extracts of this joint work are used
here in drawing up this document. In
addition, these reflections have been very
highly enriched by the contributions of
Assane Diop, Director of Studies and
Programming at the Ministry of Planning
and Regional Development.

Mauritania's Demographic
Upheaval 1960-1980
If, like all Third World countries, Mauritania has suffered an intense rural exodus
during the last 20 years, this phenomenon
is probably due to the specific nature of
Mauritanian society and has a very particular aspect which promises solutions for
the future, if we are careful not to ignore
certain positive features of the situation
The fact is that the population, of essentially nomadic origin (75 percent of the
total population in 1960), became settled
so suddenly and so massively that now only
25 per cent of the population is nomadic
Moreover, things will not remain this way
for very long, since the settlement rate is
maintaining itself at 8 to 10 per cent of the
remaining nomads every year

This settlement process has two components: one of them involves the rural
exodus itself and reinforces the flow of
people settled in rural areas toward the
cities, leading to quadrupling of the urban
population between 1962 (76,146 urban)
and 1975 (299,292 urban), o. a 12 per cent
increase pel year during this period The
other component, quantitatively larger
and, according to us, qualitatively more
important - since it seems to contain
some positive values - comprises what

Table 1

Changes in the Mauritanian population

Population

1965

1970

1977

estimates
1980

plOjections
2000

Nomads

No

770,000

830,000

444,000

336,000

318,000

%

75

71 5

33 15

25

12

No

257,300

330,000

895,700

1,098,000

2,332,000

%

25

285

6685

75

88

1,028,000

1,160,000

1,339,700

1,464,000

2,650,000

Settled

Totals

one may call "rural urbanization" It is the
expansion of the existing small villages and
the birth of numerous other villages from
nomad camps that established themselves
- definetely, it would seem - around the
few water points that survived drought,
and that became permanent
The rural exodus itself is not as simple as it
seems: the one leading to the country's
secondary cities in fact stopped in 1975.
The group of regional capitals and cities of
over 5,000 inhabitants lost 10 per cent of
their population between 1975 and 1977,
and twelve of these cities lost 20 per cent of
their population altogether It is as if the
nomads, put off by the difficult process of
entering a new economic system that
Table 2

cannot offer them a living, were again
taking the road leading part of them
toward the villages, and the other part
toward the national capital, the center for
distribution of assistance
This moving landscape of internal migrations highlighted by the various recent
censuses, may be illustrated by the following table showing the bi-polar development of the growth of the Mauritanian
human settlements, which is divided
exclusively between the explosion of the
capital itself and a very spectacular village
developme'nt (+ 14.0 per cent a year),
showing the strength of the sociological,
economic and cultural links attaching the
Mauritanians to the rural world.

The poles of demographic growth

1961162

Population *
1977
1975

Annual GlOwth Rate
1975-77
1962-75

Nomads

748,905

550,000

440,000

-3%

-9%

Villagers

179,447

455,708

595,881

+7.5%

+140%

64,347

195,238

169,115

+10%

-10%

5,807

104,054

134,704

+25%

+138%

998,500

1,305,000

1,339,700

+2%

+25%

Urban except
Nouakchott
Nouakchott
Totals

• Central CenSllS Of/ice
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The Siumification of the Urban
Centers

,1~1 North shanty-town

~

18,300 inhab

Subdivided

The economic situation of the recent
period is characterized by:
1) The recession in the primary farm sector
of -4 per cent a year from 1959 to 1979 1,
which actually produces a real per capita
fall of -6 per cent a year of gross domestic
product in agriculture, which must all the
same offer a living to 80 per cent of the
population So how could one fail to
understand the rural exodus?!
2) A drop in production by the industrial
sector ( -11 per cent from 1964 to 1979)
due to the fall in the selling price of iron,
which destroyed hopes in Mauritania, like
almost everywhere else, founded on the
economic theory in vogue in the 1960s
which claimed that an increase in raw
materials could generate development. 1

South shanty-Iown
90,000 inhab

North

Spontaneous housing
Dense city
Subdivided meas
Resid. dist
City center
Business area
Socio-economic facilities
Military mea

i

o

In this economic climate, the abandonment of the countryside, which become
inevitable, necessarily lead to the creation
around urban centers of pockets of poor
and marginalized populations, the prey of
the problems of unemployment, illness and
malnutrition, and living in deficient
housing without national or international
welfare assistance.
In 1975, the situation in the housing field
for all of the country's cities together was
as follows;

,

1

3) A tertiary sector growing uninterruptedly at 10 per cent a year for 20 years
because of the creation of the national
capital from 1960 to 1965; then of the
extraordinary growth of import-export
activities in the hands of a handful of
businessmen in the capital intended for a
privileged minority in this same capital,
massively supported by outside financing
and leading - in view of the poor performances of agriculture and industry - to an
extremely high level of indebtedness.

2

3

4

5

Schematic plan of the city of Nouakchott, capital of Mauritania
Source S Theunynck
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Table 3 Housing units by type and by city
permanent
deficient
housing, cement housing, cabin,
or banco
tent or hut
Nouakchott
Nouadhibou
Akjoujt
Zouerate
Rosso
Kaedi
Boghe
Selibaby
Atar
Aleg
Boutilimit
Kiffa
M'Bout
Tikjikja
Aioun
Nema

42
68
81
66
58
77
72

45
86
52
17

47
59
72

38
87

58
32
19
34
42
23
28
55
14
48
83
53
41
28
62
13

Soutce SOCOGIM Inquiry, M+R International
1975

Stleet scene with a l'ell(iol 's stall in one of the s'hanty-towns of Nouakchott
Photo S Theul1l'l1ck

The Extension of the Nouakchott
Shanty-Towns
If the growth of shanty-towns seems
stagnant in the secondary cities (and even
to be falling off in Rosso, for example), the
same is not true of Nouakchott, which
already had 47 5 per cent of all urban
shanty-towns in 1975, while it had only 35
per cent of the total urban population,

In 1975, in an attempt to meet the housing
needs of the migrant population groups,
the administrative authorities of the capital
distributed 7,000 land plots, hastily subdivided, south and north of the city There
were no infrastructures at the outset - it
was necessary to act quickly, However
humanitarian this measure may have been,
it did not solve anything it enabled the
poorest to derive some resources from the
resale - illegal- of their plo!' The
ensuing speculative fever led to more than
half of these plots changing hands in just a
few months, with prices rising from 5,000
to 100,000 Mauritanian uguiya,' on the
illegal market The acknowledged amplitude of the phenomenon was so great that

View of a Nouakchott slIblll b inhabited fOl the most pal t by former nomads Cam'as, cal mgated i/On,
wood ill e the main cOl1struction matel ials
Photo S ThcunYllck
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the government authorities ratified the
situation in 1978 and regularized the illegal
sales, levying a special tax in passing
which, though not symbolic, was gladly
paid by the usurpers of plots.
Of course, when again chased out by the
city's harsh economic conditions, the poor
immediately created a new shanty-town
beyond the sub-divisions, patiently waiting
for new distributions (more than 25,000
requests are awaiting action at the Land
Agency).
Sometimes speculators for a day, always
shanty-town dwellers, the poor continue to
be the victims of forced movements. Since
1980, in order to facilitate administrative
control, the city authorities have been
trying to regroup the squatters - this time
east of the city, beyond the airport area, in
a hastily subdivided fringe along the
"1'Espoir" road, and which now extends
uninterruptedly for a length of about ten
kilometers and is nearly one kilometer
wide.
Numerous "eviction" operations firmly
carried out by the military authorities have
led numerous shanty-town dwellers of the
5th and 6th anondissements of the
southern part of the city to settle in these
new reserved areas in the east - where it
is still forbidden to put up permanent
structures or even -to build in banco - but
without the slightest depopulation of the
shanty-towns of the 5th and the 6th
becoming visible.
The evolution of the different types of
housing since the creation of the city is
illustrated by the following table:
According to the estimates, 37 to 42 percent of the population now lives in shantytowns In Nouakchott, 31 to 35 percent live
in the subdivided districts where almost no
additional services are found above and
beyond those of the shanty-towns.

Table 4
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Nouakchott population by type of housing

Nouakchott population

1961'

1972'

19742

1975 3

1977'

1981'

1981'

Total city

5,807

70,000

97,000

104,000

134,000

232,000

306,575

25,000

37,225

54,000

81,467

86,400

130,843

82,037

96,101

63,400

79,635

Shanty-towns
Social subdivisions
Traditional districts
I
2

3
4

5,807

55,000

59,775

50,000

52,533

Statistical Agency
Jean Amaud' Mauritania and the Sea: Toward a Coastal Pioneer Front
SOCOGIM M+R International Nouakchott
Administrative census canied out bv the plefectoral departments

The Failure of the Government's
"Curative" Policy
In the face of this situation of explosive
development of a few of the country's
cities - until 1975 - and especially of the
capital, the government of the time reacted
by concentrating all of its efforts on these
same urban areas, thus continuing to reinforce the phenomenon without any measures being adopted to prevent the evil,
i.e, absolutely no program for improvement of housing conditions was carried out
in the rural or village environment

As to Planning
We have seen that as early as 1974, the
Housing and City Planning Agency created
the subdivisions of the 5th and the 6th
arrondissements in Nouakchott, causing
unprecedented speculative activity. From
1976 to 1980, exclusive rights to programs
affecting the planning of living conditions
were given to the strictly urban environment: only two large cities., Nouakchott
and Nouadhibou, were the subject of
proposals. Moreover, within these projects, it was the residential sector that was
planned as a priority matter Some 577.5
ha were developed in this way during the
third Plan in the residential districts,

against 429 ha in the form of public
housing subdivisions In Nouakchott itself,
71 per cent of the planned areas were
intended for residential sub-divisions.

As to Public Housing
The government created the SOCOGIM\ in
1975, which attacked the problem of public
housing in accordance with its mandate
and analyzed the problem only in terms of
the country's 17 urban centers. It proposed
the concentration of its efforts on meeting
a need for urban housing units evaluated at
1,000 units a year. At the same time, and
in the face of indifference on the part of
the government departments concerned,
11,000 more families (or 68,000 people)
settled every year in the rural villages (see
Table 2, paragraph 1). In the Gorgol
region alone, for example, a study by the
SOCOGIM, concentrated exclusively on
the housing needs of the regional capital,
Kaedi, evaluated the program to be carried
out at 300 housing units a year (for 1,500
new inhabitants). But simultaneously and
without the preparation of any definitive
solution to this problem, the hydro-agricultural development of Black Gorgol
required the transfer of 30,000 people to a
location 100 kilometers from Kaedi:
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Finally, during the Third Plan (1976 to
1980), the SOCOGIM built 300 public
housing units and 100 upper-class housing
units in Nouakchott, and launched a program (not yet completed) of 469 economical housing units.

Table 5

Type of
housing

Monthly
rent

Minimum monthly income
for rental rights

This program is not only very weak quantitatively in view of the needs, but it is also
poorly adapted qualitatively Without
mentioning the upper-class homeswhich do not meet any real requirementthe housing units known as "economical",
built by firms from the modern sector in
accordance with the traditional techniques
of cement blocks and corrugated sheet
metal, are too expensive for the great
majority of the capital's population and are
accessible only to a prosperous minority (7
per cent of the population at the most) that
considers these housing units as "rabbit
cages."

1 room
2rooms
3 rooms
4 rooms

5,851
6,851
8,881
11,088

23,404
27,464
35,524
44.352

Government investments have shown the
effects of this firm commitment by officials
to the cities, and particularly the capital,
which, with only 10 per cent of the population (in 1977), absorbed more than 51
per cent of the investments in the course of
the Third Plan (1976-1980). If the government devoted, on the average, 2,425
uguiya per Mauritanian to the construction
of public facilities (schools, dispensaries,
hospitals, etc.) between 1976 and 1980, it
spent proportionally 50 times more for
each of the inhabitants of Nouakchott
(12,373 uguiya per person) than for the
rural villagers (247 uguiya per person)

Table 6

The Water Problem
The extreme disparity between Nouakchott and the rural world, which lends
itself to a widening gulf between the city
and the rest of the country, is paralleled
within the capital by increasing urban
forms of segregation between the privileged (but minority) social group" dnd the

Percen tage of the
population having
at least this income

7 %
45%
35%

3 %

Breakdown of investments per inhabitant during the Third Plan 1976-1980
Population by
sector 1977

Number

%

Public investments
by sector 1976-1980

Public investments
per inhabitant

in millions
ofuguiya

uguiya per person

%

Urban population
• Nouakchott

134,704

10

1,666,720

512

212,373

• Cities of more
than 5,000 inhab

169,115

12.7

1,326,089

408

7,841

Total urban
sector

303,819

22,7

2,992,809

92

9,851

Rural population
Settled rural sector

591,881

442

255,628

8

432

Total rural sector

1,035,881

773

255,628

8

247

Total Mauritania

1,339,700

3,248,437

100

2,425

Table 7

The Results: Some Unsolved
Problems

Percentage of the Nouakchott popUlation having access to the Socogim housing units

lOO

Water consumption by type of housing*

1980
residential
districts
WOl king-class
dist! icts and
shanty-towns

population

90,000

210,000

distr ibution
type

total quantity
consumed in 1980

quantity consumed
per inhabitant

individual
connection

2,215,000 m'

6751 per day

605,540 m'

79 per day

hydrant
outlet

*AccO/ding to the administlative census
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multitude of the population Nine out of
Mauritania's fifteen cities (of more than
5,000 inhabitants), are connected to a
Government water distribution network
(managed by the SONELEC) In these
cities themselves, 80 per cent of the
population do not have direct access to the
water supplied by this public utility The
discrepancy is growing even wider in
Nouakchott, since only 5,000 private
connections wele installed in 1981 for a
resident population of about 50,000 families (or 1 family out of 10)
The districts subdivided in 1975 (1st, 5th
and 6th arrondissements) and the shantytowns flanking them - which house,
according to the administrative census,
210,000 people, or 70 per cent of the
capital's total population - are supplied
from 41 hydrant outlets (or about 1
hydrant for 850 families). This scarcity has
created an informal and very lucrative
system of redistribution for resellers
equipped with donkey carts who raise the
water rate from 20 uguiya per cubic meter
at the hydrant outlet to 150 uguiya for the
private person. And during rationing
periods due to heat, the latter is even
sometimes forced to pay 1 uguiya per liter
of water.

MajO! llIban area of NOllakchott, essentially lesidelltial, II'hele basic ill/laStlllctllle is lacking and
cil clliation is by foot 01 donkey-cm t
Photo S Thelllzynck

The poor people in the shanty-towns pay 7
to 40 times more fO! their water than the
inhabitants of the well-off districts with
direct connections to the network - so
that you have to be rich to be poor!' This
situation leads to under-consumption of
water, cut back to R liters per person per
day in the working-clilss districts for all
uses (kitchen, drinking, toilet and
hygiene), which is clearly insufficient
compared with the 20 liters per person
given as the indispensable minimum by the
health departments 6
In the absence of sanitary checks on the
cans used by the resellers, it is impossible
to combat the illnesses propagated by
pollution of drinking water - which is
inevitable under these conditions This fact
probably has a marked effect on the child
mortality rate noted in the Nouakchott
shanty-towns 7 : 252 per thousand, or 50 pel

Scene {[Jound one oj Nouakchott's watel taps, whele people come to fill theiz olVllleceptacies and the
waleI' sellos fill theil tanks, mounted on donkey-carts, to deli vel water around the city
Photo S Theunvnck
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cent more than the national average. One
child out of four does not live to his first
birthday
Even though this situation is very hard for
the majority of the Nouakchott population, it is nevertheless better than in many
rural settlements The Health Plan' establishes that less than 16 per cent of MaUl itanians can get good water Some 30 per
cent of the villages have no protected wells
and supply themselves exclusively either
from ponds, or from polluted wells The
CEAO estimates that there are 1,120
villages that have no well, or have only an
earth well. A few kilometers from Nouakchott, the villages of Imraguen fishermen
have no access to drinking water - the
groundwater deposit is salty - and they
are supplied in an irregular way and at
prohibitive expense (400 uguiya for a can
of 200 liters) from Nouakchott and
Nouadhibou. Sixty kilometers from
Nouakchott, the village of Blawak has
suffered infant mortality of 100 per cent
over the last three years, essentially
because of diarrhea, dehydration and
measles.'
One is forced to conclude that this situation of inequality is going to maintain
itself, or even become more marked, if one
analyzes the future programs provided in
the Fourth Plan (1981-1986). The fact is
that the SONELEC, which assists only the
urban population, i e 25 per cent of the
total in 1977, plans to invest 1.2 billion
uguiya to maintain the water systems at its
level, and 2.7 billion to meet the needs of
the national capital in the year 2000, while
the rural hydraulic sector - which not only
provides for the human consumption of 75
per cent of the population, but also for
pastoral activities and small-scale village
agriculture - would get only 2 8 billion
uguiya

The Employment Problem

In the urban area of Nouakchott, the
population is physically cut off from any
possibility of directly producing its food
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The salty soils, sterile and desert-like,
cannot be used for any raising of stock.
The brackish gIOundwater deposits force
the use of city water extracted 70 kilometers away by the SONELEC and sold at
a price (24 uguiya per cubic meter) that
makes it of no interest for agriculture
Hence there can be no question of cultivating ones' own garden So eating implies
buying, and hence wage earning.
The alarming nature of the employment
situation is more visible in the citieswhere people talk about unemploymentthan in the country areas, which actually
experience essentially under-employment.
The statistics put together by the government departments put the number of jobless workers at 14 per cent of the work
force. An inquiry made at the start of 1980
and mentioned in the Fourth Plan estimates that 44 per cent of the work force in
the seven largest cities of Mauritania are
unemployed.
In fact, in the last 20 years, about 15,000
jobs have been created in the "modern"
economy, including essentially 9,000 in the
government, 5,700 in the northern mining
areas, and 1,300 in the manufacturing
sector At the same time, the urban population grew by 227,000 from 1962 to 1977,
creating a need for about 77 ,000 jobs
In Nouakchott itself, the active population
is estimated at 38 6 per cent of the total
population, 1\1 or 90,000 people according to
the assessment made by C & A, liar
118,000 if we take the administrative
census as the basis In the face of these
needs, the total number of existing jobs
amounted to about 43,600 in 1981, namely
• 10,617 in the government (75 per cent of
the country's administrative jobs,
including 3,300 in education);
• 12,000 in the government and private
companies,12
• 11,747 in the small firms of the unstructured sector (laundries, shopkeepers,
restaurants, tailors, hair-dressers, etc .. ),
which probably give jobs to about 18,000
people,
• finally, 3,000 workers in the primary
sector, including 800 truck gardeners and
900 fishermen

Moreover, these jobs are also very badly
distributed among the districts and are a
good teflection of urban segregation.
According to the inquiry made by Cooperation et Amenagement in 1981, the
proportion of households in which nobody
works is:
• 51 per cent in the shanty-towns,
.41 per cent in the working-class subdivisions of the 1st arrondissement,
• 34 per cent in the working-class subdivisions of the 5th arrondissement;
• 29 per cent in the working-class subdivisions of the 6th arrondissement;
• 23 per cent in the old town (Ksar);
• 13 per cent in the Medina (modern heart).
This situation would be difficult to improve
in Nouakchott in the near future The fact
is that:
• To respect the objectives of correcting
the budget (the current deficit of the
budget was 4 billion uguiya in 1980, out
of a total budget of 10 billion, more than
half of which was devoted to paying civil
servants' salaries), the number of government jobs should stagnate, or even drop,
in order to reduce gradually the outside
financing of the budget
• Industrial jobs should also not increase
much, according to the present prospects
of industrial development, which does
not create many jobs
• The development of agriculture in
Nouakchott is sharply limited by the
absence of fresh water, and cannot be
contemplated except by means of connections with the effluents of the purification stations, the development of which
is also very limited.

Incomes
The income distribution in Nouakchott is
a faithful translation of the spatial segregations already described above
A participative inquiry using tape
recordings and bearing on 150 families,
accomplished in 1981 within the framework of a project of the Ministry of
Hydraulics and the Habitat in the
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the population of the river region catch
urinary bilharziosis.

Table 8 Income distribution by districts
WOI king-class

monthly income

shanty-towns

-6,000 UM
-6,000 to 10,000
10,000 to 15,000
15,000 to 25,000
25,()OO or morc

83%
19%
17%

1 uglliya

=

subdivisions
1st, 5th, 6th

center subdivisions (medina)

middle-class
dislIicts

57 %
226%
79%
64%
57%

292%
289%
145%
169%
108%

12%
32%
30%
9%
7%

5 CFA fl ann

Source D H U , C and A, BCEOM City Planning Document of Nouakchott. (Only the income
stemming (10m the main a( til'ity il' taken into accolllll here)

shanty-towns of the 5th and 6th arrO/ldissements and using an overlap of the
income statements of all family members
by means of an analysis of spending,
made it possible to draw up the following
scheme:
27 5%
less than 3,000 uguiya
from 3,000 to 6,000 uguiya
38%
from 6,000 to 10,000 uguiya 24%
more than 10,000 uguiya
10.5%"
Necessarily, more than half of the population (65 per cent) lives from sharing the
income of others, thanks to family, ethnic
or clan solidarity

Health and Nutrition

The situation in this domain stems from
the previous elements. At the rate of
2,100 calories a day per person, and on
condition of consuming only ricewhich is quite often the case - an
average Nouakchott family (6 people)
spent the following amounts every month
to feed itself in 1982:
102.6 kg of rice at 17 uguiya 1,745 uguiya
2 sacks of coal at 240 uguiya 480 uguiya
8 liters of water per person
per day
800uguiya
tea and sugar
800 uguiya
candles
250 uguiya
4,075 uguiya

How can one talk about attaining a
balanced diet, about the introduction of
proteins (a kilo of meat costs 150 uguiya,
or one day's work), or of the vitamins
that are so necessary for children and
pregnant women (a kilo of mangoes,
when there are any, costs 80 uguiya, an
orange from Morocco 20 uguiya or an
hour's work)?
According to an inquiry made in 1977 by
the Health Ministry and the WHO in the
areas subdivided since 1974, to try to do
away with the shanty-towns, the situation
is as follows:
• Infant mortality is 257 per thousand
(national average 169 per thousand),
• 39 per cent of the families have only one
meal per day;
• 68 per cent of the children weigh less than
80 per cent of the WHO standards, and
36 per cent weigh less than 60 per cent of
those same standards.
The great majority of the Nouakchott
population is continuously in a state of
poverty, which causes a condition of
chronic malnutrition. However, even ifit
eats little, this urban population eats every
day. With help close at hand, it risks less
than people in rural areas, where the
difficulty of bridging the food gap often
I esults in the deaths of the weakest. 14 The
fact is that the situation is no better in the
countryside, and it is estimated that 36 per
cent of the children suffer from food
deficiency Three Mauritanians out of four
live in malarial areas, and 60 per cent of

In this situation even the Nouakchottis, in
the shanty-towns, are privileged people:
• The health budget is largely devoted (85
per cent) to curative services concentrated in the capital, and the Nouakchott
hospital alone gets 30 per cent of the
budget.
• With 11.5 per cent of the population in
1977, Nouakchott had 58 per cent of the
hospital beds (there is 1 bed for every 306
inhabitants in Nouakchott, 1 for 3,200 in
the rest of the country), 57 per cent of the
doctors, 33 per cent of the nurses, and
more than half of the midwives.
If the medical coverage of Nouakchott ~as

judged in 1981 to be insufficient by the
capital's planners,I' it is nevertheless
infinitely superior to that of the rural
world, where it is estimated that basic
health care does not even cover 25 per cent
of the population. 1(,

Education in Nouakchott
The same centralizing and inegalitarian
trend diverts the Government's efforts on
behalf of education to the profit of the
capital, though one cannot say whether
this is one of the consequences or one of
the causes of the rural exodus.
Western norms in education remainthough wrongly - the reference model in
Mauritania. And even though the capital is
considered by the planners responsible for
its future to be very under-equipped in the
education field with respect to those
norms, Nouakchott offers much greater
educational possibilities than the rest of
the country. The young Nouakchottis are
privileged people in this domain as well.
To be sure, there are marked inequalities
among the districts (see the appendix)
Nevertheless, on the whole, Nouakchott
gives its children twice as much education
as the rest of the country the schooling
rate was 52.31 per cent in Nouakchott in
1977 against an average of 24.2 per cent for
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the country as a whole, and 13 82 per cent
at the lowest, in the rural region of Hodh
Chargui, in the eastern part of the
country 17
Knowing that in the rUial departments
without a city, the schooling rate falls to 4
per cent," one finds it easier to measure
the exceptional position of Nouakchott
(only Nouadhibou has an analogous
exceptional situation, with a schooling rate
of 57.47 per cent) with respect to the rest
of the country: with 7.74 per cent of the
country's children of primary school age,
Nouakchott has 23 per cent of the total
number of the country's pupils at that
level. I. By comparison, the region of the
Trarza south of Nouakchott, with a
number of children aged 6 to 14 almost two

A Sterilizing Capital: Nouakchott

and a half times greater than that of the
capital, has only 15 per cent of the children
in primary school.
The opportunities for overcoming adult
illiteracy are also greater in Nouakchott
than in the rest of the country If the
literate population is 17 4 per cent of the
country's total population, it is found
essentially in the cities, where the literacy
rate is 36 9 per cent, whereas it falls to 12 5
per cent in the rural world Out of the
1,730 adults taking literacy courses in
Mauritania, 618, or 35 7 per cent, are in
Nouakchott
If great efforts have been made to regionalize secondary education - all of the
regions (except the Tiris Zemmour) have a

secondary education establishment - the
capital's establishments had 47 per cent of
the secondary school students (8,179) in
1979-80
In the field of higher education, the capital
already has the ENA (National School of
Administration) and the ENS (Higher
National School), and it is also supposed to
house the future university While we
know, on one hand, that the university's
teaching should be essentially oriented
toward economic development (hence
rural, mining and coastal subjects) and
that, to this end, it is better for the
university members (students and professors) to be placed at the outset in the
environment in which they will later have
to apply their knowledge; and considering,
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on the other hand, the needs for rebalancing of the different regional capitals
with respect to the national capital, and
without ignoring the fact in addition that,
here as elsewhere, it will be extremely
difficult later to get the degree-holders to
lose the habits acquired at the university of
a way of life that is urban, wasteful and
given to excess consumption, in deep
divergence from the realities of the inland
part of the country, and that for this reason
they will not want to return there, it is
regrettable for the future University of
Mauritania to be established in Nouakchott. Why not in Atar, Aleg, Tikjikja, or
some other regional capital?
The education budget absorbs 17 per cent
of the national budget (in order to put less
than 25 per cent of the school-age population into the schools), and half of it is
devoted to primary education, so it is quite
obvious that present means make it unrealistic to imagine extending education to
100 per cent of the children, in accordance
with the models (Western) in favor Hence
some choices have to be made If there is
one that concerns the content of the
teaching, another one - which incidentally is linked to it - has to do with the
emphasis of the public effort A reorientation of education on the values of the rural
world should entail, as a corollary, a new
and fairer division of investments and of
budgets between the rural world and the
urban world, particularly the capital
If we also recognize the fact that access to
education is perceived by a great part of
the farming population as a means of
freeing themselves from tJeavy forms of
servitude persisting in spite of the Government's efforts,2I1 it is an urgent matter to
bring the school into the rural environment
to avoid having this substantial group
massively move in to Nouakchott to transform themselves into shanty-town dwellers
around the capital and its schools.

Worsening Living Conditions
In the Nouakchott shanty-towns, the
nomads quickly trade in their tent for a hut
built of the only boards with accessible
prices, supplied by a parallel market
existing on the Iesale of packing cases from
the wharf.
The hut made of recovered wood, generally built by an artisan (tacheron) , is sold
for a very high price: from 30,000 to 40,000
uguiya, depending on the size (20 to 30
square meters).
In the working-class subdivisions (5th and
6th arrondissements), each family, because
of the tradition of solidarity, owes hospitality to the extended group. Hence people
are packed extremely tightly together: 10
to 20 people live heaped upon plots
measuring 12 x 15 m, without water,
sanitary facilities, drainage or electricity,
in structures made of poor-quality cement
blocks topped by corrugated sheet metal,
and which nevertheless sell for 3,000 to
5,000 uguiya per square meter.
In Nouakchott, as in the rest of the
country, the main obstacle to the development of housing accessible to the great
majority lies in the dependence on
foreigners in the fields of materials, energy
and technology.
Modern materials, have been used in
Nouakchott by the SOCOGIM to build
low-quality housing units, either by companies or by artisans, at very high costs
(respectively 16,000 and 13,000 uguiya per
square meter) - putting them out of reach
of the classes of the population for which
they were initially intended and thereby
selecting a privileged minority of beneficiaries who stake out a claim to something
much better than they are offered there,
which they call "rabbit cages"
After an initial experiment in 1977 with
massive use of the local materials (stabilized earth) at Rosso on the Senegal
River,21 and a second construction operation using terracotta (the Kaedi regional
hospital), Nouakchott in turn has a construction project using local materials. The

142

project, which began in 1979 and took
form in 1981, is for construction of 115
housing units made of plaster and erected
by the SOCOGIM, with the support of
ADAUA Plaster for this project, is produced by dehydratation of gypsum in
artisanal ovens (like those developed in
Cape Verde in the last few years), burning
sawdust coming from the city's woodworking establishments. This fuel is free (a
situation that will probably not last) and
makes it possible to have a low cost
construction which is sturdy and has good
insulation, and, of reasonable good quality
architecture. Still the organization involved in working under state supervision
keeps the construction costs at such a level
(cost goal 6,500 uguiya per square meter)
that, even though it is much lower than the
usual costs of constIUction based on
cement, it will still keep the housing-units
built in this way out of the reach of a large
part of the population that can only opt for
self-help construction in the strictest sense.
Without being a mass-produced item upon
which one could base a building materials'
industry, sawdust can be used in other
profitable ways (biogas, aviculture, etc.)
that compete with its use in simple combustion It should be possible to do away
with this handicap by means of research on
scnar energy. Under the aegis of the
Ministry of Hydraulics and the Habitat and
with the support of the U.N. Development
Program and the UNCHS, artisanal production of gypsum with solar energy has
been definitively developed An initial
artisanal production unit is now turning
out 700 kg a day 22 This new circuit is very
promising since it uses two of the essential
resources of the Nouakchott region:
gypsum, the reserves of which are estimated at some 300 million metric tons in
the form of dune sand, of up to 97 per cent
purity, and the sun. In Nouakchott, the
latter supplies an average of 5,000 Wh per
square meter and per day, with the high
figure of 3,120 hours of sunshine a year
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of the energy consumed in Mauritania
comes from firewood. Cooking in the
sheet-metal stoves wastes 90 per cent of
the energy as a pure loss

Fall 1963
(from IGN aelial photo)

+
N

I

o

Built area
10 tents

01

500 1000,n

hUi5

To produce Nouakchott's firewood, it
would be necessary to plant 70,000 hectal es of forests. 25 The wider use of energysaving stoves (Ball Ak Suuftype, which
makes it possible to cut wood consumption
by 60 per cent) would reduce this requirement to 28,000 hectares. Nevertheless,
nothing has yet been done along these lines
as of now
In the meantime, the national Government's goal of reducing the price of butane
gas from 800 uguiya (1981) to 400 may
make it possible to conserve wood resources by stimulating butane cookingyet this measure itself runs up against the
burden, already hard to bear, of the
petroleum bill, which rose from 9 per cent
of the amount of export receipts in 1975 to
37 per cent in 1978
2(.
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As to the distribution of electricity,
ensured by the SONELEC, it has the same
characteristics as water distribution With
a total of 13,765 subscribers for the whole
country in 1980, the SONELEC serves
only the richest 18 per cent of the urban
population, and less than 6 per cent of the
households in the whole country

The Capital, Gateway to Humanitarian
Assistance
Self-built housing el'Ollllion ill Nouakchott
Source J Pilte, Nouakchott, capitale de la Mauritanie (Paris, 1978)

Energy Problems
The energy crisis that will inevitably hit
Nouakchott when the disappearance of the
last Mauritanian forests makes it impossible to find any more local charcoal will be
very serious In 20 years, 14 of the 15
million hectares of Sahelian forests in
Mauritania have been completely turned
into desert 23 At the present rate of wood

consumption (900,000 to 1 million cubic
meters a year), the last Mauritanian forest
will have been burned in 5 years.
On the basis of 84 kg per inhabitant and
per year," the 300,000 Nouakchottis
consume 25,000 tons of charcoal a year,
obtained by burning 125,000 of the 200,000
hectares of the thin Sahel ian forests
destroyed in Mauritania every year, for
cooking and to make tea Some 69 per cent

Finally, if the rural exodus, as we have
seen, originates in the worsening of the
rural world's economic situation, migration finds its justification and confirmation
a posteriori in the multiple advantages
which the new arrival to the city discovers
He may not necessarily have immediate
access to these, but they nevertheless
appear possible to him
This set of factors is I einforced by the
assistance given to the population groups
in the realm of food Mauritania has an
extremely conspicuous food deficit for
structural reasons. During years of normal
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precipitations, it is possible to produce
about 60,000 tons of cereals Years of
drought have caused this output to collapse
to less than half (28,000 tons) Leading to
greater dependence on foreign countries
for food, which supply the bulk of the
180,000 tons needed to feed the population. This free aid (40,652 tons were
distributed in 1977 under the Emergency
Plan) is concentrated essentially in the
cities, but especially in the capital, where it
exercises a strong power of attraction. At
the same time, part of the grain received
from abroad is resold at reduced prices (13
uguiya a kilogram) with a view to stabilizing price at a sufficiently low level to
allow the poor urban classes to feed themselves. If this measure is fully justified as
long as one only looks at the position of the
urban shanty-towns, we must not forget
that, on the other hand, it prevents the
farmers (the majority of the population)
from selling their output at a remunerative
plice. 27 Hence, such subsidies do not tend
to recreate confidence among the rural
workers, not to counter the rural exodus-quite the contrary.
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Even though urban incomes are hit by the
full force of inflation, they still resist better
than rural incomes. The wage-earners in
the city are geographically closer to the
power structure, and can make their voices
heard more effectively.
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The raising in 1980 of the price of the
kilogram of rice bought by the OMC2R from
13 to 15 uguiya is not a negligible step on
behalf of stimulation of the farm sector.
Still, it remains true that this increase is
quite weak compared with rises in prices
during the last few years of the inputs for
irrigated farming (gasoline went up 300 per
cent in 6 years, motor-driven pumps 100
pel cent in 6 years, fertilizers, etc.).
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The powerful national labor union,
UTM2", has obtained the following results
over the years:
• level of the minimum wage 1,800 uguiya
before 1972
3,300 uguiya
• from 1972 to 1982
4,500 uguiya
• since 1982

The a/ IOndissements (administrative districts) of Nouakchott

Finally, it is the sentimental, social and

Source J Pitte, Nouakchott, capitale de la Mauritanie (Paris, 1978)
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fabric One may also regret that this
planning exercise has remained confined to
a few experts, without the debate really
being opened to the country as a whole.

cultural attachment to the earth, which is a
profound nature and highly perceptible in
Mauritania, that ultimately keeps the rural
Mauritanian in his native territory On the
other hand, the whole set of economic and
social mechanisms constantly demonstrate
that the situation is less difficult in the
capital's shanty-towns - even if the way of
life is more degraded there, or even
degrading

If we agree with the analysts, that the

capital is unable to offer in the long run
many more jobs than now, it therefore
seems somewhat illusory to believe that
the capital should be able to supply many
more than the current 45,000 jobs for the
248,000 to 332,000 more workers that
Nouakchott will have - according to the
above forecasts - by the end of this
century

Where is this going to lead us?

The Future of Nouakchott:
The new City Planning Program 1980-2000

After many previous underestimates on
the part of the planners, the first real plan
for Nouakchott forecast in 1958 that the
city would have 8,000 inhabitants in 1970
(it had 40,000). The second city planning
program, worked out in 1970 by the same
office that was asked, subsequently, to
take it up again in 1980,'11 foresaw 100,000
inhabitants in 1980 (there were at least
250,000) The planners whom the Ministry
of the Habitat has once again asked to
make projections did not want to take the
risk, this time of thinking too small:
Nouakchott in the year 2000 will have from
650,000 (low hypothesis) to 850,000
inhabitants (high hypothesis), or 26 to 35
per cent of the population, and will cover
an area 3 to 6 times greater than the
surfaces now occupied.
It is necessary of course to be realistic, yet
it must also be clearly explained. If it is

true that the unanticipated explosion of
Nouakchott between 1960 and 1980 is due
to the combination of a sharp recession in
the rural economy strengthened by an
exaggerated concentration of government
efforts in the urban domain, it is also true
that planning established on a simple
extrapolation of the present demographic
tendencies presupposes a continuation of
all of the causes of the previous phenomena, and hence represents a bet, simultaneously, on a failure of the rural deve-

Shacks in one of Nouakchott's nwnelOus
shanty-towns, built o[ lVood I ecol'ered [10m
shipping Clates on the dockside Livestock has
little to eat (except perhaps some cardboa/ d!)
Photo S Theunynck

lopment efforts, on the ineffectiveness of
the new orientations (intentionally endogenous) of the Fourth Development Plan,
and on the absence or ineffectiveness of
political intervention in this sphere
However, according to the whole set of
analyses done by the Government for
development of the Fourth Plan, it is clear
that continuation of the present tendencies
is acknowledged to be incapable of generating development, and would lead - if
they are not brought to an end - to a high
degree of independence, which runs the
risk, in the long run, of compromising
national sovereignty.
Hence the 1980-1985 development plan
contemplates a break with the previous
orientations in order to implement selfhelp policies aimed at the satisfaction of
the basic needs of each Mauritanian
wherever he may be From this viewpoint,
it is unfortunate that the thinking about the
future of the country's capital did not take
this dimension into account and continued
to examine this city by itself, without
measuring the effect of its planning in its
relationships with the rest of the national

As 80 per cent of the population in the
capital will then be looking for jobs, they
will necessarily live in shanty-towns In this
situation, it is quite illusory to believe that
the informal sector, which is extremely
dynamic because it is close to the people,
will be likely to generate incomes. It is in fact
only a service sector, a mechanism suitable
for very effectively redistributing the few
resources there are Nevertheless, not
being a production sector, it will be quite
unable to improve the overall economic
conditions of the whole. Some 500,000 to
600,000 people, without their own
resources, living on public welfare and
highly concentrated in the shanty-towns
contribute to a situation that will necessarily
become explosive.

The Position of the Government Authorities

A ware of the absence of prospects for
economic development in Nouakchott, the
Ministry in charge of the habitat decided in
1980 to avoid launching new public
housing programs until a policy for development of the rural habitat is really
implemented
The project for research on the habitat
launched by this Ministry in 1980 '1 to
explore new approaches to a solution of
the housing problem based on the use of
the national resources (local materials,
renewable energy sources, appropriate
technologies and self-help construction) is
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intended exclusively for the rural environment 12
The administrative authorities, who have
not lost hope of seeing at least part of the
nomads who have come to inhabit the
Nouakchott shanty-towns leave to return
inland if some credible economic development projects are launched there, have so
far refused to grant new lands Newoperations of "traditional" -type subdivision (of
a social welfare nature) have been suspended for the last 2 years (13,000 plots).
The methods of assignment have not been
decided upon, yet the authorities in question seem to be contemplating new formulas for the grants, different from those
applied for the 1974 subdivision (and
which finally resulted in strong speculative
activities and in having nearly 80 per cent
of the plots changehands), and particularly
the possibility of maintaining a revocable
occupation status for 5 years before being
allowed to obtain a use permit.
To be sure, it is not possible to leave the
populations in the shanty-towns without
support Nevertheless, a limited distribution of plots like the one carried out in
1974 has shown that it is not a viable
solution, since the persons receiving them
resold their plot in order to a measure of
subsistence from them, and reconstituted
the shanty-town farther on.
The habitat in itself can constitute a force
for development. When accompanying
economic development programs, it can
consolidate them and improve their
chances of success. In a situation like that
of Mauritania, in which the extremely
limited means compel some painful choices,
the fact of turning toward the rural world in
which a massive settlement process is going
on in the village environment, is probably
more promising for the future than the
previolls choices which looked to the cities,
and especially to the capital
It remains to be seen whether the formulations of the capital's future City Planning
Program will offer the opportunity for
embarking upon a wide national debate on
this question
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