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THE BIRDS OF MAURITANIA
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Received 24 August 1984

Mauritania is a bridge between North and subsaharan Africa. Just
as its people are a fascinating blend of the light-skinned peoples of
Mediterranean Africa and the varied peoples of hlack Africa, so its
birds are a mixture of species from the Palaearctic and Ethiopian Regions,
Considering that it is primarily a desert country, its avifauna.is
surprisingly rich.

With an area of about 700,000 km® lying between 15° N and 27° W,
Mauritania essentially covers the southern half of the western Sahara,
However, as one travels south through southern Mauritania, the sand
seas, gravel plains and barren black mountains of the true desert gradu-
ally give way to the acacia steppes, tamarisk plains and sandy semi-
savannas of the subsaharanm Sazhel zone., The transformation from desert
to Sahel mainly occurs between the 100 mm. and 250 mm, ischyets shown

on the accompanying map (Fig. 1).

The only permanent body of fresh water of any consequence in the
entire country is the Senegal River, which forms part of Mauritania's
southern boundary. The interior lakes shown on some maps of Mauritania
are mere 'sebkhas',or pans, many of which are highly alkaline. They
usually are bone dry at the surface, but may occasionally hold surface
water for a time after the vare and unpredictable rains., However,
there are scattered oases, as well as areas where subsurface water
can easily be reached by wells, and these sites are almost invariably
occupied by people, In the extreme south , where rainfall is more
reliable, are 'marigots', or sloughs and temporary lagoons, many of
which are dependent upon the Senegal River. In years of good rainfall,
or when the river overflows because of rains upriver in Senegal or Mali,
these marigots hold water and living vegetation for some months after
the rains cease. Near the town of Rosso, and elsewhere along the south-
ern boundary of Mauritania, the variety of birdlife is increased by rice
culture which is dependent upon the Senegal River for irrigation.
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The Tainy season lasts from late July through early October, but
in some years little rain falls, and the few showers are concentrated
in August and early September. MNear the coast, as around the capital,
Nouakchott,there may be a brief shewer or two in January or February,
usually in the early morning, but these are insignificant and do little

to break the long dry season.

Since the rainy season coincides with the autumn migration of
Palaearctic birds, autumm is usually an exciting time, whereas spring
migration is often dull and sometimes hardly noticeable, During the
annual rise in humidity from April onwards, many resident species begin
breeding activity, and a number of Afrotropical species move northward
into Mauritania to breed. This movement is‘ greatest during years of

heavier rainfall,

During the first twe years of my residence in Mauritania (1972-73),
the country was suffering from the same severe drought which affected
other countries of the Sahel and recaived so much attention in the world
press, The death toll was appalling. During autumn migration, emaciated
bird corpses were so numerous in wind and water driven debris near some
tidal paols along the coast, that ome was given the impression of ‘windrows®
of ¢ead birds. Inland, every dried waterhole and well was surrounded by

the remains of jackals, foxes and other mammals, as well as bivds,

In 1974 the rains were quite good, and the change was rvemarkable,

Not only were Palaearctic migrants commoner, but there was a marked

influx of Afrotropical migrants into southern Mauritania. In a favorite
study avea in the steppe region about 100 km south of Nouakchott, the
normally barren trees came into leaf and bloomed, while grasses and
wildflowers grew shoulder high where I was accustomed to walking on bare

sand.

The diversity of Mauritanian birdlife is due in large part to the
country being bounded on the west by the Atlantic Ocean, The sea there
is one of the richest fishing areas of the world, and it is very attractive
to pelagic species of birds, Along the coast, notably at the Banc
d'Arguin, there are vast areas of shallow sea, islands and tidal flats,

There de Naurois (1959) and subsequent explorers have found an abundance
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of breeding birds, while later authors, such as Dick (1975), confirmed
that the Banc is a major wintering area and migration stop for Palaearctie
waders as well as other sea and water birds. Small lagoons and tidal
inlets scattered elsewhere along the coast also help to increase the

variaty and richness of Mauritanian birdiife.

Bird observations are covered in the Appendix. They cover the
period from May 1971 to November 1974 and consist primarily of my own
observations, but also include significant contributions from Mr Novbert
Montfort who arrived im Mauritania about a year before I did., Addition-
ally, a few observations of other persons have been included where they
were supported by specimens or photographs or otherwise checked for
reliability. Field work was concentrated in the southwestern part of
Mauritania, especially in the general area of Nouakchott and east and
west of Mauritania's one paved highway, which Ttuns some 450 km from
Rosso, on the Senegal River, to the copper-mining settlement of Akjoujt,
northeast of Nouakchott., Also included are my observations from other

parts of Mauritania, including the interier.

The 326 forms listed are divided about equally between Palaearctic

and Afrotropical species. This is a rough approximation, as there is
considerable overlap and some Saharan species are difficult to assign
to either Region., I have not attempted definitively to assign all
species on the basis of origin., The purpose here is simply to emphasize
that Mauritania's avifauna is made up of very significant proportions
of species from each Region, However, of the approximately 100 species
which were certainly or probably breeding residents, about two-thirds
are primarily Afrotropical, and ome-third Palaearctic or belenging to

both Regions,

The Appendix documents the ocourrence in Mauritania of Palaearetic
species which had not previously been reported from the western end
of the southern Sahara and western Sahel, For example, invasions of
Common Buzzard Buteo buteo and Lapwing Vanellus vanellus occurred late
in 1973, Most of the individuals observed were found dead or in extremely
weak condition and it is probable that none survived the winter. All
specimens examined were emaciated and dehydrated, The specimen of

Buteo buteo which was preserved needs to be compared with other speci-
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mens, as it does not appear to be vulpinus, which is regarded by Etchecopar
and Hue {1964), Mackworth-Praed and Grant{1970) and cthers as the common
migrant form in Africa to the east of Mauritania, Among a number of

other interesting visitors from the north were an immature Golden Eagle
Aquila chrysaetus 60 km North of Nouakchott, a dead Robin Erithacus
rubecula near the Banc d'Arguin, and a Ring Ouzel Turdus torquatus

observed in Nouakchott during January 1974.

Among African species of particular interest was the Nubian Bustard
Neotis nuba, which was found to be quite common right up to the coast in
Mauritania, although it had not previously been recorded west of Niger.
Specimens of the Kordofan Bushlark Mirafrz cordofanica were collected
in the steppe Ttegion about 100 km south of Nouakchott, where it is un-

doubtedly a fairly common breeding resident., This species' range was

previously thought to be far to the east of Mauritania, although Morel
(1972) had observed what appeared to be vagrant individuals in northern
Senegal.

Finally, an interesting vagrant of possibly more regular occurrence
than the few records indicate, was Audouin's Gull Larus audouinii, with

an adult found near the Banc d'Arguin and two immatures near Nouakchott,
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SUMMARY

This paper treats about 325 species of birds observed in Mauritania
in 1971-1974 by the author and Mr Norbert Montfort, Observations show
that the avifauna is divided more or less equally between Palaearctic

and Afrotropical affinities.

REFERENCES

DEKEYSER, P, L, & DERIVOT, J. H. (1966-68) Les Oiseaux de 1'Cuest
Africain. IFAN, Dakar. ’

DEKEYSER, P, L. & VILLIERS, A, (1950) Contribution a 1l'etude du peuple-
ment de la Mauritanie - Oiseaux. Bull., IFAN 12: 660~99.

DEKEYSER, L. (1954) Contribution a 1l'etude du peuplement de la
Mauritanie - Oiseaux. Bull, IFAN 161 1248-92.

DICK, W, J. A. ( editor) (1975) Oxford and Cambridge Mauritanian
Expedition 1973 Report, Cambridge.

ETCHECOPAR, R. D, & HUE, ¥. (1964) Les Oiseaux du Nord de 1'Afrique.

Editions N, Boubee & Cie., Paris.

MACKWORTH-PRAED, €. W. & GRANT, CAPT. C. H. B. (1970~73) Birds of
West Central and Western Africa. African Handbook of Birds -

Series IIT - Volumes 1 & 2, Longman, London.

MOREAU, R, E. (1966) The Bird Faunas of Africa and its Islands.

Academic Press, London & New York.

MOREL, €. J, (1972) Liste Commentee des Oiseaux du Senegal et de la
Gambie. ORSTOM, Dakar.

de NAUROIS, R. (1959) Premieres Recherches sur 1'Avifaune des Isles
du Banc d'Arguin (Mauritanie). Alauda XXVII - 4.

SARRO, A., PONS OLIVERAS, J.H. & GUITERREZ PAGES, L. (1968) Obsexva-

ciones Ornitologicas en Mauritania, Ardeola 14: 175~82.



GAZETTEER MALIMBUS 6
Mk jou jt 19%'1{ 14%0 | Keur Massene 16°30'N 16%20°

0 W W
Atar 2032 N 1308 W Houadhibou 204N 1700 W
Bir Mogrein 2510N 1135W Nouakchott 1B 09 N 15 58 W
Boghé 1631 8 14 17 W Podor 16358 1502 W
Cep Timirie 19 35N 16 30 W Rosso 16290 1553 W
Chinguetti 2025 N 12 24 W 8611baby 151y 1211 W
Gani 16290 1550 W Tehit 1821 N 09 29 W
Kaédi~" 16128 1332¥ Majikja 18290 1131w
Zouerate 224 N 1221 W
Adrar 18%-23° Ny 10%-14° i
Aftout-es~Sahel 16°-18° N, 16°-16%30" W

Banc d'Arguin (includesoislgnds Arel, Serini, Tidra) 19°40' -20° N, 16%20' w
N, 10°-13° w

Tagant i8°

Houadhibou

20N ~+

s MALT
jw:!a

o Tichit

Figure 1 Sketch map of Mauritania showing 100 mm isohyet (A)
and 250 mm isohyet (B), Compiled from various seurces.
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APPENDIX: MAURITANIAN OBSERVATIONS 1971-1974

SPECIES LIST!: ~ specimen(s) deposited in Museum of Natural Selence,
Louisiana State University, Baton Rouge, Louisiana

- examined in hand
BAR-GRAPH: shows temporal distribution in
M Mauritania generally
N HNouakchott area (coastal strip inland t(ia near
Rosso-Akjoujt highway, from ¢. 100 km north to

100 km south of Nouakchott)

e
R Southgastern Mauritania (from Senegal River to
within 100 km of Nouakchott)

--~ many observations

x few observations

STATUS & REMARKS: RE permanent resident RSV rainy season visitor®
BR breeds in Mauritania 0V occasional visitor
PM passage migrant 7 status uncertain
WY winter visitor Nkt Nouakchott

*Rains fall normally only in August-September. RSV applies here te
Afrotropical species whose northward migrations are associated with the
West African rainy season, some of which move north as early as April or
May and nest before the rains, Some species remain as long as sufficient
foed and water are avatlable, in whiech connection it should be noted that
when the Senegal River reaches flood stage and fills nearby 'marigots' in

autumn, the stay of certain RSV species is extended.
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