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1.  WELCOME TO MALÉ
The beating heart of the Maldives

Malé (pronounced mah-lay) is one of the world's most extraordinary capital cities — a densely

packed urban island of just 5.8 square kilometres housing approximately 200,000 people,

making it one of the most densely populated places on Earth. Often called the 'Manhattan of the

Indian Ocean,' Malé punches far above its weight as a destination: ancient coral stone mosques,

a chaotic and colourful fish market, the National Museum, beautiful waterfront promenades, a

growing dining scene, and all the logistical infrastructure that makes it the indispensable gateway

to the entire Maldivian archipelago.

The Malé skyline — a compact, densely built city island in the middle of the Indian Ocean, connected to the airport by
the iconic Sinamalé Bridge.

Most visitors to the Maldives pass through Malé briefly — but those who take even half a day to

explore discover a fascinating, contrasting world: ultramodern mosques and ancient coral stone

architecture; a fish market that has operated for centuries; colourful lane after lane of shops,

cafes, and teahouses; and a warmly welcoming local community that is genuinely proud of their

capital.

Malé is the transport hub for all ferries, speedboats, and seaplanes departing to the atolls —

making it a destination worth understanding whether you spend one hour or three days here.

■  Pro Tip
Two days is enough to see Malé's major sights. Use the city as a base for day trips to local

islands like Maafushi, Gulhi, or Guraidhoo, or simply explore the vibrant city streets between

island-hopping adventures.
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2.  ESSENTIAL FACTS
Key statistics and practical information

~200K

Population

5.8 km²

City Area

One of

Most Dense Cities

1968

Republic Founded

28°C

Average Temp

10 min

From Airport

FACT DETAIL

Location Kaafu Atoll, North Male Atoll, Republic of Maldives

Coordinates 4°10'N 73°30'E

Area ~5.8 km² (one of world's smallest capitals by land area)

Population ~200,000 — one-third of the entire Maldivian population

Density One of the world's most densely populated places on Earth

Language Dhivehi (official); English widely spoken in shops and restaurants

Religion Sunni Islam — strict alcohol prohibition on the island

Currency Maldivian Rufiyaa (MVR); USD accepted everywhere

Time Zone UTC+5 (Maldives Standard Time — no daylight saving)

From Airport 10-15 min by bus/taxi via Sinamalé Bridge; or 10 min ferry; 3 min speedboat

Ferry Terminal Villingili Ferry Terminal — main hub for all island ferries

Bridge Sinamalé Bridge (2018) — 2.1 km; connects airport island Hulhulé to Malé

Hulhumalé New city island connected by bridge; more relaxed, beach access, cheaper hotels

Best For Culture, history, markets, transit hub, day trips

Alcohol No alcohol sold in Malé — completely dry island



MALÉ CITY  •  CAPITAL OF THE MALDIVES Page 5

MALÉ CITY  •  CAPITAL OF THE MALDIVES • Complete Tourist Travel Guide 2025/2026

3.  GETTING THERE
From Velana Airport to Malé City

Malé is directly connected to Velana International Airport (on neighbouring Hulhulé Island) by

three convenient options:

The Sinamalé Bridge — 2.1 km long, opened 2018 — connects Hulhulé airport island to Malé city, a feat of
engineering and a landmark in its own right.

Transport Duration Cost Notes

Airport Ferry (Dhoni)~10 min MVR 15 (~$1) Runs 24/7 every 10 min (6am-midnight), 30 min (midnight-6am). Departs right from airport exit.

Bus via Sinamalé Bridge~15 min MVR 2 (~$0.15) Public MTCC bus from airport. Very affordable. Drops at Male bus terminal.

Taxi via Bridge ~10-15 min $5-10 Available 24/7. Most convenient with luggage. Direct hotel drop-off.

Speedboat ~3 min $5-15 Fastest option; some hotels offer private boat pickup from airport jetty.

■  Pro Tip
The airport dhoni ferry is the most atmospheric and budget-friendly option — a 10-minute

boat ride across the channel at $1 is a perfect introduction to Maldivian water travel.

However, with heavy luggage, a taxi via the bridge is more practical.
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4.  TOP ATTRACTIONS & SIGHTS
The best of Malé in a day or two

Grand Friday Mosque (Masjid-al-Sultan Muhammad
Thakurufaanu Al Auzam)
The most iconic structure in Malé and the largest mosque in the Maldives. The golden dome and

soaring minaret dominate the city skyline and are visible from miles around. Built in 1984 and

gifted by Gulf states, the mosque is a striking example of contemporary Islamic architecture. It

can accommodate 5,000 worshippers and is open to non-Muslim visitors outside prayer times —

dress modestly (cover shoulders and head for women). The interior is beautifully decorated with

hand-carved wooden panels and Quranic calligraphy. One of the most photographed sights in

the Maldives.

The Grand Friday Mosque's golden dome dominates Malé's skyline — the most iconic structure in the Maldivian
capital.

Hukuru Miskiy — Old Friday Mosque (1656)
One of the Maldives' finest historic monuments, the Old Friday Mosque was built in 1656 during

the reign of Sultan Ibrahim Iskandar. Constructed entirely from intricately carved coral stone with

elaborate Quranic script engraved into the walls and a beautifully carved wooden interior, this

17th-century masterpiece of Maldivian craftsmanship is a UNESCO candidate and one of the

most significant Islamic heritage sites in the Indian Ocean region. The adjacent minaret was

added in 1667. This is the spiritual and architectural heart of old Malé — not to be missed.

Sultan Park (Republic Square)
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Formerly known as Sultan's Park and once part of the grounds of the now-demolished royal

palace, this tranquil green space is one of Malé's few areas of open greenery. Adjacent to the

National Museum, it offers a pleasant respite from the busy city streets. The park hosts cultural

events and public gatherings; the nearby Jumhooree Maidan (Republic Square) is where major

national celebrations take place.

Sultan Park — one of Malé's rare green spaces, adjacent to the National Museum and Grand Friday Mosque.

Presidential Palace — Theemuge
The official residence of the President of the Maldives, Theemuge is an impressive building

combining traditional Maldivian architectural grandeur with modernity. Located on Orchid Magu

west of the main shopping area, it is accessible for exterior photography and is a key stop on any

city walking tour. The older Muleeaage Palace, built in the early 20th century for Sultan

Shamsuddeen III, is nearby and now serves as official functions venue.

Tsunami Monument
A poignant and beautifully designed memorial built to honour the thousands of lives lost across

the Indian Ocean region in the devastating 2004 tsunami, which significantly impacted the

Maldives. Located near the jetty with open ocean views, this quiet, dignified monument is one of

the most emotionally powerful sites in Malé. A must-visit to understand the resilience of the

Maldivian people.

Victory Monument
Built to commemorate the defeat of a mercenary attack on 3 November 1988, the Victory

Monument sits away from the main city bustle and offers a peaceful spot for reflection and

excellent sea views. It commemorates one of the most significant events in modern Maldivian

history.



MALÉ CITY  •  CAPITAL OF THE MALDIVES Page 8

MALÉ CITY  •  CAPITAL OF THE MALDIVES • Complete Tourist Travel Guide 2025/2026

5.  MARKETS — FISH & LOCAL
The vibrant heartbeat of Malé

The Malé Fish Market — most vibrant in the late afternoon when the fishing dhonis arrive with their fresh catch of the
day.

Malé Fish Market
One of the most authentic and lively market experiences in all of the Maldives, the Fish Market is

located near the harbour and comes to life in the late afternoon when fishing dhonis return from

sea. Tuna — the cornerstone of Maldivian cuisine — is weighed, traded, and sold in a whirl of

activity. The smells, sounds, and spectacle are not for the squeamish, but represent the living

heart of a fishing culture that has sustained these islands for centuries. Visit at around 4–5 PM

for maximum activity.

Local Market (Produce Market)
Just west of the Fish Market, the Local Market is where islanders from across the Maldives come

to sell their home-grown and imported produce. Tropical fruits, vegetables, spices, coconuts,

bananas, and local preserves fill the stalls in a colourful, fragrant display. This is the perfect

place to sample local flavours and buy unusual Maldivian produce you won't find in any

supermarket. The market represents the agricultural diversity hidden beneath the Maldives'

resort-image surface.

Souvenir Shopping — Chaandhanee Magu
The northern end of Chaandhanee Magu (the main shopping street) is lined with souvenir shops

selling Maldivian handicrafts: lacquerwork, shell jewellery, woven fabrics (thundu kunaa),

wooden carvings, batik clothing, miniature dhoni boats, and a wide range of Maldives-branded

gifts. This is the best street in Malé for souvenir shopping with the widest selection and most
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competitive prices.
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6.  MOSQUES & RELIGIOUS HERITAGE
Islamic heritage at the heart of Malé

Grand Friday Mosque (1984)
The largest mosque in the Maldives; golden dome visible from miles away; seats 5,000

worshippers; open to respectful non-Muslim visitors outside prayer times. Considered the most

impressive modern Islamic structure in the Indian Ocean region.

Hukuru Miskiy (Old Friday Mosque) (1656)
The oldest mosque in the Maldives; entirely constructed from intricately carved coral stone; finest

example of traditional Maldivian craftsmanship; Quranic calligraphy carved into every wall.

Minaret added 1667. Adjacent to the tomb of Mohammed Thakurufaanu, the national hero who

liberated Maldives from Portuguese rule in the 16th century.

Masjid-us-Sultan Muhammad Fareed (1962)
An elegant mid-20th century mosque near the waterfront; well-maintained and atmospheric in

the early morning light when the call to prayer echoes across the city.

King Salmaan Mosque (2017)
A modern, elegant mosque gifted by Saudi Arabia, named after King Salmaan bin Abdulaziz.

Features a large prayer hall and beautiful Islamic architectural details. Located near the

Sinamalé Bridge end of the island.

■  Pro Tip
Dress code for mosque visits (Grand Friday Mosque and Hukuru Miskiy): shoulders and

knees must be covered for all visitors. Women should cover their hair. Remove shoes before

entering. Prayer times (5 daily): the mosques close to non-worshippers 15 min before each

prayer.
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7.  MUSEUMS & CULTURAL SITES
Discover the history of the Maldives

The Maldives National Museum — a compact but fascinating collection of the archipelago's royal, Buddhist, and
Islamic history.

Maldives National Museum [~$5 USD]
Located within Sultan Park, the National Museum contains a well-labelled collection of historic

Maldivian artefacts: royal regalia, ancient Buddhist sculptures from the pre-Islamic era (before

1153 AD), traditional crafts, weapons, and ceremonial objects. The building — a gift from China

— is architecturally unremarkable, but the contents are genuinely fascinating for anyone wanting

to understand the deep history of the archipelago. Essential context for understanding everything

else you see in the Maldives.

Islamic Centre Exhibition [Free]
Adjacent to the Grand Friday Mosque, the Islamic Centre includes a small cultural exhibition

explaining the history of Islam in the Maldives and the design of the mosque complex. A good

starting point for understanding the role of Islam in Maldivian daily life.

Cultural Centre [Free-low cost]
Houses the National Library, cultural centres from several countries, and exhibition space for

temporary art and cultural exhibitions. Check local listings for current shows.

Muleeaage Palace (exterior) [Free]
Built before World War I for a sultan who was deposed before he could live there, Muleeaage

served as the Presidential Palace from 1953 until the new Theemuge was built. The exterior can

be viewed and photographed freely — a beautiful example of colonial-era Maldivian architecture.
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8.  BEACHES & OUTDOOR SPACES
Swimming, sunsets, and seafront walks

Malé's Artificial Beach — the city's popular swimming and recreation area on the northwest coast, with ocean views
and watersports.

Artificial Beach (Carnival Beach)
A man-made crescent beach on Malé's northwest coast, built from reclaimed land. Malé's most

popular spot for swimming, sunbathing (modestly dressed), and light watersports including

kayaking and wakeboarding. The beach hosts festivals, events, and carnivals throughout the

year — earning it the nickname 'Carnival Beach'. Snack stalls and cafes line the promenade.

Best visited in the late afternoon when locals gather for the evening sea breeze.

Rasfannu
A quiet waterfront area on the southwest corner of Malé offering some of the best sunset views

on the island. Popular with locals for peaceful evening walks. Less tourist-oriented than Artificial

Beach — a more authentic evening experience.

Malé Waterfront Promenade
The entire northern and eastern waterfront of Malé is a popular walking and cycling path offering

beautiful views of the harbour, the airport, Hulhulé Island, and the ocean. The promenade is lined

with benches, small parks, and cafes — excellent for people-watching and photography.

Hulhumalé Beach (day trip)
For a proper beach day, take the bus or taxi across Sinamalé Bridge to Hulhumalé — a

purpose-built urban island with a long public beach, parks, and a more relaxed atmosphere than

central Malé. Free and accessible within 15 minutes of Malé.

Malé Surf Point
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A recognised surf break on the southeast coast of Malé, popular with local surfers during

southwest monsoon swells. Best for intermediate and advanced surfers.
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9.  SHOPPING GUIDE
Souvenirs, markets, and duty-free in Malé

Malé is the shopping hub of the Maldives — the only place in the archipelago with a proper

concentration of shops serving both locals and tourists. Most shops open at 9–10 AM and close

at 11 PM, with 15-minute closures during each of the five daily prayer times.

Chaandhanee Magu (Souvenir Street)
The main souvenir shopping street; northern end has the best concentration of handicraft shops.

Lacquerwork bowls and boxes, shell jewellery, woven thundu kunaa mats and bags, batik fabric,

miniature dhoni boats, Maldivian stamps, and branded clothing. Compare prices between shops

— bargaining is not traditional but polite enquiry about discounts for multiple items is acceptable.

Majeedhee Magu (Main Shopping Street)
The main commercial street for everyday shopping: clothing, electronics, pharmacies, mobile

phone shops, stationery, and imported goods. Less touristy, more authentic daily life. Good for

reasonably priced Maldivian clothing and phone accessories.

Local Market
Fresh produce, coconuts, tropical fruits, local spices, and preserves directly from island farmers.

Buy unique Maldivian food products to take home.

STO Trade Centre & Supermarkets
Modern multi-floor shopping centre for international brands. STO (State Trading Organisation)

supermarkets stock a good range of imported food, snacks, and beverages.

■■  Pro Tip
Note: Alcohol cannot be purchased in Malé shops or supermarkets — the entire island is dry.

Duty-free alcohol can be purchased at Velana Airport on departure (limited to personal

import allowances).
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10.  FOOD & RESTAURANT GUIDE
From local teahouses to international dining

Malé has a diverse and growing dining scene ranging from traditional Maldivian teahouses

(kafterias) serving the cheapest and most authentic food in the country, to modern

air-conditioned restaurants with extensive international menus. The city's fish market ensures an

exceptional supply of fresh seafood.

Traditional Teahouses (Kafterias)
The soul of Malé's food culture — small, often outdoor establishments serving Maldivian short

eats (hedhikaa): masroshi, baigiya, kulhi boakibaa, and bondibai sagu, alongside sweet tea (sai).

Meal costs $2–5. Found on virtually every street. The best authentic Maldivian breakfast

experience available anywhere.

Local Rice & Curry Restaurants
Mid-priced restaurants serving Maldivian-style fish curries, rice, garudhiya soup, and grilled fish.

Typically $5–12 per person. Look for places filled with locals — a reliable indicator of quality and

value.

International Restaurants
A growing number of air-conditioned restaurants serve Indian, Sri Lankan, Chinese, Thai, Italian,

and continental European cuisine. Good options around Majeedhee Magu and near the

waterfront. $10–25 per person.

Belle Amie Bistro (Somerset Hotel)
One of Malé's most popular international restaurants; highly rated for consistent quality,

ambiance, and variety. A reliable choice for a special dinner.

Sala Boutique Hotel Restaurant
Asian fusion and Italian cuisine in a smart boutique hotel setting. Popular with business travellers

and tourists seeking something beyond basic local fare.

Café / Coffee Culture
A growing specialty coffee and café scene has emerged on Malé — several café-style

establishments near the waterfront serve proper espresso drinks alongside Maldivian and

Western snacks.

■■  Pro Tip
Malé is completely alcohol-free. No restaurant or café in the city serves alcohol. For licensed

dining, resort day trips or the airport duty-free are the only options.



MALÉ CITY  •  CAPITAL OF THE MALDIVES Page 16

MALÉ CITY  •  CAPITAL OF THE MALDIVES • Complete Tourist Travel Guide 2025/2026

11.  WHERE TO STAY IN MALÉ
Hotels in the capital and nearby Hulhumalé

Category Price/Night Location What to Expect

Budget $70-130 Malé City Simple but clean; central location; walking distance to all sights.

Mid-Range $130-200 Malé / HulhumaléGood amenities, restaurant on-site, sea views possible, helpful staff.

Boutique $200-350 Malé / HulhumaléDesign hotels; high service levels; rooftop restaurants; often near waterfront.

4-Star+ $300-500+ Hulhumalé / MaleNear-resort quality; pools; multiple restaurants; easy airport connections.

Notable Hotels
• Samann Grand Hotel — Ocean view rooms; near Artificial Beach; highly rated.

• The Somerset — Walking distance to Grand Friday Mosque; free airport transfer; excellent

central location.

• Sala Boutique Hotel — Asian-décor boutique property; Italian and Thai restaurant; top-rated

service.

• JEN Maldives Malé by Shangri-La — Premium waterfront property; restaurant, spa,

business facilities.

• Hulhule Island Hotel — On the airport island itself; pool, beach, multiple restaurants; ideal for

early morning seaplane connections. Day room packages available.

• Nap Corner (Hulhumalé) — Budget sleeping capsule option; excellent value for transit stays.

• Barceló Nasandhura Malé — Modern upscale hotel with waterfront views; one of the newest

premium options.
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12.  DAY TRIPS FROM MALÉ
Explore the atolls from the capital

Malé's position as the transport hub of the Maldives means it offers unparalleled access to day

trip destinations across Kaafu Atoll. Ferries and speedboats depart throughout the day to

islands, sandbars, and resorts within 30–90 minutes of the capital.

◆  Maafushi Island
Transfer: Ferry: 90 min ($2-3) | Speedboat: 30 min ($25) | Budget: From $2

The Maldives' most popular local island. Water sports, bikini beach, restaurants, diving. Easy

return by evening.

◆  Gulhi Island
Transfer: Ferry: 75 min ($2.50) | Speedboat: 30 min ($25) | Budget: From $2.50

Quiet authentic fishing village; beautiful bikini beach; oldest shipyard; excellent snorkelling.

◆  Guraidhoo Island
Transfer: Ferry: 2+ hrs | Speedboat: 40 min ($30) | Budget: From $2.50

Diving paradise and surf base; Lhosfushi bridge island; pier shark feeding at sunset.

◆  Hulhumalé
Transfer: Bus/taxi via bridge: 15 min ($0.15-$10) | Budget: Free-$5

Modern urban island; long beach; parks; relaxed atmosphere; excellent for transit day.

◆  Resort Day Pass
Transfer: Speedboat: 20-45 min ($50-150 resort transfers) | Budget: $100-200

Day pass to a nearby luxury resort. Access to beach, pool, restaurants, watersports. Adaaran

Vadoo and similar resorts offer this.

◆  Sandbank Snorkel Tour
Transfer: Speedboat: 30-60 min | Budget: $50-80/pp

Organised tours from Malé to pristine sandbanks with snorkelling at coral gardens and nurse

shark sites.
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◆  Submarine Tour
Transfer: Departs Malé | Budget: €75-90/pp

Underwater submarine excursion viewing coral reefs and tropical fish through portholes. Book in

advance — limited spots.
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13.  PRACTICAL TRAVEL TIPS
Everything for your Malé visit

■  Money
• ATMs widely available throughout Malé (Bank of Maldives, BML). USD and MVR both widely

accepted.

• Most shops, restaurants, and hotels accept major credit cards.

• Airport duty-free: alcohol available for departure purchase only — not for consumption in

Malé.

• Budget: $80-150/day covers comfortable hotel, meals, and activities in Malé.

■  Dress Code
• Malé has stricter dress expectations than resort or tourist islands.

• Cover shoulders AND thighs at all times in public — not just near mosques.

• Swimwear is not appropriate in city streets even en route to/from a beach.

• Modest, lightweight clothing works well for the tropical heat.

■  Religious Respect
• Shops close for ~15 minutes during each of the five daily prayers — plan accordingly.

• Fridays are the main holy day; some government offices close, mosque attendance peaks.

• The call to prayer (Adhan) echoes across the city five times daily — a beautiful part of the

Malé experience.

• Do not eat, drink, or smoke in public during Ramadan daylight hours.

■  Connectivity
• Excellent 4G coverage throughout Malé. Buy a Dhiraagu or Ooredoo SIM at the airport.

• Free WiFi in most hotels, many cafes, and public spaces near the waterfront.

• Power: 230V, UK-style 3-pin plugs.

■  Getting Around Malé
• Most of Malé is easily walkable — the entire island can be crossed on foot in 20-25 minutes.

• Taxis operate within the island for $2-5. Call +960 331 5050 or flag from street.

• No public buses within Malé itself (they operate to Hulhumalé via bridge).

• Motorcycles and bicycles are common — be alert when walking on roads.
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14.  GETTING AROUND MALÉ
Navigation and transport in the capital

Malé's harbour — the departure point for ferries, speedboats, and dhonis connecting to all islands in the Maldivian
archipelago.

Walking
The best way to explore Malé is entirely on foot. The city is compact — you can walk from the

harbour to the Grand Friday Mosque to the Fish Market to Sultan Park and back in a single

comfortable morning. The waterfront promenade is a particularly pleasant walking route.

Key Transport Hubs

Villingili Ferry Terminal
The main departure hub for all public ferry routes to local islands throughout Kaafu Atoll and

beyond. Located on the southwest of Malé. Ferries to Maafushi, Gulhi, Guraidhoo, and dozens of

other islands depart from here daily.

Male Commercial Harbour
The main commercial port handling cargo and some inter-atoll ferry connections. Located on the

north coast.

Speedboat Jetty
Multiple private speedboat operators depart from various jetties around the harbour area for local

islands, resorts, and the airport. Your guesthouse or hotel will direct you to the correct jetty.

Sinamalé Bridge Bus Stop
MTCC buses depart from near the bridge for Hulhumalé. Journey ~15 minutes. Regular service

throughout the day.
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Malé — where the Maldives begins and ends. Explore its mosques, markets,

and waterfront lanes, then set off for the turquoise atolls beyond. ■■  ■  ■  ■

Enjoy Malé — the extraordinary capital at the heart of
paradise! ■


