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Introduction
Equatorial Guinea stands as one of Africa’s lesser-known nations, yet its cities offer a
fascinating tapestry of history, culture, and rapid transformation. Located on the west
coast of Central Africa, this small country is uniquely divided into a mainland region,
Río Muni, and an insular region comprised of several islands. While international
attention often focuses on its status as an oil-rich country, Equatorial Guinea’s urban
centers reveal stories and legacies that greatly predate the oil boom and continue to
shape the nation today.

The cities of Equatorial Guinea exemplify the country’s diverse heritage and
dynamism. Malabo, the capital situated on Bioko Island, is a city where colonial
architecture and modern developments stand side by side. Founded by the British and
later transformed under Spanish rule, Malabo has evolved into a vibrant metropolis,
reflecting the complexities of Equatorial Guinea’s colonial past and its ambitions for
the future. In contrast, Bata, the largest city on the mainland, anchors the nation’s
commercial life, with its energetic markets and lively port epitomizing the growing
economic heart of the country.

Beyond Malabo and Bata, other urban centers such as Ebebiyín and Mongomo play
vital roles as crossroads of trade and politics. The process of urbanization is further
highlighted by Ciudad de la Paz, a meticulously planned city that is being constructed
to eventually serve as the new capital. These developments demonstrate not only the
government’s vision for modernization but also the challenges that come with rapid
growth, migration, and infrastructure needs in a tropical environment.

Yet, not all of Equatorial Guinea’s urban spaces are defined by size or recent
expansion. Towns like Luba, Evinayong, and San Antonio de Palé carry their own
historical significance and local flavor. Their contributions to the country’s economic,
social, and cultural landscape are substantial, often providing key regional connections
across provinces separated by rivers, forests, or the Gulf of Guinea itself.

For visitors, Equatorial Guinea’s cities offer a unique blend of experiences: colonial
cathedrals and modern highways; bustling local markets and serene tropical beaches;
cosmopolitan hotels and traditional neighborhoods. Visitors have the opportunity to
engage with the country’s rich tapestry of ethnic communities—the Fang, Bubi,
Ndowe, and Annobonese, among others—and explore a distinctive heritage shaped by
both indigenous traditions and international encounters.

This book seeks to provide an insightful guide and historical overview of the great
cities of Equatorial Guinea. Each chapter introduces the reader to a different urban
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center or theme, weaving together geography, history, economy, and travel tips.
Whether you are planning to visit, conducting research, or simply eager to learn about
a unique corner of Africa, "Cities of Equatorial Guinea" invites you on a journey
through the vibrant streets, evolving skylines, and enduring legacies of an
extraordinary nation.
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CHAPTER ONE: Geography and Regions of Equatorial
Guinea
Equatorial Guinea, a captivating nation on the western coast of Central Africa, boasts a
rather unusual geographical makeup, a fact that has profoundly shaped its urban
development and cultural tapestry. Unlike many countries that are simply a
contiguous landmass, Equatorial Guinea is a two-part affair: a mainland expanse
known as Río Muni, and an insular region composed of several islands scattered across
the Gulf of Guinea. This geographical duality is not merely a cartographical quirk; it is
a fundamental element in understanding the country's cities, their histories, and their
individual characters.

The mainland region, Río Muni, forms the larger portion of the country's territory,
covering approximately 26,017 square kilometers (10,045 sq mi). It shares its borders
with Cameroon to the north and Gabon to the south and east, creating a landlocked
connection to its neighbors. This continental expanse is where the majority of
Equatorial Guinea's population resides. Río Muni is characterized by a narrow coastal
plain that gradually gives way to a series of hills and inland plateaus, which are
essentially spurs of Gabon's Crystal Mountains. The landscape is rich with tropical
forests, contributing to Equatorial Guinea's impressive forest cover, which ranks
among the highest globally. The region is traversed by rivers, the most significant
being the Mbini (formerly known as the Benito River), which carves through the heart
of Río Muni, though it's largely unnavigable beyond a 20-kilometer stretch at its
estuary.

Within Río Muni, the climate is typically equatorial, marked by high temperatures and
substantial rainfall, with two distinct wet seasons occurring from February to June and
then from September to December. Despite this, the mainland generally experiences
slightly drier and cooler conditions than the islands. This continental region is home to
Bata, the country's most populous city and its primary port on the Atlantic coast. It
also encompasses Ciudad de la Paz, the ambitious planned city destined to become
the nation's future capital. Río Muni also includes a smattering of smaller offshore
islands that lie close to its coastline, such as Corisco, Elobey Grande, and Elobey
Chico.

Corisco Island, for instance, is a small gem located about 29 kilometers (18 miles)
southwest of the Río Muni estuary, near the border with Gabon. Its name, a nod to the
Portuguese word for lightning, speaks to the dramatic weather patterns historically
experienced in the area. Though small, at around 14 to 16 square kilometers (5 to 6
square miles), Corisco is known for its pristine white sandy beaches and excellent
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scuba diving opportunities, a picturesque slice of paradise where the tropical waters
shimmer with intense blue hues. It is a relatively flat island with a high point of just 35
meters (115 feet) above sea level, and while sparsely populated, it holds historical
significance, with one of Central Africa's oldest cemeteries having been discovered
there. Efforts have also been made to improve connectivity, with a modern
international airport opened in 2011.

Nearby, the Elobey Islands, including Elobey Grande and Elobey Chico, also belong to
the mainland region. Elobey Grande is a sparsely inhabited island situated at the
mouth of the Mitémélé River. Its smaller neighbor, Elobey Chico, though now
uninhabited, once held the distinction of being the colonial capital of Río Muni, a
testament to its past strategic importance. These islands, while minor in size,
contribute to the intricate coastal geography of the continental region.

Shifting our gaze from the mainland, we arrive at the insular region, which is
dominated by two primary islands: Bioko and Annobón. Bioko Island, formerly known
as Fernando Pó, is the largest island in the Gulf of Guinea, spanning approximately
2,017 square kilometers (779 sq mi). It is situated about 32 kilometers (20 miles) off
the coast of Cameroon and roughly 160 kilometers (99 miles) northwest of mainland
Equatorial Guinea. Bioko is of volcanic origin, a fact evident in its mountainous terrain
and three prominent extinct volcanoes, with Pico Basilé reaching an impressive 3,012
meters (9,882 feet) as the country's highest point. This volcanic heritage has also
blessed the island with fertile soils, conducive to agriculture.

The coastline of Bioko Island presents a varied face, being steep and rugged in the
south, while the northern stretches are generally lower and more accessible. It is along
this more welcoming northern coast that Malabo, the nation's current capital and
primary port, is nestled. Bioko's climate is tropical monsoon, characterized by
consistently warm temperatures and substantial rainfall throughout the year.
Interestingly, the island exhibits a strong north-south rainfall gradient, with the
southern part receiving considerably more precipitation than the north, which is
shielded by the volcanic peaks.

Further south, almost 400 miles southwest of Bioko and south of the Equator, lies the
remote volcanic island of Annobón. This small island, measuring about 17 to 20 square
kilometers (7 to 8 square miles), is also part of the Cameroon volcanic line. Annobón is
characterized by lush valleys and steep mountains, with its highest peak, Quioveo,
rising to 598 meters (1,962 feet). A central crater lake, Lago A Pot, adds to its
distinctive topography. The island's isolation means it has developed a unique
biological diversity, with several endemic bird species. San Antonio de Palé serves as
the main settlement on this tranquil island, whose economy is primarily sustained by
fishing and forestry.

The geographical separation of Equatorial Guinea into these distinct mainland and
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insular regions has naturally led to varied historical trajectories and urban
development patterns. The mainland, Río Muni, with its continuous land borders, has
historically been more interconnected with its Central African neighbors, fostering
different trade routes and cultural exchanges. The islands, particularly Bioko, with
their strategic location in the Gulf of Guinea, have seen greater influence from
maritime powers and colonial administrations. This geographical segmentation,
therefore, is not merely a backdrop but an active force in shaping the diverse urban
landscapes and the unique identities of the cities within Equatorial Guinea.
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