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Introduction
Sao Tome and Principe is a place like no other: a small, volcanic archipelago set off the
western equatorial coast of Africa, blessed with lush rainforests, pristine beaches, and
a gentle island tempo known locally as “leve-leve.” For expats and adventurous
travelers alike, these islands offer not just a physical relocation, but a transformative
shift in lifestyle—away from frenetic urban existence and towards something simpler,
calmer, and deeper.

This book, “Living in Sao Tome and Principe: A Guide for Expats,” is designed to be
your trusted companion and practical reference as you explore the prospect of moving
to, settling in, and thriving on these beautiful islands. Within these pages, you’ll find
clear information on every aspect of expat life here: from legal entry and residency
requirements to accommodation, banking, work opportunities, healthcare, and
education. You’ll learn how to navigate not only the practicalities but also the
subtleties—understanding local customs, the rhythm of daily life, and how to form
meaningful connections both within the expat community and among your Santomean
neighbors.

Life in Sao Tome and Principe is characterized by a peacefulness that invites you to
slow down and attune yourself to nature. The islands remain relatively untouched by
mass tourism and overdevelopment, resulting in a unique sense of discovery for
newcomers. Whether it’s waking to the calls of rare birds in ancient rainforests,
swimming in translucent waters, or sipping coffee on the colonial streets of São Tomé
city, daily life here is filled with moments of wonder and reflection. Yet, these charms
come with their own challenges. The infrastructure is still developing, the healthcare
system is basic, and conveniences familiar in the West are sometimes limited or
absent. Adapting to this requires patience, flexibility, and a sense of humor.

Most expats in Sao Tome and Principe come for work—whether in NGOs, international
development, education, or the oil, gas and tourism sectors—but many stay for
reasons that go beyond a career to embrace a different way of living. The local
culture—a blend of African, Portuguese, and Brazilian influences—enriches daily
interactions and encourages deeper connections. For those willing to learn some
Portuguese and approach life with humility and openness, integration comes
surprisingly easily. The warmth of the local people, their hospitality, and the shared
sense of community create a strong sense of belonging, even for newcomers far from
home.

This guide is structured to take you from your first considerations—why move, what to
expect, and how to prepare—through the logistics of your move, and then into the
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realities of building a life here. Along the way, you’ll find practical checklists, local
insights, and tips earned from the experiences of expats who call these islands home.
From the first steps on the cobbled streets of São Tomé to the quiet evenings listening
to the waves crash over volcanic sand, your journey in Sao Tome and Principe will be
unlike any other.

Wherever the next pages may lead you, remember that living in Sao Tome and
Principe is more than a change of address: it’s a chance to embrace something new,
create unforgettable memories, and discover a slower, gentler, and unexpectedly
rewarding way of life. Welcome to your guide through Africa’s undiscovered paradise.
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Chapter One: Understanding Sao Tome and Principe:
An Overview
Nestled in the heart of the Gulf of Guinea, Sao Tome and Principe emerges from the
Atlantic like a verdant secret, a volcanic archipelago that proudly claims its title as
Africa’s second-smallest nation. Far from the bustling mainlands, these islands offer a
captivating blend of untouched natural splendor, a rich tapestry of Portuguese colonial
heritage, and a lifestyle that beats to the rhythm of "leve-leve"—a local philosophy
translating to "calm and unhurried." This isn't just a geographical location; it's an
invitation to decompress, to reconnect with nature, and to embrace a pace of life that
many in the modern world have all but forgotten.

For the expat looking for something truly unique, an experience off the well-trodden
path, Sao Tome and Principe presents a compelling proposition. While the expat
community is certainly not vast, it is a growing and diverse group, primarily composed
of Portuguese nationals drawn by historical ties, development workers dedicated to
the nation’s progress, and professionals in the burgeoning oil sector. This small but
vibrant community thrives amidst an environment of exceptional biodiversity, where
the rainforest covers a significant portion of the land, protecting an array of endemic
species found nowhere else on Earth.

The nation’s journey to independence from Portugal in 1975 marked a new chapter,
yet the lingering influence of its colonial past is evident everywhere, from the
architecture in the capital to the melodic lilt of the official language. Portuguese is the
language of government, commerce, and education, but the islands are also alive with
Creole dialects such as Forro, Angolar, and Principense, each a testament to the
diverse cultural currents that have shaped this land. These linguistic variations offer a
fascinating glimpse into the history of the islands and the resilience of their people.

At the heart of the nation’s economic and administrative life is São Tomé, the capital
city. With a population ranging between 53,000 and 65,000, São Tomé is where the
pulse of the nation is most keenly felt. It’s a city that, despite its size, possesses a
certain charm, with its colonial buildings, bustling markets, and the ever-present
sounds of daily life. In contrast, Príncipe Island, a designated UNESCO Biosphere
Reserve, offers a more secluded and tranquil existence. Its population hovers around
7,000, with a modest 1,500 residing in Santo António, its capital, making it a true
haven for those seeking solitude and an intimate connection with nature.

The allure of Sao Tome and Principe for expats extends beyond its serene beauty and
cultural depth. The islands boast an outstanding safety record, with crime rates
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remarkably low, making it a place where one can truly feel at ease. This sense of
security is a significant draw, especially for families or those accustomed to the
anxieties of urban living elsewhere. Furthermore, the nation offers a favorable tax
regime, with a progressive income tax ranging from 0-25% and no wealth, inheritance,
or capital gains tax on foreign-held assets. This financial incentive, coupled with an
emerging ecotourism sector, paints a picture of a nation poised for sustainable growth
and welcoming to foreign investment and talent.

The year-round equatorial climate is another undeniable advantage, offering
consistent warmth and sunshine that perfectly complements the pristine beaches.
Imagine a life where every day holds the promise of warm ocean breezes, the soft
rustle of palm trees, and the gentle lapping of waves against the shore. This idyllic
setting, combined with the "leve-leve" philosophy, cultivates an environment where
stress seems to melt away, replaced by a profound sense of peace and well-being.

The local currency, the Dobra (STN), plays a crucial role in daily transactions. It’s
important for expats to note that the Dobra is pegged to the Euro, providing a degree
of stability and predictability in financial planning. This pegging simplifies currency
conversions for those earning in Euros, ensuring that their money retains a consistent
value against local prices. While the Euro is widely understood, especially in
transactions involving larger sums or imported goods, the Dobra remains the currency
of choice for everyday purchases and is essential for navigating local markets and
services.

Life here is a delicate balance of the familiar and the refreshingly new. Expats quickly
learn that while the pace is slower, the warmth of the people and the sheer beauty of
their surroundings more than compensate for any perceived inconveniences. It’s a
place that encourages you to shed the anxieties of a fast-paced world and embrace a
more mindful existence, where the simple pleasures of life take center stage. From the
vibrant markets of São Tomé to the secluded beaches of Príncipe, the islands offer a
continuous journey of discovery, inviting you to delve deeper into a culture that values
community, hospitality, and the gentle rhythm of nature.

The administrative structure of Sao Tome and Principe is relatively straightforward,
with the government actively working to improve infrastructure and services. While
resources may not always be on par with more developed nations, there's a tangible
sense of progress and a genuine effort to enhance the quality of life for both citizens
and residents. This evolving landscape offers unique opportunities for those who are
adaptable and possess a pioneering spirit. Expats often find themselves contributing
to this development, whether directly through their work or indirectly by engaging
with local communities and supporting local businesses.

One of the most striking aspects of the islands is their commitment to environmental
preservation. The significant portion of protected rainforest is not merely a statistic;
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it’s a living, breathing testament to a national ethos that cherishes its natural heritage.
This commitment ensures that the breathtaking landscapes, from the cloud forests of
Obô National Park to the pristine coastlines, will remain a source of wonder for
generations to come. For expats, this means unparalleled access to nature, with
opportunities for hiking, birdwatching, and exploring some of the world’s most
biodiverse ecosystems right on their doorstep.

In essence, Sao Tome and Principe is more than just a destination; it's a way of life. It’s
a place where the grandeur of nature meets the resilience of human spirit, all wrapped
in a culture of "leve-leve" that gently guides you towards a more fulfilling existence.
For the expat, it represents a chance to forge a new path, to experience genuine
community, and to live in harmony with an environment that is as captivating as it is
serene. This overview merely scratches the surface of what awaits; the subsequent
chapters will delve deeper into the practicalities, challenges, and immense rewards of
making this unique archipelago your home.
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