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Introduction

Equatorial Guinea, nestled on the west coast of Central Africa, stands as a remarkable
repository of botanical diversity. Despite its relatively modest size, the country is
endowed with an astonishing wealth of native plant species, making it one of the most
compelling regions in Africa for botanical study. Comprising the mainland region
known as Rio Muni and several offshore islands—Bioko, Annobén, Corisco, Small
Elobey, and Great Elobey—Equatorial Guinea's complex geography lays the
groundwork for its impressive variety of habitats and, consequently, its unique flora.

The nation is recognized as part of the Cameroon Forest biodiversity hotspot,
underscoring its global ecological significance. With an estimated 3,250 plant species,
including 66 endemics found nowhere else, Equatorial Guinea's natural heritage is
both rich and fragile. The forests, mountains, and coastal mangroves provide
sanctuary to a spectacular array of plants, many of which play critical roles in
maintaining ecological balance and supporting local livelihoods. From towering
rainforest trees to delicate orchids, the country's plant life tells the story of evolution,
adaptation, and coexistence.

The diversity of habitats—ranging from dense lowland rainforests on the mainland, to
volcanic montane forests on the islands, and even mangroves along the Atlantic
coast—agives rise to an extraordinary floral assemblage. Areas such as Bioko and
Annobdn islands are especially renowned for their high levels of endemism, housing
several species that reflect millions of years of geographic isolation. Yet, these same
islands and the mainland forests face mounting threats from habitat loss, logging,
agriculture, and the expansion of human activity.

As with much of the world's tropical regions, the native plants of Equatorial Guinea are
not immune to pressures from development and environmental change. A significant
number of species are classified as threatened or endangered, while traditional uses
and demands for timber, medicine, and food continue to impact native plant
populations. The challenge lies in balancing the needs of economic development with
the urgent necessity of conserving botanical diversity for future generations.

Over the past decades, dedicated scientists, naturalists, and policy makers have
endeavored to document, protect, and sustainably manage the nation's botanical
treasures. From comprehensive floristic surveys and the creation of protected areas,
to the ongoing "Flora de Guinea Ecuatorial" project, these efforts provide crucial
knowledge and tools for safeguarding the country's native plants. Community
traditions and ethnobotanical wisdom also offer valuable insights into sustainable use
and cultural importance, highlighting the deep connection between people and plants.
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This book, "Native Plants of Equatorial Guinea: A Guide to the Native Plants of
Equatorial Guinea," is intended as a comprehensive resource for naturalists,
conservationists, students, and anyone interested in the remarkable flora of this
unique nation. It explores Equatorial Guinea's geographical context, the diversity of its
ecosystems, the most notable native and endemic species, and the conservation
challenges and successes shaping its future. Through this guide, readers will gain a
deeper appreciation for the vital role native plants play in both ecological and cultural
life, and the ongoing efforts required to ensure their preservation.
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CHAPTER ONE: Geography and Climate of Equatorial
Guinea

Equatorial Guinea occupies a unique geographical position on the western edge of the
Central African landmass, a location that profoundly influences its climate and,
consequently, its rich tapestry of plant life. It is a relatively compact nation, covering
an area of approximately 28,051 square kilometers, yet within this modest footprint
lies a surprising diversity of landscapes and microclimates. The country's geography is
defined by its division into a continental region and several islands scattered across
the Gulf of Guinea, each contributing distinct characteristics to the overall
environmental mosaic.

The mainland portion, known as Rio Muni, comprises the bulk of the country's territory
and lies nestled between Cameroon to the north and Gabon to the east and south. Its
coastline stretches along the Atlantic Ocean, where it meets the warm tropical waters.
This coastal strip is generally low-lying, giving way to more varied terrain as one
moves inland. The transition from the coast is not abrupt but a gradual shift towards
rising elevations and more complex topography.

Moving eastward from the coast, the landscape of Rio Muni becomes increasingly
rugged. While not home to Africa's highest peaks, the region features significant
mountain chains that punctuate the dense forest cover. Notable among these are the
Monte Alén and Monte Mitra massifs. These elevated areas are not merely changes in
altitude; they represent distinct ecological zones where temperature and rainfall
patterns begin to diverge from the lowlands, fostering different types of vegetation
adapted to cooler, perhaps wetter, conditions at higher altitudes.

Beyond the mountainous spine, the northeastern section of the mainland tends
towards flatter plains. This variation in relief across Rio Muni—from coastal plains to
interior mountains and eastern lowlands—creates a patchwork of microhabitats, each
with its own set of environmental conditions. The underlying geology also plays a role,
with metamorphic soils dominating much of the mainland, although sedimentary soils
are found closer to the coast, influencing drainage and nutrient availability for plants.

Adding another layer to the mainland's geographical complexity are the significant
areas of permanent or temporary swamp formations. These waterlogged
environments are particularly prevalent in certain regions, often associated with river
systems that wind their way through the dense forests. Swamps provide a specialized
habitat for plant species capable of thriving in saturated soils, a stark contrast to the
flora found on drier slopes or well-drained plains.
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Along the Atlantic coast of Rio Muni, where freshwater rivers meet the saline ocean,
localized mangrove forests take root. These resilient ecosystems occupy the intertidal
zone, a dynamic environment subjected to the ebb and flow of tides. The unique
conditions of brackish water and oxygen-poor soils in mangrove areas support a
specific community of salt-tolerant plants, playing vital roles in coastal protection and
serving as nurseries for marine life.

Away from the mainland, Equatorial Guinea's territory extends to several islands in the
Gulf of Guinea. The largest and most significant of these is Bioko Island, situated off
the coast of Cameroon. Bioko is a volcanic island, its dramatic topography rising
steeply from the sea. This volcanic origin gives the island fertile soils and a
mountainous interior, culminating in Pico Basilé, the country's highest point, which
reaches over 3,000 meters above sea level.

Bioko's altitude creates a pronounced elevational gradient, leading to distinct climatic
zones as one ascends its slopes. The lower elevations experience typical tropical
rainforest conditions, while moving upwards brings cooler temperatures, increased
rainfall, and changes in cloud cover. This altitudinal variation results in a vertical
stratification of vegetation types, from lowland forests to montane ecosystems, each
hosting different plant communities perfectly adapted to their specific conditions.

Further to the southwest lies Annobdén Island, another volcanic outpost of Equatorial
Guinea, albeit much smaller and more isolated than Bioko. Annobdn's volcanic geology
also contributes to its unique character and, combined with its isolation, has fostered a
high degree of endemism among its plant life. Although the island has experienced
historical human activity, its geographical setting continues to shape its botanical
makeup, supporting species found nowhere else.

Beyond Bioko and Annobén, Equatorial Guinea's insular territory includes the smaller
islands of Corisco, Small Elobey, and Great Elobey, located closer to the mainland
coast. While less prominent in terms of land area or dramatic topography compared to
the volcanic islands, these coastal islands also possess their own ecological nuances,
influenced by their proximity to the mainland and the coastal environment.

The climate of Equatorial Guinea is broadly equatorial, characterized by high
temperatures and significant rainfall throughout much of the year. The country
experiences two distinct seasons: a wet season and a slightly drier season, though the
timing and intensity can vary between the mainland and the islands, and even within
regions due to local topography. Generally, temperatures remain relatively consistent
year-round, with averages hovering around 25-30 degrees Celsius in lowland areas.

Rainfall is abundant, contributing to the lush vegetation that defines the landscape.
The wet season typically sees heavy precipitation, nourishing the rainforests and
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contributing to the formation of swamps. The "drier" season is often more of a period
of reduced rainfall rather than a complete absence of it, and humidity remains high
throughout the year, a key factor supporting the dense tropical ecosystems.

The mountainous regions, both on the mainland and particularly on Bioko Island,
experience cooler temperatures and often receive higher amounts of orographic
rainfall, where moist air is forced upwards by the terrain, cools, and releases
precipitation. This phenomenon explains the presence of cloud forests and different
vegetation types at higher elevations, distinct from the lowland rainforests.

The geographical separation of the islands from the mainland has also played a crucial
role in shaping their climate and biodiversity. Islands like Bioko and Annobdn have
developed their own microclimates influenced by oceanic patterns and their volcanic
topography, leading to unique evolutionary pathways for plant species, including those
found only on these isolated landmasses.

The interplay between Equatorial Guinea's varied geography—from coastal plains and
mangrove swamps to interior mountains and volcanic islands—and its equatorial
climate creates a mosaic of habitats. Each of these environments, with its specific
combination of elevation, soil type, water availability, temperature, and rainfall,
supports a distinct suite of plant species. Understanding this geographical and climatic
context is fundamental to appreciating the remarkable diversity and distribution of the
native plants found across this fascinating Central African nation.
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