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Introduction

Gabon, nestled on the west coast of Central Africa, is a country whose natural riches
are as remarkable as they are vital to the world’s ecological balance. Covering an area
of more than 267,000 square kilometers, Gabon is recognized as one of the most
forested nations on earth, with nearly 88% of its land area blanketed in dense tropical
rainforest. This unique geographic feature, combined with the nation’s equatorial
climate and low population density, has fostered the preservation of one of Africa’s
most diverse and intact assemblies of wildlife and plants. From sweeping forest
canopies to broad coastal plains and intricate networks of rivers and wetlands, the
landscapes of Gabon present a veritable mosaic of habitats teeming with life.

The significance of Gabon's biodiversity extends far beyond its borders. As a central
component of the Congo Basin—the world’s second-largest rainforest after the
Amazon—Gabon plays a crucial role in stabilizing the global climate, storing immense
quantities of carbon and acting as an essential “green lung” for the planet. The
country’s forests and rivers are sanctuary to rare and globally threatened species,
including the critically endangered African forest elephant and substantial populations
of western lowland gorillas. In addition, Gabon's extensive Atlantic coastline forms a
vital breeding ground for marine turtles and hosts a wealth of marine and estuarine
life.

Gabon's extraordinary natural endowment is not just a source of national pride but
also a foundation for its approach to development and conservation. Since the early
2000s, Gabon has led bold initiatives to protect its natural heritage, creating a system
of national parks that now protect vast tracts of wilderness. These protected areas,
ranging from rainforests and savannas to coastal lagoons and mangroves, are at the
heart of conservation efforts aimed at balancing development with the stewardship of
biodiversity. This commitment has attracted international recognition and
partnerships, positioning Gabon as a beacon of hope for sustainable resource
management in Central Africa.

Yet, the story of Gabon's wildlife is not without challenges. Like many countries rich in
natural resources, Gabon faces mounting pressures from illegal hunting, habitat
conversion, industrial expansion, and climate change. Poaching, particularly for ivory
and bushmeat, has had a serious impact on key animal populations. Rapid
urbanization and the expansion of agriculture threaten fragile ecosystems such as
mangroves and wetlands. Despite these threats, Gabon remains proactive, embracing
sustainable forestry, ecotourism, and community engagement as pillars of its
conservation strategy.
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This book, "Wildlife and Fauna of Gabon: A Guide to the Wildlife and Fauna of Gabon,"
provides an in-depth exploration of the animals, plants, and habitats that define
Gabon’s natural world. Through detailed chapters and vivid descriptions, readers will
discover the complexity and wonder of Gabon’s national parks, the crucial roles played
by various species in forest and coastal ecology, and the ongoing efforts to protect
this extraordinary heritage. From the thunderous call of a gorilla in the Ivindo Basin to
the gentle nesting of leatherback turtles on sandy shores, the journey through
Gabon’s wild places is both enlightening and inspiring.

It is the hope of this guide that by shedding light on Gabon's wildlife treasures and the
efforts to conserve them, readers will gain not only a deeper appreciation of this
fascinating country, but also a recognition of the urgency and importance of
safeguarding its natural wealth for generations to come.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Lay of the Land and Equatorial
Sky

Gabon occupies a significant portion of the west coast of Central Africa, straddling the
equator like a verdant belt buckle on the continent's waistline. Its geographical
coordinates place it between latitudes 3°N and 4°S and longitudes 8° and 15°E, giving
it that quintessential equatorial feel - hot, humid, and undeniably lush. Bordered by
Equatorial Guinea and Cameroon to the north, and the Republic of the Congo to the
east and south, Gabon also boasts an extensive coastline along the Atlantic Ocean to
the west, stretching for some 885 kilometers. This coastal edge is not merely a
boundary but a dynamic interface where land, forest, and sea converge in often
dramatic fashion.

The total area of Gabon is approximately 267,667 square kilometers, a size
comparable to the state of Colorado in the United States or roughly half the size of
France. Despite this considerable expanse, Gabon has a relatively low population
density, a factor that has undoubtedly contributed to the remarkable preservation of
its natural landscapes and the abundance of its wildlife. Much of this land remains
under a dense canopy of forest, a defining characteristic that we will explore in detail
in later chapters.

Peeling back the layers of Gabon's surface reveals a varied topography that shapes
the distribution of its ecosystems and the flow of its vital waterways. Moving inland
from the Atlantic coast, one first encounters a narrow coastal plain. This low-lying
strip, varying in width from about 20 to 300 kilometers, is a mosaic of sandy beaches,
intricate lagoons, and vital mangrove swamps. It's a dynamic zone, constantly
interacting with the tides and currents of the ocean, and a critical habitat in its own
right.

Beyond the coastal plain, the terrain begins to rise, transitioning into a hilly interior.
This central region is characterized by a series of plateaus interspersed with valleys,
eventually leading to more pronounced mountainous areas. Two significant mountain
ranges punctuate the landscape: the Cristal Mountains to the northeast of the capital,
Libreville, and the larger Chaillu Massif in the central part of the country. These
elevated regions, while not towering giants on a global scale, reach significant
altitudes within the context of the surrounding lowlands.

The highest point in Gabon is often cited as Mont Iboundji, reaching an elevation of

1,575 meters, located within the Chaillu Massif. However, some authorities suggest
Mont Bengoué in the northeast is the highest peak, at 1070 meters. Regardless of
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which specific peak claims the title, these mountainous areas contribute to local
climate variations and create diverse microhabitats within the broader forest
environment.

Further inland and to the east, the landscape flattens somewhat into expansive
plateaus. The Woleu-Ntem Plateau in the northeast, extending into neighboring
Cameroon and Equatorial Guinea, presents a landscape that contrasts with the dense
forest, featuring areas of undulating terrain and even some savanna grasslands.
Similarly, the Batéké Plateaux in the east, near the border with the Republic of the
Congo, also break the dominance of the rainforest with their unique savanna
environment and distinctive rock formations.

At the heart of Gabon's geography is the vast Ogooué River basin, which effectively
drains nearly the entire country. The Ogooué itself is the principal river, a colossal
waterway that flows for approximately 1,200 kilometers, although about 820
kilometers of its course are within Gabon. Rising in the highlands of the Republic of the
Congo, it carves a broad arc through Gabon's rainforests and plateaus before finally
discharging into the Atlantic Ocean near Port-Gentil through a complex delta system.

The Ogooué is more than just a river; it is a lifeline, its numerous tributaries forming a
dense network that crisscrosses the country. Major tributaries like the lvindo and the
Ngounié rivers contribute significantly to the Ogooué's immense volume and play
crucial roles in the hydrology and ecology of their respective regions. This extensive
river system, along with associated floodplains, lakes, and swamps, creates vital
freshwater habitats that support a wide array of aquatic and semi-aquatic life.

Geologically, Gabon sits on the northwestern margin of the ancient Congo Craton, a
stable block of the Earth's crust. This means that a significant portion of the country is
underpinned by very old Archean and Proterozoic basement rocks, some dating back
billions of years. These crystalline and metamorphic rocks form the foundation upon
which the younger sedimentary basins and surface features have developed. The
geology also hints at the country's natural resources, with deposits of manganese, iron
ore, and gold found within these ancient formations.

Overlying the ancient basement are younger sedimentary layers, particularly in the
coastal basin, which formed during the Cretaceous period and later. These
sedimentary rocks are important as they can host valuable resources, notably
petroleum, which has been a significant part of Gabon's economy, largely extracted
from offshore deposits. The interaction of these ancient and younger geological
formations contributes to the varied terrain seen across the country.

Turning to the skies above, Gabon's location on the equator dictates a predominantly

hot and humid equatorial climate. This climate is characterized by high temperatures
that show little seasonal variation throughout the year, averaging around 26-27°C. The
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humidity remains consistently high, often averaging around 85% and capable of
reaching 100% during the wet seasons. This constant warmth and moisture are
fundamental to the existence of Gabon's extensive rainforests.

While temperatures remain relatively stable, rainfall patterns define the seasons in
Gabon. The country experiences an equatorial climate with two main wet seasons and
two shorter dry seasons, although the timing and intensity can vary somewhat from
year to year and by region. Generally, there is a long wet season from February to
May, followed by a long dry season from May to September. Then comes a short wet
season from October to December, and finally a short dry season in December and
January.

Rainfall is abundant across much of the country, though it tends to be highest in the
northwest coastal regions. Annual precipitation can range from around 1,250
millimeters in the drier eastern and southern savannas to over 3,000 millimeters, and
even up to 3,800 millimeters, along the northwest coast and in some higher elevation
areas. The meeting of the cold Benguela Current from the south and the warm Guinea
Current from the north off the coast contributes to the significant rainfall experienced
in the coastal zone.

The long dry season, typically from May to September, sees a significant reduction in
rainfall, although humidity levels often remain high and the skies can be overcast. This
period can be particularly important for wildlife, influencing movement patterns and
breeding cycles. The shorter dry season around December and January can offer a
brief respite from the heaviest rains as well.

Understanding the interplay between Gabon's geography, geology, and climate is
essential to appreciating the incredible biodiversity it harbors. The varied terrain
provides a multitude of niches, the ancient geology offers a stable base, and the
consistent heat and abundant rainfall of the equatorial climate create the conditions
necessary for the lush forests, vibrant wetlands, and productive coastal areas that are
home to such a remarkable array of wildlife. It is upon this dynamic stage that the
fascinating story of Gabon's fauna unfolds.
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