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Introduction
Guinea-Bissau, a small and often overlooked nation nestled along the West African
coast, emerges as a vibrant mosaic of wilderness, remarkable for its tremendous array
of wildlife and diverse natural habitats. Despite covering a modest area, Guinea-Bissau
encompasses a range of environments from lush tropical forests and seasonally
flooded savannas to vast mangrove swamps and the sprawling archipelago of Bijagós.
This diversity of habitats has fostered one of the richest assemblages of fauna and
flora in the West African region, earning the country a special place on the map for
naturalists, conservationists, and explorers alike.

What sets Guinea-Bissau apart is not merely the variety of its landscapes, but also the
complex interplay between these ecosystems which supports a dazzling spectrum of
life. Mammals such as chimpanzees and elusive carnivores, hundreds of bird species
including globally threatened and migratory varieties, and a multitude of reptiles,
amphibians, marine organisms, and invertebrates call this country home. Many of
these species are found nowhere else or are at the very edge of their ranges, linking
Guinea-Bissau to broader conservation efforts across West Africa and the wider world.

However, appreciating the full extent of Guinea-Bissau’s natural wealth is not without
its challenges. Throughout much of its history, detailed scientific exploration and
monitoring have been hampered by limitations in resources, infrastructure, and
political stability. As a result, our understanding of several animal groups remains
incomplete, and many questions about the status, distribution, and ecology of key
species are still being answered. Yet, there is renewed momentum in conservation,
with expanding networks of protected areas, increased international collaboration, and
stronger community engagement.

This book, Wildlife and Fauna of Guinea-Bissau: A Guide to the Wildlife and Fauna of
Guinea-Bissau, is designed to shine a light on this remarkable corner of Africa.
Drawing from recent surveys, conservation reports, and field observations, it offers the
reader a comprehensive overview of the country’s main ecosystems, the wealth of its
wildlife, and the ongoing efforts to conserve this heritage. Each chapter delves into a
specific facet of Guinea-Bissau’s natural world—from the lush forests and teeming
wetlands to the hidden life of coastal waters and tiny invertebrates underfoot.

Importantly, this guide not only celebrates what is already known but also calls
attention to the urgent need for further research and effective conservation. The
fragile balance between human activity and natural resources is a reality throughout
Guinea-Bissau, as pressures from deforestation, poaching, overfishing, and climate
change increasingly threaten both habitats and species. Protecting this extraordinary
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biodiversity requires more than just awareness—it demands collaborative action,
sustained funding, and a sense of stewardship from all stakeholders, from local
communities to global partners.

Whether you are a student, traveler, researcher, or passionate conservationist, this
book aims to provide a gateway to Guinea-Bissau’s wild world: its wonders, its
challenges, and its hopes for the future. In doing so, it seeks to inspire deeper
connection, curiosity, and commitment to safeguarding the living treasures that define
Guinea-Bissau—a land where the untamed and the unknown still await discovery.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Geography and Ecosystems of
Guinea-Bissau
To truly appreciate the remarkable array of wildlife that calls Guinea-Bissau home, one
must first understand the stage upon which this natural drama unfolds: its geography
and the diverse ecosystems shaped by the land and climate. Tucked away on the West
African coast, this relatively small nation presents a surprisingly varied tableau, a
result of its position straddling the transition zone between the dense coastal forests
and the drier interior savannas. Bordered by Senegal to the north and Guinea to the
east and south, Guinea-Bissau looks westward to the vast expanse of the Atlantic
Ocean, an influence that profoundly shapes its character and supports some of its
most unique habitats.

The dominant feature of Guinea-Bissau's landscape is its low-lying coastal plain. This
flatness isn't just a minor detail on a topographical map; it's a defining characteristic
that allows the rhythm of the Atlantic tides to push far inland, in some places reaching
as much as 100 kilometers from the coast. This deep tidal penetration creates a
complex network of drowned river valleys, known as rias, which carve into the
coastline and form expansive estuaries. It's a world where land and sea are in
constant negotiation, where brackish waters ebb and flow, shaping the very soil and
supporting life uniquely adapted to this watery realm. While the country is
predominantly flat, there is a gentle rise in elevation towards the east. Here, you find
the foothills of the Fouta Djallon plateau, which extend into the southeastern part of
the country. These areas feature slightly higher ground, though the elevations remain
modest, reaching perhaps 300 meters at their highest points, such as Dongol Ronde or
Monte Torin.

A vital part of the geographical tapestry is woven by the country's river systems. Major
rivers like the Geba, Corubal, Cacheu, and Grande de Buba act as the lifeblood of the
landscape, draining the interior and carving pathways through the coastal plains to the
Atlantic. Some of these waterways originate in neighboring countries before making
their way through Guinea-Bissau. The flat terrain of the interior plains means these
rivers often meander, creating wide floodplains that become inundated during the
rainy season. These river systems, particularly their estuaries where freshwater meets
saltwater, are crucial ecological zones, serving as conduits between different habitats
and supporting distinct communities of plants and animals.

Off the western coast lies one of Guinea-Bissau's most iconic geographical features:
the Bijagós Archipelago. This remarkable collection comprises around 88 islands and
numerous smaller islets scattered across the Atlantic. Geologically, the archipelago is
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thought to have formed from the ancient delta of the Geba and Grande de Buba rivers.
The islands vary in size and character, with some like Bubaque being more populated
and serving as administrative centers, while many others remain uninhabited,
preserving a sense of untouched wilderness. The Bijagós are not just a scattering of
land in the sea; they represent a complex mosaic of marine and terrestrial
environments compressed into a relatively small area.

The climate of Guinea-Bissau is distinctly tropical, characterized by consistent warmth
and humidity throughout the year. This climate is largely influenced by the movement
of the Intertropical Convergence Zone (ITCZ), a belt of low pressure that circles the
globe near the equator. The tropical climate dictates two primary seasons: a hot, rainy
season and a hot, dry season. The rainy season typically runs from June to November,
brought by southwesterly winds, while the dry season occurs from December to May,
marked by the arrival of the northeasterly Harmattan winds from the Sahara Desert.

Temperatures in Guinea-Bissau are consistently high, with an annual average around
26.3 degrees Celsius, showing little dramatic fluctuation. However, the feel of the heat
changes significantly between the seasons. The period just before the rains, roughly
April and May, is often the hottest time of the year, and can feel particularly
oppressive as humidity begins to build. During the rainy season, while temperatures
might slightly decrease, the high humidity can make it feel muggy. Rainfall varies
across the country, with coastal areas receiving significantly more precipitation,
sometimes between 1,500 and 3,000 millimeters annually, compared to the interior
savanna regions where the climate is drier and more variable. The monsoon rains are
substantial, particularly from July to September, which can lead to widespread
flooding, especially in the low-lying river plains. Conversely, the dry season brings
clear skies and lower humidity, but also the Harmattan, a dusty wind that can reduce
visibility and coat everything in a fine layer of sand. Despite the heat, the coastal
waters remain warm year-round, inviting for swimming.

The interplay of this geography and climate gives rise to Guinea-Bissau's rich tapestry
of ecosystems. Moving inland from the Atlantic coast, the landscape transitions
through several distinct zones, each supporting a unique assemblage of life. These
transitions aren't always sharp lines on a map but rather gradual shifts in vegetation
and habitat type.

Perhaps the most defining coastal ecosystem is the extensive network of mangrove
forests. Guinea-Bissau is home to some of the largest and most intact mangrove
stands in West Africa, particularly notable in areas like the Cacheu River estuary.
These vital intertidal forests, dominated by species such as Avicennia germinans and 
Rhizophora mangle with their characteristic prop roots, thrive in the brackish waters of
the estuaries and sheltered coastlines. They form a critical buffer between land and
sea, protecting the coast from erosion and storm surges. Beyond their protective
function, mangroves are incredibly productive environments, serving as nurseries for
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countless fish species, crustaceans, and mollusks, forming the base of complex food
webs. Adjacent to the mangroves are vast tidal flats, expanses of mud and sand
exposed at low tide, which are crucial feeding grounds for migratory birds.

Moving slightly inland from the immediate coastal and estuarine zones, the landscape
often transitions into a mosaic of habitats. This area, influenced by both the coastal
moisture and the drier conditions further east, forms what is known as the Guinean
forest-savanna mosaic. This transitional ecoregion is a patchwork of different
vegetation types, including areas of woodland, coastal savanna, and even palm
forests, particularly prevalent in areas like the Bijagós Islands. The woodlands here
feature a mix of tree species, often fire-tolerant, while the savannas are characterized
by tall grasses interspersed with scattered trees and shrubs. This mosaic nature
creates a variety of niches, supporting species that might not be found in the more
uniform habitats to the north or south.

Further inland, particularly in the eastern and northern regions of the country, the
landscape opens up into classic savanna ecosystems. These areas are characterized
by vast grasslands dotted with trees, a landscape shaped by the slightly lower rainfall
compared to the coast and the prevalence of seasonal fires. Savanna woodland is a
dominant vegetation type in terms of area, providing different structures and
resources compared to the more open herbaceous savanna. The grasses here can
grow quite tall during the wet season, providing cover and sustenance for grazing
animals.

While much of Guinea-Bissau is dominated by coastal plains, mangroves, and
savannas, there are also areas of tropical forest. These are more concentrated in the
southern parts of the country, where rainfall is higher, and along river valleys where
gallery forests can persist even in drier regions. These forests, particularly in areas like
Cantanhez, represent some of the last remaining relatively untouched forest
ecosystems in West Africa. They feature denser tree cover and a different suite of
plant species compared to the woodlands of the forest-savanna mosaic. These
forested areas, though smaller in extent than the savannas and mangroves, are
critical for many species requiring dense cover and specific forest resources.

The country's hydrology, beyond the major rivers and tidal influence, also includes
important wetland areas. Lagoons and other freshwater or brackish wetlands are
scattered across the landscape, serving as crucial habitats for birds and other aquatic
life, especially during the dry season when water sources become scarce. Lagoas de
Cufada, for instance, is recognized as a wetland of international importance.

This varied geography – the low-lying coast with its intricate tidal systems and island
archipelago, the network of rivers, the transitional forest-savanna mosaic, and the
inland savannas and remnant forests – provides the foundation for the rich biodiversity
that will be explored in the following chapters. Each distinct ecosystem, from the salty
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mangroves to the grassy plains, presents a unique environment with its own set of
challenges and opportunities for the wildlife that has adapted to call Guinea-Bissau
home.
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