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Introduction

Sao Tome and Principe, a small island nation nestled in the Gulf of Guinea, stands as
one of the world’s most remarkable reservoirs of biodiversity. Despite its modest
landmass, this archipelago harbors a wealth of unique and diverse species, many of
which are found nowhere else on Earth. The islands’ remoteness and isolation from
the African mainland have created an evolutionary laboratory, resulting in high rates
of endemism that are both extraordinary and fragile.

The varied landscapes of Sao Tome and Principe—ranging from verdant rainforests
and mist-shrouded cloud forests to mangrove-lined coasts and vibrant coral
reefs—provide an array of habitats that nurture this remarkable diversity. Each
ecosystem supports its own community of plants and animals, shaped by millions of
years of evolution. The primary rainforests, particularly in the mountainous interiors,
are especially famed for their rich concentration of endemic species, making them
invaluable from both a conservation and scientific perspective.

Birdlife on the islands is particularly renowned. For ornithologists and nature lovers,
Sao Tome and Principe represent a veritable paradise, home to dozens of endemic
birds, some of which are among the rarest on the planet. Equally remarkable are the
islands’ reptiles, amphibians, and invertebrates, which include a dizzying array of
endemic snakes, frogs, butterflies, spiders, and snails—all testament to the islands’
evolutionary legacy.

Yet, alongside this celebration of nature, there are serious conservation concerns. Like
many small-island nations, Sao Tome and Principe faces formidable threats: habitat
loss from deforestation, unsustainable fishing, invasive species, and the ever-pressing
risks posed by climate change. The nation's ability to protect its natural heritage is not
only critical for the survival of its endemic species but also for the wellbeing of its
people, whose cultures and livelihoods are intimately connected to their environment.

Efforts to safeguard this unique natural inheritance are ongoing. From the
establishment of Obo National Park and local marine reserves to innovative
community-driven projects that promote sustainable resource use, Sao Tome and
Principe has become a beacon for conservation initiatives in Africa and beyond. These
collective actions underscore the urgency and importance of preserving biodiversity,
and how local efforts can have global significance.

This book is designed as both a guide and a celebration of the wildlife and fauna of

Sao Tome and Principe. It aims to provide readers—whether naturalists, travelers,
conservationists, or the simply curious—with a comprehensive overview of the islands’
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extraordinary natural world. By highlighting both the wonders and the challenges, it is
hoped that greater appreciation for and commitment to safequarding Sao Tome and

Principe’s wild heritage will take root, ensuring that its exceptional wildlife thrives for
generations to come.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Islands of Sao Tome and
Principe: Geography and Climate

Sao Tome and Principe, a name that rolls off the tongue with a hint of the exotic, is a
small island nation that punches well above its weight in terms of natural wonders.
Situated squarely in the Gulf of Guinea, this two-island archipelago lies off the western
coast of Central Africa. To be more precise, Sao Tomé, the larger southern island, is
practically on the equator, while Principe is a bit further north and east. They're
separated by about 145 kilometers (90 miles) of ocean, and together with a handful of
smaller islets, they form one of Africa's smallest countries.

These islands didn't just appear out of nowhere; they are, in fact, the dramatic result
of volcanic activity that occurred deep beneath the ocean's surface along a geological
formation known as the Cameroon Line. This same volcanic chain is responsible for
other islands in the Gulf of Guinea, like Bioko and Annobdn, and even Mount
Cameroon on the mainland. Over millions of years, roughly 30 million to be a little
more precise, this fiery underworld built these islands up from the abyssal plain.

The topography of Sao Tome and Principe is anything but flat. Both islands are
mountainous, with peaks that reach into the clouds. Sao Tomé is the taller of the two,
boasting Pico de Sao Tomé as its highest point at a respectable 2,024 meters (6,640
feet) above sea level. Principe isn't quite as lofty, with Pico de Principe reaching 948
meters (3,110 feet). These volcanic origins are still evident in the landscape, with
dramatic features like Pico Cao Grande, or "Great Dog Peak," a towering volcanic plug
on Sao Tomé that juts over 300 meters (1,000 feet) above the surrounding terrain. The
mountains gradually slope down to smaller plains, particularly in the northeast of both
islands.

Given their location so close to the equator, you might expect a uniformly hot and
sticky climate, and you wouldn't be entirely wrong. The climate is indeed tropical,
characterized by warmth and high humidity year-round. However, the islands'
dramatic topography introduces a fascinating complexity, creating a range of
microclimates across the landscape.

The prevailing winds are moist southwesterlies, and when these moisture-laden winds
encounter the mountainous interiors, they are forced upwards, cool, and release their
moisture as rainfall. This phenomenon, known as orographic rainfall, means that the
southwestern slopes of the islands receive significantly more precipitation than the
northeastern, more sheltered areas. The result is a striking difference in annual
rainfall, with the wettest areas in the southwest of Sdo Tomé receiving over 7,000 mm
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(275 inches) of rain per year, while the drier northeast can get less than 760 mm (30
inches). This difference in rainfall is a key factor in the varied ecosystems found across
the islands.

While temperatures are consistently warm throughout the year, averaging around
26-27°C (79-81°F) in coastal areas, they do decrease with altitude. Head up into the
mountains, and the average temperature drops to around 20°C (68°F), with nights
that can be quite cool. Above 1,000 meters (3,300 feet), a fine misty rain is almost
constant, and while it gets cold, you won't need to pack your skis; frost and snow are
unheard of here.

Sao Tome and Principe experiences two main seasons, primarily defined by rainfall
rather than temperature. The wet season, or 'temporada das chuvas,' generally runs
from October to May, bringing with it heavy, often afternoon or evening, showers and
thunderstorms. This is the time when the islands' lush vegetation truly comes alive.
There's a brief, slightly less wet period within the rainy season, sometimes called
‘gravanito,' typically in December and January, where there's a temporary decrease in
rainfall and temperature.

The drier season, known as 'gravana,' occurs from June to September. While called
"dry," it's still quite humid, and the shift is less noticeable in the mountainous, densely
forested regions. This period offers a welcome respite from the persistent
precipitation, and is often considered the most favorable time to visit for outdoor
activities.

The ocean surrounding Sao Tome and Principe also plays a crucial role in moderating
the climate. The warm Gulf of Guinea Current and the Equatorial Counter Current keep
sea temperatures high year-round, which in turn helps to maintain the warm and
humid air over the islands. These warm waters prevent extreme temperature
fluctuations on land and contribute to the consistent tropical warmth. The colder
Benguela Current also has an indirect influence, cooling ocean temperatures to the
south and potentially impacting weather patterns.

The rich volcanic soils, a legacy of the islands' formation, combined with the equatorial
climate and ample rainfall in many areas, have created incredibly fertile conditions.
This fertility was historically exploited for plantation agriculture, with crops like sugar,
coffee, and cocoa being cultivated. This history is still evident in the landscape, with
many former plantations, or rocas, scattered across the islands. However, poor land
management has led to challenges like soil erosion, impacting the amount of arable
land available.

The islands' location, their volcanic origins, and the interplay of ocean currents and

mountainous topography have sculpted a unique environment. This geographical
foundation, with its distinct microclimates and varied rainfall patterns, provides the
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stage for the remarkable biodiversity that calls Sao Tome and Principe home. It's a
landscape of dramatic peaks, deep valleys, and swift streams cascading down to the
coast, all under the influence of a warm, humid, and life-giving tropical climate.
Understanding this geographical context is the first step in appreciating the
extraordinary wildlife and fauna that have evolved and thrived in this isolated corner
of the world.
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