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Introduction

Guinea-Bissau is a country that defies simple definition. Nestled on the West African
coast, this small yet vibrant nation is shaped by its rolling savannas and lush
mangroves, a place where Atlantic currents meet centuries of history and the voices of
multiple peoples mingle in everyday life. With a land area of just over 36,000 square
kilometers, its impact—on regional dynamics, cultural heritage, and environmental
diversity—far exceeds its size. This book offers a multi-faceted portrait of Guinea-
Bissau, inviting readers to explore a country where tradition and change, hardship and
hope, are in constant conversation.

The story of Guinea-Bissau begins long before the establishment of modern borders.
Ancient kingdoms and age-old trade routes, warrior societies and societies bound by
kinship, all left their imprint on the land and its people. The scars and legacies of
Portuguese colonization and the Atlantic slave trade, as well as the extraordinary
struggle for independence led by the PAIGC, have formed an indelible national
consciousness that continues to shape the trajectory of its politics and society.

Since independence, Guinea-Bissau has faced extraordinary challenges. Cycles of
political instability, economic hardship, and underdevelopment have tested the
endurance of its people. Yet even amid uncertainty—marked by coups and transitions,
persistent poverty, and difficulties in health and education—there remains a persistent
creativity, a resilience seen in the rhythms of daily life and the vibrant cultural
expressions that make Guinea-Bissau distinct within West Africa.

This book explores the full sweep of Guinea-Bissau’s character: from the intricate
ecosystems of the Bijagds islands and the enduring customs of rural villages, to the
resourcefulness of Bissau’s urban dwellers. It delves into the nation’s complex ethnic
mosaic, the blend of languages and faiths, and the powerful cultural celebrations that
mark the Guinean calendar. It also confronts the nation’s difficulties head-on,
examining systemic issues like poverty, governance, health crises, and environmental
threats, but always with an eye to stories of adaptation and aspiration.

Whether you are drawn by a love of history, an interest in African societies, or a
curiosity about the world’s lesser-known places, Guinea-Bissau rewards deeper
inquiry. Its natural beauty and unique biodiversity stand alongside political paradoxes
and social challenges, painting a nuanced picture that goes beyond headlines and
statistics.

"Guinea-Bissau: Portrait of a Country" aims to provide not only information, but
understanding—a gateway to discovering the resilience, diversity, and profound
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humanity of a people and place at a crossroads of past and future.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Lay of the Land and Seasons'’
Dance

Guinea-Bissau is a small nation, tucked neatly into the western curve of Africa. It's a
country that often gets overlooked on a map, perhaps confused with its larger
neighbor, the Republic of Guinea, hence the “Bissau” tacked onto its name, derived
from its capital city. Covering an area of roughly 36,125 square kilometers, it's roughly
the size of the U.S. state of Maryland. To its north lies Senegal, a more widely known
West African country, while to its southeast, it shares a border with the Republic of
Guinea. The vast expanse of the Atlantic Ocean defines its western edge, contributing
significantly to its climate and rich ecosystems.

The landscape of Guinea-Bissau is a study in gradual elevation, starting from low-lying
coastal plains that are, at times, periodically submerged by the rhythmic ebb and flow
of the tides. These coastal areas are dominated by the intricate network of Guinean
mangroves, a unique ecoregion of mangrove swamps flourishing in the rivers and
estuaries that meet the ocean. These remarkable trees, including species like
Rhizophora, Laguncularia racemosa, and Conocarpus erectus, can grow up to 10
meters tall, forming dense "gallery forests" along the creeks, while shorter varieties
populate the mudflats in between. The mangroves act as a natural filter, intercepting
pollutants and preventing coastal erosion, and they serve as vital breeding grounds for
various marine life, including fish and crustaceans. They are also crucial habitats for
migratory birds and the West African manatee.

As one moves eastward from the coast, the terrain slowly transitions, rising gently
from these swampy plains to a more elevated plateau. This shift in elevation
introduces a different ecological zone: the Guinean forest-savanna mosaic. This
mosaic is not a uniform landscape but a patchwork of drier forests, often found along
riverbanks as "gallery forests," interspersed with open savannas and grasslands. It's a
transitional zone, a blend of the dense tropical rainforests to the south and the drier
savannas of the interior. This ecoregion boasts high biodiversity, providing a home to
a variety of plant and animal species, including endangered ones like chimpanzees.

The highest point in Guinea-Bissau, a modest elevation indeed, is Monte Torin,
standing at 262 meters (860 feet). Located in the Gabu region, near the southern
border with Guinea, this hill is a quiet testament to the country's generally low-lying
topography. Most inland regions, including Gabu, have a maximum elevation of
around 300 meters, characterized by plains punctuated by rias - submerged river
valleys. Meandering rivers crisscross the landscape, many forming broad estuaries as
they approach the coast. The principal river, the Corubal, winds its way through the
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country, holding significant hydroelectric potential, particularly at the Saltinho Rapids.

Beyond the mainland, off Guinea-Bissau's western coastline, lies the remarkable
Bijagds Archipelago. This scattered group consists of about 88 islands and islets,
formed from the ancient delta of the Geba and Grande de Buba rivers. Since 1996, the
Bijagds Archipelago has been designated a UNESCO Biosphere Reserve, a recognition
of its exceptional biodiversity and the unique balance struck between its local
populations and nature. While about twenty of these islands are populated year-round,
many remain untouched, offering a glimpse into pristine ecosystems. The archipelago
is a haven for diverse flora and fauna, boasting mangroves, palm forests, dry and semi-
dry forests, coastal savanna, and sand banks. It's an especially vital site for migratory
birds and is considered the most important site in Africa for green sea turtles to lay
their eggs.

Guinea-Bissau's climate is tropical, characterized by a distinct rhythm of wet and dry
seasons, largely influenced by the movement of the Intertropical Convergence Zone
(ITCZ). This belt of converging trade winds shifts throughout the year, broadly
dictating the country's weather patterns. The hot, rainy season typically arrives in June
and lingers until November, bringing with it heavy rainfall and high humidity. August
often stands out as the wettest month, with precipitation being particularly abundant
in the central-southern coastal areas, where it can exceed 2,000 millimeters annually.
During this period, the sky is often cloudy, and the rains can lead to widespread
flooding, especially from July to September.

Following the deluge, the hot, dry season takes over, generally from December
through April. This period is marked by the arrival of the harmattan winds, dry and
dusty currents blowing in from the Sahara Desert. These winds can reduce humidity
and bring a whitish haze to the sky. While the dry season offers clear skies and lower
humidity, temperatures remain consistently hot throughout the year. Average
temperatures hover around 26.3°C (79.3°F), though they can range from
approximately 21.1°C to 39.3°C, depending on the month and location. The hottest
months typically fall between February and May, just before the rains, when
temperatures can easily surpass 40°C, especially in the interior regions like Gabu and
Bafatd. Along the coast, however, the heat is often tempered by refreshing sea
breezes.

Precipitation, while generally high, does vary across the country. Coastal areas receive
significantly more rainfall than the interior, experiencing a tropical maritime climate.
In contrast, the interior is influenced by a tropical savanna climate, which sees greater
variations in both precipitation and temperature. For instance, while the central-
southern coast can receive over 2,000 mm of rain annually, the drier northeast parts
might see less than 1,500 mm. This geographical distribution of rainfall contributes to
the diverse ecosystems found within Guinea-Bissau, from the water-loving mangroves
to the more arid savannas.
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The best time to visit Guinea-Bissau is generally during the dry season, particularly
from December to April, when the weather is warm and dry. During these months, the
almost complete absence of rain makes travel much easier, especially considering the
impact of heavy rains on the country's infrastructure. The climate and geography of
Guinea-Bissau are intrinsically linked, creating a unique environment that shapes

everything from its natural beauty and agricultural potential to the daily lives of its
people.
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