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Introduction
Right then, Guinea Bissau. If you've picked up this book, you're likely contemplating a
move to this unique corner of West Africa, known for its stunning Bijagós archipelago,
vibrant culture, and... well, let's just say it marches to the beat of its own, occasionally
unpredictable, drum. You're probably not looking for a cushy expat posting with five-
star amenities and seamless bureaucracy. Good. Because that's not what you're going
to find. Welcome to the adventure!

This guide isn't your standard "Moving Abroad 101". We're assuming you already know
how to label a packing box, notify your bank, and say tearful goodbyes. We're ditching
the generic advice that applies equally to moving to Munich or Mozambique. Instead,
we're diving headfirst into the nitty-gritty, the specific quirks, and the down-and-dirty
practicalities of relocating to Guinea Bissau. Think of this less as an inspirational
travelogue and more as an operational manual for navigating a place where things
often work in mysterious ways.

Our mission is to give you the real scoop, the stuff you actually need to know. How do
you really get that residence permit? What's the deal with finding an apartment that
doesn't require sacrificing small animals to the electricity gods? How do you get from
A to B when the road looks like a lunar landscape? We'll cover visas, finding a place to
live (or perch), dealing with banks that might run out of cash, understanding the job
scene (beyond cashew exports), staying healthy when the nearest decent hospital
might be a plane ride away, and trying not to stick out too much like a sore thumb.

We promise to keep the preaching to a minimum and the humour dialled up – because
frankly, when navigating the delightful eccentricities of Guinea-Bissauan bureaucracy
or infrastructure, a sense of humour isn't just helpful, it's a vital survival tool. Expect
practical tips, realistic insights, and maybe a few stories that make you think, "They
did what?" We aim to be engaging, maybe even funny, but always focused on the
practical details that matter for this destination.

Now, for the Big Neon Flashing Warning Sign: Guinea Bissau is a dynamic place.
Laws, regulations, visa requirements, prices, government procedures, the reliability of
the internet on any given Tuesday – these things can change. And they probably will.
Possibly right after this book goes to print. Therefore, treat this guide as a starting
point, a knowledgeable friend giving you the lay of the land based on information
available at a particular moment. ALWAYS, ALWAYS, ALWAYS verify critical details
like visa rules, entry requirements, costs, and legal obligations with the appropriate
official sources – the relevant Guinea-Bissauan embassy or consulate, government
ministries, your employer, or trusted legal/local advisors. Do not rely solely on this
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book for time-sensitive or legally binding information. Seriously. We like you, we don't
want you stranded.

So, if you're ready to swap predictability for potent experiences, if you've got patience
by the bucketload, and if the idea of navigating a truly unique environment excites
rather than terrifies you, then pour yourself a strong coffee (or something stronger),
and let's get started on planning your move to Guinea Bissau. It certainly won't be
boring.
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CHAPTER ONE: So, You're Really Doing This? First
Steps and Mental Prep
Alright, let’s take a moment. You’ve told people you’re moving to Guinea Bissau. If you
were met with anything other than a slightly bewildered silence, followed by a hesitant
"Where's that again?", consider yourself lucky. More likely, you encountered reactions
ranging from polite confusion ("Oh, lovely! Near... Ghana?") to outright concern ("Are
you quite sure? Have you considered, say, Switzerland?"). Let's be honest, announcing
a move to Bissau isn't quite the same as declaring you're off to Paris or Perth. It
suggests a certain... adventurous spirit. Or perhaps a temporary lapse in judgement.
Either way, you're here, reading this, so presumably, the decision is made. Welcome,
intrepid soul.

The very first step, before you even think about packing lists or visa forms, is a
significant mental adjustment. If you're coming from a place where trains run on time
(mostly), electricity is a given, and official websites are actually updated sometime
this century, you need to recalibrate. Think of your existing expectations about how
the world works, gather them up, thank them for their service, and then gently set
them aside. Guinea Bissau operates on its own frequency, a rhythm dictated by
factors far removed from Swiss clockwork precision. Patience isn't just a virtue here;
it's a core survival skill, right up there with breathing.

Flexibility is patience’s slightly more hyperactive cousin, and you’ll need lashings of
that too. Plans will change. Appointments will be missed (not necessarily by you). That
crucial document you were promised today might materialise next week, or perhaps
the week after. The shop that definitely sold that specific thing yesterday will be
inexplicably fresh out today, with no clue when it might return. Learning to shrug,
adapt, and find another way isn't just recommended; it's essential for maintaining
sanity. Think of it as involuntary zen training. Deep breaths. Lots of deep breaths.

Now, about getting information. You’ve got this book, which is a cracking start,
obviously. But remember that Big Neon Flashing Warning Sign from the introduction?
Things change. Fast. Reliable, up-to-the-minute information about Guinea Bissau can
be notoriously tricky to pin down. Government websites might offer information dating
back to the last coup but one. Email enquiries to official channels may vanish into the
digital ether. Your first practical step should be identifying the nearest Guinea-
Bissauan embassy or consulate responsible for your region. Contact them now. Ask for
the current requirements for entry and residence based on your nationality and
purpose of stay. Persist politely.
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Simultaneously, start digging online, but with a critical eye. Expat forums (like
Expat.com) can be useful for connecting with people on the ground, but remember
that one person's experience isn't universal law. Look for blogs or articles, checking
the dates they were published. Is that post about visa processes from 2015? Probably
best treated as historical fiction. If you have any contacts – a friend of a cousin’s
neighbour who once flew over it – try to connect. First-hand, recent information is gold
dust. Your employer, if you have one lined up, should be a key source for work permit
and visa specifics.

Let's talk money, just the initial thoughts. We'll get into detailed budgeting later, but
right now, consider your immediate arrival funds. You'll likely need cash – West African
CFA Francs (XOF) – fairly quickly upon landing. While ATMs exist in Bissau, assuming
they'll be working, fully stocked, and accept your card immediately might be overly
optimistic. Plan to bring some major currency (Euros or US Dollars are often easiest to
exchange, but check current preferences) in cash to change locally upon arrival.
Ensure you have funds accessible in your home bank account that you know you can
transfer or withdraw internationally, and test this capability beforehand if possible.
Opening a local bank account might take time, so don't rely on that for your first few
weeks' expenses.

Start thinking about those initial costs. While the overall cost of living might seem low
compared to major Western cities, certain things, particularly imported goods or
services meeting typical 'expat' standards (like specific foods, certain types of
accommodation, or private healthcare), can be surprisingly expensive. Factor in
potential setup costs: deposits for rent, buying basic furniture or appliances if your
place is unfurnished, perhaps a generator or water filter. Having a financial buffer for
unexpected expenses isn't just wise; it's practically mandatory. Assume things will
cost more and take longer than you initially estimate. It’s a less stressful way to
operate.

Health preparations need to begin months before you travel, not weeks. First port of
call: book an appointment with a travel medicine specialist or your doctor. Tell them
precisely where you're going – Guinea Bissau – and for how long. They need to advise
you on required and recommended vaccinations. Yellow Fever vaccination is
mandatory for entry for many nationalities, and you'll need the official certificate (the
"yellow card") to prove it. Don't leave this to the last minute; some vaccines require
multiple doses spaced weeks apart. Get this sorted early.

Beyond Yellow Fever, discuss other potential vaccinations like Hepatitis A and B,
Typhoid, Tetanus, Polio, and Meningitis. Rabies might be considered depending on
your lifestyle and potential animal contact. Your doctor will advise based on your
health history and the specific risks in Guinea Bissau. Also, start the conversation
about malaria. It's highly prevalent. You'll need a strategy, which usually involves
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chemoprophylaxis (anti-malarial pills) and rigorous bite prevention (repellents, nets).
There are different types of anti-malarials, each with potential side effects and varying
costs. Research these options with your doctor well in advance to find what suits you
best and to ensure you have a sufficient supply.

While you’re thinking about doctors, gather copies of your essential medical records,
including any chronic conditions, allergies, and past surgeries. Get prescriptions for
any regular medications you need, ensuring you have enough to last for at least the
first few months, plus a doctor's letter explaining the need for them. Don't assume you
can easily find your specific medication or brand in Guinea Bissau. Bringing a basic
first-aid kit tailored to tropical environments is also a very good idea. We'll delve
deeper into healthcare later, but these initial steps are non-negotiable and time-
sensitive.

Let’s move on to the pre-visa paperwork treasure hunt. Even before you formally
apply for any visas or permits (which we cover in dedicated chapters), you'll likely
need a collection of personal documents. Start digging these out now. Think birth
certificate (long-form usually preferred), marriage certificate (if applicable), divorce
decrees (if applicable), educational diplomas and transcripts (especially if seeking
work), and professional certifications. Having multiple copies, both physical and
digital, is wise. Keep them organised and accessible.

You'll almost certainly need a criminal record check or police clearance certificate
from your home country and possibly any other country you've resided in recently.
These processes can take weeks, sometimes months, so initiate them early. Check the
specific requirements with the Guinea-Bissauan embassy or your sponsoring
organisation – do these documents need to be recent? Do they need to be translated?
Do they need to be apostilled or legalised? This latter step, getting official
authentication, can add significant time and complexity depending on your home
country's procedures. Don't underestimate how long this administrative groundwork
can take. Start now.

Language is your next hurdle, or opportunity, depending on your outlook. While
Portuguese is the official language, used in government and formal settings, the real
lingua franca, spoken by almost everyone on the street, is Kriol (Crioulo). It’s a vibrant
Portuguese-based creole language. Making an effort to learn even basic greetings and
phrases in Kriol will go an incredibly long way in smoothing daily interactions, showing
respect, and making your life generally easier and more pleasant. Don't rely on
English being widely spoken outside of specific international organisations or tourist-
focused businesses. French might get you slightly further due to regional proximity,
but Kriol is king.

Start learning now. Download language apps (finding Kriol specifically might be tricky,
but basic Portuguese is a good foundation), buy a phrasebook if you can find one, or
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look for online resources or tutors. Even mastering simple things like "Hello" (Kumo bu
sta?), "Thank you" (Obrigadu/Obrigada), "How much?" (Kantu?), and numbers will
make a huge difference. Nobody expects fluency overnight, but demonstrating effort
is appreciated and genuinely helpful. Plus, grappling with Kriol is your first practical
taste of navigating something uniquely Guinea-Bissauan.

Let’s gently set some expectations regarding infrastructure. This isn't about
complaining; it's about realistic mental preparation. Reliable, 24/7 electricity is not the
norm in many parts of Guinea Bissau, including parts of the capital. Power cuts
(sometimes lengthy) are common. Similarly, consistent running water isn't guaranteed
everywhere. Internet connectivity can range from slow and patchy to completely non-
existent, especially outside Bissau. These aren't occasional inconveniences; they are
often part of the daily fabric of life. Mentally preparing means accepting this reality
and thinking about coping strategies – backup power sources (generator, inverter,
solar?), water storage, downloading offline maps and entertainment, and adjusting
your reliance on constant connectivity.

This ties into developing an initial security mindset. Again, we'll cover safety specifics
later, but the attitude starts now. Moving to a country with significant poverty and
political fragility requires a baseline level of vigilance that might be different from
what you're used to. This isn't about living in fear, but about developing sensible
habits. Start thinking about being more aware of your surroundings, not flashing
expensive electronics or jewellery, securing your belongings, and using common
sense, especially after dark. It’s about adjusting your personal 'threat-o-meter' to the
local context and making prudence a habit.

Amidst all this practical preparation, take a moment to reconnect with your "Why".
Why Guinea Bissau? What drew you to this specific, challenging, and undoubtedly
unique place? Was it a specific job opportunity, a desire to work in development, a
fascination with the Bijagós archipelago's culture and nature, a personal connection,
or simply the call of a genuine adventure far off the beaten track? Keep your
motivations clear in your mind. You’ll need to draw on them during moments of
frustration or doubt. This isn't just fluffy introspection; it's about anchoring yourself.
Knowing why you're undertaking this significant move helps maintain perspective
when things get tough.

Start networking, even from afar. Use platforms like LinkedIn to search for people
working in your field or for organisations based in Guinea Bissau. Join relevant
Facebook groups or online forums for expats in West Africa or Guinea Bissau
specifically. Don't be afraid to politely reach out, introduce yourself, and ask specific
questions. Many people who have navigated the move are willing to share advice.
Building even a small network before you arrive can provide invaluable support,
information, and potentially even friendship once you land. Any connection, however
tenuous, can be a useful starting point.
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Let’s touch briefly on packing, focusing on things beyond the obvious clothes (which
we'll cover when discussing climate). Think about items that might be difficult,
expensive, or impossible to find locally. Prescription medications are top of the list,
along with copies of prescriptions. Consider bringing a good supply of your preferred
toiletries, especially if you have sensitive skin or specific brand loyalties. High-quality
sunscreen and insect repellent are essential – bring plenty. If you rely on specific
vitamins or supplements, bring them. What about non-perishable comfort foods you
can't live without? Maybe that specific brand of coffee or tea?

Think about electronics and their support systems. Are your devices compatible with
the local voltage (220V)? Bring appropriate plug adapters (Type C is common).
Consider bringing spare chargers, power banks, and maybe even a spare old phone. A
good quality surge protector is highly recommended given the variable electricity
supply. Books and e-readers are great for passing time during power cuts or when the
internet is down. Think about hobbies – art supplies, musical instrument strings,
specific sporting gear? Pack strategically, prioritizing things that are essential,
irreplaceable, or significantly cheaper/better quality back home.

A crucial piece of mental preparation is learning to let go of the illusion of control. If
you're someone who likes detailed plans, predictable schedules, and processes that
work exactly as described in the manual, you're in for a ride. Things in Guinea Bissau
often have a way of unfolding organically, sometimes chaotically. Bureaucratic
procedures can seem opaque or illogical. Services might be unavailable without
explanation. Flexibility, improvisation, and a willingness to accept ambiguity are key.
You can't control the external environment, but you can control your reaction to it.
Aim for calm paddling, even if you feel like you’re up the creek without one.

Prepare yourself for managing the reactions of others back home. Your friends and
family might worry. They might bombard you with questions based on outdated news
reports or generalisations about Africa. Having your reasons clear (remember your
"Why"?) and being able to calmly articulate your plans and preparations can help
reassure them (and yourself). Share your research, explain the precautions you're
taking, but also manage their expectations – it is a challenging environment, and
acknowledging that honestly is better than pretending it's all sunshine and cashew
nuts.

If your budget and timeline permit, seriously consider an initial reconnaissance trip – a
short visit before the big move. Nothing beats seeing the reality on the ground, even
for a week or two. You can get a feel for Bissau, check out potential neighbourhoods,
maybe meet some contacts, test the climate, sample the food, and experience the
pace of life firsthand. It can help solidify your decision, make the final move less
daunting, and provide invaluable practical insights that no amount of reading can
replicate. It might even help you decide not to move, which is also valuable
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information.

Finally, start thinking about contingency planning. What's your Plan B if your initial
accommodation falls through? What if the job isn't what you expected? What's your
financial cushion if things cost more than anticipated? Do you have emergency
contact information readily available? What are the steps for medical evacuation if
needed (link this to getting comprehensive insurance)? Thinking about potential
problems and having backup plans isn't pessimistic; it's pragmatic. It reduces anxiety
and equips you to handle setbacks more effectively. Moving to Guinea Bissau requires
foresight and resilience, and that starts now, before you’ve even packed a single box.
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