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Introduction
Moving to Togo is not merely a change of scenery; it's an adventure of the senses, a
dive into the rich cultural tapestry of West Africa. Nestled snugly between Ghana and
Benin, and stretching north towards Burkina Faso, Togo beckons with a kaleidoscope
of experiences waiting to be uncovered. This guide, dear reader, is your seasoned co-
pilot on this journey—peppered with just the right amount of humor to keep your
spirits high and your decisions wise.

Now, I won't bore you with grandiose messages about the spirit of travel or how life
begins at the edge of your comfort zone; you've moved before, after all! Instead, I'll
eschew the generalities and get to the meat of your concerns: the specifics and
essentials of planting new roots in this slender nation by the Atlantic coast. From
navigating the bustling streets of Lomé to embracing the fellowship of motorcycle
taxis, this guide covers the knitty-gritty details you'll actually use.

As we embark on this journey through the pages, remember: laws change, prices
fluctuate, and what's 'in' today might be tomorrow's passé. Therefore, while this book
offers robust companions in tips and tricks, always cross-check with official sources to
ensure you're walking in the right legal shoes. Consider us your compass; you still
need the map.

Togo's landscapes, spanning serene coastal plains, verdant central hills, and
expansive northern savanna, offer a feast for the visual senses. Culturally, the
country's soul is woven from over 40 distinct ethnic groups, each drumming to its
beat, yet harmoniously coexisting in this political and trading nexus.

Understanding the customs and embracing Togo's tempo will enrich your sojourn. So,
pack your curiosity, ready your sense of humor, and let this book guide you through
the wonderful circus of expatriate life in Togo. You might encounter challenges, but
with an open mind and this guide, adventure looms on every corner. Welcome aboard!
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CHAPTER ONE: Understanding Togo
So, you're contemplating a move to Togo. Excellent choice! Or perhaps a bewildering
one, depending on who you ask. Forget what you think you know from brief news
snippets or that one documentary your cousin half-watched. Togo is a sliver of land
packed with more diversity, character, and quirks than countries ten times its size.
Think of it as West Africa's skinny jeans – surprisingly accommodating, definitely
stylish in its own way, and requiring a bit of wriggle to get fully comfortable in. This
chapter is your introductory wriggle, designed to give you a feel for the place beyond
the postcard pictures and embassy boilerplate.

First off, let's talk geography, because where you are dictates so much. Togo is
famously narrow, squeezed between Ghana and Benin like the middle child clamouring
for attention. It stretches about 550 kilometres north from the Atlantic coast, but at its
widest, it's barely 150 kilometres across. This geographical quirk means you can
traverse remarkably different environments in a relatively short drive – assuming the
road gods are smiling upon you that day. You start on the coast in Lomé, with its
lagoons, marshes, and the slightly salty, humid kiss of the Gulf of Guinea. It's flat,
sandy, and where most of the economic and political action happens. This is likely
where you'll land, literally and figuratively.

Head north, and the landscape begins to undulate. You climb onto the Togo
Mountains, a range running southwest to northeast, offering greener scenery, slightly
cooler temperatures (a relative term here), and stunning views around areas like
Kpalimé, home to Mount Agou, the country’s highest peak. Further north still, the hills
flatten out into rolling savanna, becoming progressively drier as you approach Burkina
Faso. This north-south climatic and ecological gradient is mirrored in culture,
language, and lifestyle. Understanding this geographic spine is key to understanding
the country's internal diversity.

Now, the climate. Officially, it’s tropical. Unofficially, it’s mostly hot and sticky. The
south generally has two rainy seasons – a main one from April to June, and a shorter,
less intense one from September to October. The north typically experiences a single
rainy season from May to October. When it rains, it doesn’t muck about. Forget gentle
drizzles; think biblical downpours that can turn dusty roads into impromptu rivers and
provide a dramatic soundtrack to your afternoon. The upside? Everything turns
incredibly lush and green, and the air temporarily loses its heavy, humid cloak. The
downside? Mud, potentially tricky travel, and an explosion in the mosquito population,
who seem to view the rain as a personal invitation to a feast.

Then there's the dry season, dominated, especially between December and February,
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by the Harmattan. This is a wind that blows down from the Sahara, carrying fine dust
that blankets everything in a reddish-brown film. Visibility drops, the air becomes
incredibly dry (a temporary reprieve from humidity, but hello cracked lips!), and the
sun hangs in the sky like a hazy orange orb. It’s a distinct time of year, influencing
everything from respiratory health to the need for extra moisturizer and frequent
dusting. Understanding these seasonal rhythms is crucial for planning activities,
travel, and even your wardrobe.

A quick dip into history, not because there'll be a test, but because the past leaves
footprints all over the present. Togo has the unique distinction of having been a
German colony (Togoland) before being split between France and Britain after World
War I. The British part eventually joined Ghana, while the French part became modern
Togo, gaining independence in 1960. This Franco-Germanic colonial heritage lingers.
You might see remnants of German architecture, particularly in places like Kpalimé,
but the French influence is far more pervasive – in the official language, the structure
of the administration, the education system, and even the shape of the baguettes.

Post-independence history was largely dominated by one figure, Gnassingbé
Eyadéma, who ruled for 38 years until his death in 2005, followed by his son, Faure
Gnassingbé, who remains president. This long period of stability (or stagnation,
depending on your viewpoint) has profoundly shaped the country's political culture
and institutions. While recent years have seen moves towards political reforms and
economic development, understanding this background helps make sense of the pace
of change and certain societal dynamics you might observe. Don't worry, you're not
expected to become a political analyst overnight, but knowing the broad strokes helps
contextualize your experience.

Let's talk about the people, the heart and soul of Togo. You'll likely hear about the
famous Togolese hospitality, and largely, it's true. Greetings are paramount; launching
straight into business without a proper "Bonjour" or "Comment ça va?" is considered
rude. Taking a moment to exchange pleasantries, even with strangers you encounter
briefly, goes a long long way. People are generally approachable, curious about
foreigners (especially outside Lomé), and often willing to help, though sometimes that
help comes wrapped in a layer of well-meaning confusion.

The stereotypical notion of 'African time' exists, but it's more nuanced. It's less about
being deliberately late and more about a different prioritisation of schedules versus
relationships and unforeseen circumstances. Things might not always happen with
clockwork precision, an important expectation to manage, especially when dealing
with appointments or services. Patience isn't just a virtue here; it's a fundamental
survival skill. Cultivating it early will save you considerable frustration. Think of it as
swapping your stopwatch for a sundial – less precise, but infinitely more zen.

Society tends to be quite community-oriented. Family ties are strong, and respect for
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elders is deeply ingrained. This manifests in subtle ways in daily interactions – the
deference shown to older people, the importance of introductions, and the sense that
individual needs are often viewed within the context of the family or community. While
Lomé has a more individualistic, big-city feel, this underlying communitarian spirit is
still very much present. It’s worth remembering when navigating social situations or
even workplace dynamics.

Religion is woven into the fabric of daily life. While French is the official language, the
soundscape is multilingual, filled with the cadences of Ewe, Kabiyé, and dozens of
other tongues. Similarly, while Christianity and Islam have large followings, particularly
in the south and north respectively, traditional beliefs and practices often coexist and
blend with these faiths. You'll see churches alongside mosques, hear calls to prayer
mingling with gospel music, and notice the subtle (and sometimes not-so-subtle)
influences of Voodoo traditions, particularly in the south. This religious pluralism is
generally harmonious, contributing to the country's rich cultural texture. Public
holidays reflect this mix, celebrating both Christian and Muslim festivals.

Lomé, the capital, is where most expats find themselves. It’s a city of contrasts.
Situated right on the coast, it benefits from sea breezes that offer a slight edge
against the relentless humidity. It’s the engine of the country – home to the
government, the main port (a massive driver of the economy), major banks,
international organizations, and the best infrastructure, relatively speaking. It pulsates
with energy: streets thronged with cars, pedestrians, and the ubiquitous motorcycle
taxis (zemidjans), vibrant markets overflowing with goods, modern buildings jostling
for space with older colonial structures, and a surprisingly cosmopolitan dining and
nightlife scene.

Life in Lomé can feel hectic, especially if you're navigating the sometimes-chaotic
traffic or the sprawling Grand Marché. But it also offers convenience and amenities not
readily found elsewhere in the country. You'll find supermarkets stocking familiar
imported goods (at a price, naturally), international schools, a wider range of housing
options, and a larger expat community for networking and support. Neighbourhoods
vary drastically, from the leafy avenues of Cité OUA favoured by diplomats, to the
bustling commercial heart around the market, to quieter residential zones further from
the centre.

Venture outside Lomé, however, and Togo transforms. Kpalimé, nestled in the hills
about 120 kilometres northwest, offers a cooler climate, lush surroundings perfect for
hiking, and a strong craft tradition. It feels noticeably calmer than the capital. Further
north, Kara is the main hub of the northern region, with a distinct cultural identity
strongly influenced by the Kabiyé people. Sokodé, Aného, and other regional towns
each have their own character, offering a slower pace of life and a deeper immersion
in local culture, but usually with fewer Western-style amenities and a smaller, if any,
expat presence. Life outside the capital requires greater self-sufficiency and
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adaptability.

Understanding the language landscape is crucial, even though Chapter Three will
nudge you towards fluency. Yes, French is the language of government, business, and
education. You need French to navigate bureaucracy, handle official paperwork, and
function effectively in most professional settings. Trying to get by solely on English is
like trying to paddle a canoe with a teaspoon – possible, but deeply inefficient and
slightly ridiculous. Outside of specific circles (like some international NGOs or hotels),
English proficiency is low.

However, step out onto the street, into the market, or hop onto a zemidjan, and you’ll
be immersed in a sea of local languages. Ewe and its dialects dominate the south,
particularly Lomé, while Kabiyé is prevalent in the north around Kara. Dozens of other
languages are spoken regionally. While you're not expected to master them all (or
perhaps any), learning basic greetings in the local tongue of your area – "Ngdi" (hello
in Ewe) or "Nɩ ɖɛɛ?" (how are you? in Kabiyé) – is a powerful gesture of respect and
goodwill. It breaks the ice instantly and shows you’re making an effort to connect
beyond the official veneer.

Let's touch upon the economy without getting bogged down in statistics (that's for
later chapters on jobs and business). Togo's economy is largely agricultural, with
cotton, coffee, and cocoa being important cash crops. Phosphate mining used to be
the giant, but its dominance has waned, though it remains significant. The real star in
recent years is the Port of Lomé. Its strategic location and deep-water facilities make it
a major transshipment hub for the entire region, including landlocked neighbours like
Burkina Faso, Niger, and Mali. This port activity fuels much of the formal economy in
the capital.

However, what you'll likely notice most is the vibrant informal economy. Everywhere,
especially in Lomé, people are selling something – snacks, phone credit, clothing,
household goods, car repairs done curbside. Small shops, market stalls, and street
vendors are the lifeblood of daily commerce for most Togolese. This entrepreneurial
spirit is palpable. Understanding the coexistence of the formal sector (banks, large
companies, government) and this vast, dynamic informal sector helps paint a more
accurate picture of how the country actually works and how many people make their
living. It's a developing economy, meaning infrastructure can be patchy, services
might not always meet Western expectations, and navigating bureaucracy can
sometimes feel like an Olympic sport.

So, what does all this mean for you, the prospective resident? It means Togo is a place
of immense warmth and charm, but also one that demands flexibility. It's a country
where stunning natural beauty sits alongside urban hustle, where ancient traditions
blend with modern aspirations, and where French administration overlays a deeply
African heart. It's a place where a power cut might interrupt your work, but a
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neighbour might spontaneously share their lunch with you. It's where learning to laugh
at minor inconveniences and embracing the unexpected are not just helpful attitudes,
but essential tools for thriving.

Think of Togo as a complex mosaic. From a distance, you see a general shape. Up
close, you appreciate the intricate details, the occasional missing piece, the vibrant
colours, and the slightly uneven texture. This chapter has hopefully brought you a
little closer, highlighting some of those details and textures. It's not about presenting a
perfect, airbrushed image, but a realistic, intriguing one. The subsequent chapters will
hand you the tools to navigate the specifics – the visa hurdles, the housing hunt, the
zemidjan strategies – but this foundational understanding of the place, its people, and
its pulse is your starting point. Welcome, almost, to Togo. Pack your patience, your
sense of humour, and an open mind. You're going to need them all.
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