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Introduction

Guinea-Bissau, a small nation located on the West African coast, presents an enticing
invitation to travelers eager for a unique and less-trodden path. A mosaic of vibrant
cultures and pristine landscapes, it is bordered by Senegal to the north, Guinea to the
south and east, and by the scenic Atlantic Ocean to the west. As a former Portuguese
colony, it gained independence in 1974 and since then, has been a land interwoven
with stories of resilience, cultural richness, and natural wonder.

The country's allure stretches from its robust cultural heritage to its breathtaking
natural beauty. Despite being one of the poorest nations worldwide, its spirit is
unshakeable, and it stands as a testament to the enduring strength of human and
cultural warmth. Guinea-Bissau is home to the dazzling Bijagds Archipelago, a
designated UNESCO Biosphere Reserve, where visitors can discover an unmatched
variety of wildlife through eco-tours and traditional village visits.

Those who step into the capital city of Bissau are greeted by a blend of colonial
architecture and lively markets. Here, the echoes of history meet the energy of
modern life. Tourist hotspots such as Bissau Velho or the Presidential Palace offer
more than just sightseeing; they provide windows into the nation's soul, narrating
stories of their independence struggle and cultural identity. Markets, museums, and
monuments abound, capturing the essence of Guinea-Bissau's past and present.

Traveling to and within Guinea-Bissau is itself an adventure. The journey begins at
Osvaldo Vieira International Airport, the central gateway to this fascinating country.
Whether arriving via international flights primarily connected through Portugal or
opting for the scenic overland routes from neighboring countries, each mode of entry
offers its own set of challenges and rewards. Within the country, tourists find a variety
of transport options, from local minibuses known as toca-tocas to watercraft necessary
for exploring the archipelago.

Whilst the journey might appear daunting due to its modest transport infrastructure
and the political unrest history, those aspects also contribute to the country's charm.
Adventure-seekers are often rewarded with experiences and interactions that go
beyond conventional travel expectations, making every travel moment worthwhile.
Guinea-Bissau's accommodation spectrum caters to a range of preferences, from
budget guesthouses offering local authenticity to eco-conscious lodges that boast
sumptuous seclusion amid unparalleled natural beauty.

Embracing this enchanting nation involves more than merely appreciating its
landscapes and cultural nuances. Responsible tourist practices are essential to support
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and protect Guinea-Bissau’s biodiversity and communities. Traveling with an open
heart and mind ensures that visitors leave not only with unforgettable memories but
also contribute meaningfully to preserving the country’s rich heritage and
environment. This guide aims to arm prospective travelers with the insights and
information needed to safely explore and respectfully engage with the unparalleled
diversity of Guinea-Bissau.
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CHAPTER ONE: Arrival in Guinea-Bissau

The descent into Bissau offers your first tangible glimpse of Guinea-Bissau. As the
aircraft banks over the Geba River estuary, the intricate patterns of mangrove forests,
winding waterways, and perhaps the occasional cluster of tin-roofed dwellings come
into view. The vastness of the green canopy, interspersed with the blues and browns
of the water, hints at the natural richness awaiting exploration. Depending on the time
of year, the landscape might appear intensely verdant during the rainy season or
slightly dustier, tinged with the golden hues of the dry months. This aerial perspective
provides a brief, serene moment before the practicalities of arrival commence upon
landing at Osvaldo Vieira International Airport (OXB).

Touching down on the tarmac at OXB is often followed by a short walk or a bus ride to
the terminal building. Bissau’s airport is modest in scale, reflecting the country’s
status as a less-frequented destination. Don't expect gleaming, expansive terminals or
rapid transit systems. Instead, prepare for a more intimate, sometimes slightly
chaotic, but ultimately functional introduction to the country. The building itself is
relatively small, often bustling with arriving and departing passengers, airport staff,
and various officials. The air, thick with the tropical warmth and humidity typical of
West Africa, greets you the moment the aircraft doors open.

Inside the terminal, the first major step is passport control. Lines can form quickly,
especially if multiple flights arrive close together, so patience is a virtue. Officials,
typically uniformed members of the migration police (Policia de Migracao e Fronteiras),
will check your travel documents. Ensure you have your passport readily available,
along with any required visa documentation. While the process is usually
straightforward, be prepared for scrutiny. Officers may ask basic questions about the
purpose of your visit, intended duration of stay, and where you plan to stay. A polite
and clear response facilitates the process. Having confirmation of your
accommodation booking can be helpful.

One absolutely critical document you must have ready is your International Certificate
of Vaccination or Prophylaxis (ICVP), commonly known as the 'yellow card’, proving
you have been vaccinated against Yellow Fever. This is a mandatory requirement for
entry into Guinea-Bissau, and health officials, often positioned before or alongside
immigration, will specifically ask to see it. Failure to produce a valid certificate can
result in significant delays, potential vaccination on the spot (if available and at your
expense), or even refusal of entry. Keep this vital document with your passport and
ensure it is easily accessible. It's not merely a formality; it’s a strict health regulation.

If you are eligible for and have arranged a Visa on Arrival (VoA), this process typically
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takes place in a designated area or office within the immigration zone. Specific
requirements and procedures for VoA can change, and eligibility varies by nationality,
so confirming the latest details before your travel is essential, as covered in the next
chapter. However, if you require this service upon landing, allocate extra time as it
involves additional paperwork and payment, usually in cash (Euros or US Dollars are
often preferred over CFA francs for this transaction, though policies can vary). Clarity
on the exact fee and required currency beforehand prevents confusion and potential
overcharging.

Once immigration formalities are complete, you proceed to the baggage reclaim area.
Given the airport's size, this is usually a relatively compact space with one or two
carousels. Waiting times for luggage can vary significantly, influenced by the
efficiency of ground handling staff and the number of bags to be processed. It's wise
to keep an eye on the carousel and identify your luggage promptly. Instances of
misplaced or delayed baggage can occur, as with any airport globally. If your bags
don't appear, locate the airline or baggage handling agent’s office, usually situated
within the reclaim hall, to file a report immediately. Keep your baggage claim tags
secure until you have successfully retrieved all your belongings.

The final step inside the terminal is customs. Guinea-Bissau employs customs
procedures, although rigorous searches of personal baggage for typical tourists are
not always the norm. You might be required to fill out a customs declaration form,
though sometimes this is waived. Officials may operate X-ray scanners for luggage or
conduct spot checks. Honesty is the best policy; declare any items you are legally
required to, particularly large amounts of currency or high-value goods. Attempting to
conceal restricted items can lead to confiscation and fines. Most travellers carrying
standard tourist gear pass through without issue, often with just a cursory glance or a
brief question. Be polite and cooperative if selected for a more thorough inspection.

Emerging from the relative cool of the air-conditioned (or fan-cooled) terminal building
into the open air of Bissau is an immediate immersion into the local atmosphere. The
heat and humidity will likely be the first things you notice, followed by the sounds and
sights of arrival activity. Expect a crowd near the exit - taxi drivers, individuals
offering currency exchange, perhaps representatives from hotels, and people waiting
to greet arriving friends and family. It can feel a little overwhelming initially,
particularly after a long flight. Maintain awareness of your surroundings and keep a
secure hold on your luggage and valuables.

Finding transport from the airport into Bissau city centre, located a few kilometres
away, is the next immediate task. Official taxis are usually available, often older
saloon cars recognisable by their yellow colouring or specific markings. Motorbike
taxis (taxis-motos) might also be present, offering a quicker but potentially less safe
option, especially with luggage. Be prepared to negotiate the fare before getting into
any vehicle, as taxis here are generally unmetered. It's helpful to have an idea of the
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standard rate beforehand, perhaps by asking your accommodation provider or
researching recent traveller reports. Drivers may initially quote a higher price,
particularly to perceived newcomers, so friendly but firm negotiation is key.

If you have pre-arranged transport through your hotel or a tour operator, look for your
driver holding a sign with your name or the hotel's name amidst the crowd. This can
simplify the process considerably, avoiding the need to negotiate fares immediately
upon arrival. Confirm the driver's identity and the destination before setting off. Some
drivers might offer assistance with your luggage; a small tip is appropriate if they
provide helpful service.

Currency exchange is often possible at the airport, either through an official bureau de
change (if open and operational) or via informal money changers who circulate near
the exit. While convenient, airport exchange rates may not be the most favourable. It's
generally advisable to exchange only a small amount necessary for immediate needs
like the taxi fare, and handle larger exchanges later in the city centre where rates
might be better. Be cautious if dealing with informal money changers; count your
money carefully and be aware of potential scams. Using official banks or exchange
bureaus in Bissau is generally safer (details on money are in a later chapter).

Navigating the initial moments outside the airport requires a blend of assertiveness
and politeness. You will likely be approached by multiple people offering services. A
firm but polite "Nao, obrigado" (No, thank you) usually suffices if you are not
interested. Avoid engaging in prolonged conversations if you feel uncomfortable or
pressured. Focus on securing your transport and moving towards your
accommodation. The area immediately outside the airport can be a hotspot for petty
theft, like pickpocketing, so keeping wallets, phones, and passports secure is
paramount during this transition.

For travellers arriving overland, the experience is quite different but shares similar
core elements of border formalities. Entry points from Senegal typically include Sao
Domingos in the northwest, leading down towards Cacheu and Bissau, or Pirada in the
east, connecting towards Gabu. From Guinea, crossings are generally further east,
also connecting towards Gabu or Bafata. Road conditions approaching these borders
can vary dramatically, from paved highways to rough dirt tracks, especially during the
rainy season.

Land border posts are usually much smaller and less structured than the airport.
Facilities are often basic, consisting of a few small buildings housing police, customs,
and sometimes health officials. The atmosphere can range from sleepy and quiet to
bustling and slightly chaotic, depending on the time of day and the volume of traffic,
which often includes commercial trucks, shared taxis (sept-places), minibuses
(candongas), and private vehicles. Be prepared for potential delays; processing can
sometimes be slow, involving manual checks and handwritten ledgers.

Sample from MixCache.com - The Online eBook Marketplace



SHARING STRICTLY PROHIBITED - For personal use of the licensed account only - See MixCache.com Terms of Use.

The procedures mirror those at the airport: passport control, visa verification, and
possibly a Yellow Fever certificate check. Ensure all your documents are in order and
easily accessible. Officials may ask similar questions about your trip's purpose and
destination. Politeness and patience remain crucial. In some border areas, language
barriers might be more pronounced than at the international airport in Bissau. While
Portuguese is the official language and Kriol the lingua franca, French might be useful
near the Senegalese border, and local languages like Fula or Mandinka dominate in
certain regions. Basic phrases in Portuguese or Kriol can be very helpful.

Vehicle checks are common at land borders. If travelling in a private vehicle or rental
car, ensure you have all necessary ownership, registration, and insurance documents
(like the regional Carte Brune insurance). Customs officials may inspect the vehicle's
contents. For those arriving by public transport like a shared taxi or minibus, you will
typically disembark with your luggage to clear immigration and customs personally
before re-boarding or finding onward transport. This process can sometimes involve
crossing a physical border on foot between the exit post of one country and the entry
post of the other.

One aspect sometimes encountered at land borders in the region is the request for
informal 'facilitation fees' or 'stamps'. While official fees exist for visas or certain
vehicle documents, unsanctioned payments might be hinted at or requested by some
individuals. Navigating this requires careful judgment. Politely insisting on official
receipts for any payments made or questioning the basis for unusual fees can
sometimes resolve the situation, but assess the context carefully. Remaining calm and
courteous is always advisable. Having small denominations of local currency (CFA
francs) can be useful for official fees, avoiding issues with needing change for larger
notes.

Security awareness is important near border regions. The area bordering Senegal's
Casamance region, particularly south of Ziguinchor towards Sao Domingos, has
historical associations with conflict and banditry. While the situation has improved
significantly, caution is still advised. Furthermore, remnants of past conflicts mean
that landmines can still pose a risk in some remote border areas, particularly off
established roads. Sticking to well-travelled routes and seeking local advice regarding
safety is prudent. Chapter Eleven delves deeper into safety considerations throughout
the country.

Once formalities are completed at a land border, you'll need to arrange onward
transport if you haven't arrived in a private vehicle. Shared taxis and minibuses
usually ply the routes from border towns towards major centres like Bissau, Cacheu,
Bafatd, or Gabu. Vehicles often wait to fill up before departing, which can take time,
especially during quieter periods. Negotiate fares beforehand. The journey itself
provides an immediate immersion into the rural landscape and pace of life in Guinea-
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Bissau, often passing through small villages and agricultural areas.

Whether arriving by air or land, the initial drive towards your first night's
accommodation offers a valuable orientation. Observe the architecture, the types of
vehicles on the road, the roadside commerce, and the way people interact. In Bissau,
you'll notice a mix of faded colonial-era buildings, more modern constructions, bustling
markets, and informal settlements. The energy of the capital is palpable, with
motorcycles weaving through traffic, pedestrians navigating busy streets, and vendors
selling goods along the roadside. Outside the capital, the scenery shifts towards rural
landscapes, traditional villages with round huts, agricultural fields, and vast stretches
of forest or savannah, depending on the region.

The climate will make its presence felt immediately. Guinea-Bissau experiences a hot
tropical climate year-round. The dry season (roughly November to May) brings high
temperatures and dusty conditions, particularly inland due to the Harmattan wind
blowing from the Sahara. The rainy season (June to October) is characterized by heavy
downpours, high humidity, and potentially challenging travel conditions due to muddy
roads. Dressing appropriately in light, breathable clothing and staying hydrated are
essential from the moment you arrive.

Your first interactions with locals might occur during these initial transit phases.
Greetings are important in Guinea-Bissauan culture. A simple "Bom dia" (Good
morning), "Boa tarde" (Good afternoon), or "Boa noite" (Good evening) in Portuguese,
or their Kriol equivalents ("Bon dia", "Bos tardi", "Bos noti"), is often appreciated.
While English is not widely spoken outside of some tourist-oriented establishments in
Bissau or the Bijagds, a willingness to communicate, perhaps using gestures or basic
phrases, generally meets with a friendly and helpful response. People are often
curious about visitors, given the relatively low numbers of tourists the country
receives.

This initial arrival phase, from stepping off the plane or crossing the border line to
reaching your first destination within the country, marks a significant transition. It
involves navigating bureaucratic procedures, managing logistical first steps like
transport and possibly currency exchange, and beginning the process of sensory and
cultural acclimatization. It can feel demanding, particularly for first-time visitors to the
region, but handled with preparation, patience, and an open mind, it becomes the first
chapter in your Guinea-Bissauan adventure. You have officially arrived, passed
through the initial gateways, and are now poised to discover the unique character and
attractions of this intriguing West African nation. The journey has truly begun.
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