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Equatorial Guinea is a country in West Africa, comprised of the Río Muni mainland
and 6 offshore islands.
Once one of the poorest countries in the world, wealth is now prominently displayed
in the cities through ornate architecture and lavish amenities.
However, outside the city limits, literacy drops, access to education and healthcare
are scarce, and poverty is ubiquitous.
This astounding economic growth began 25 years ago in 1994 when Mobil Oil (now
ExxonMobil) discovered oil in Equatorial Guinea’s coasts.
From 1997-2001, Equatorial Guinea was the fastest growing economy in the world.
Plans were in order to invest these newfound profits into increasing the quality of
life in the country through improving healthcare, education, and investment policies.
However, the money was instead devoted to improving city infrastructure to
demonstrate wealth.
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Equatorial Guinea was a relatively unknown country, with expansive jungles and
once pristine nature.
The mainland, known as Río Muni, is 26,017 square kilometers in land area, partly
covered by Africa’s largest forested region, the Congo Basin.
The country encompasses a region of islands, among which are Bioko and
Annobón.
It’s forests are dense and hold an extreme degree of biodiversity, making them
crucial to maintaining the ecological health of the region. This biodiversity stretches
from land into the sea, as the region’s marine life is diverse and vibrant.
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Around 10,000 years ago, the Bantu ethnic group (a.k.a. the Bubi) migrated from
central Africa to Bioko island. The mainland was inhabited by the pygmy and
Ndowe, and later by the Bubi around 1200 A.D. and Fang groups around 1600 A.D.
Colonial history began in 1471 when the Portuguese made landfall on Bioko island,
renaming it to Fernando Pó. In 1642, the island became a Dutch trading post and
exported sugar cane. Slavery exports from the island began in the 1700’s. In 1778,
the Portuguese traded the country for what is now Brazil.
The next colonists came in 1827, when the British leased the island and created an
antislavery base at Port Clarence, now the country’s capital, Malabo. In 1855, Spain
claimed the territory, renaming Port Clarence to Queen Isabella II.
1900: Cocoa exports brought financial success to Equatorial Guinea, attracting
spanish migrants and increasing construction.
1926: the Province of Guinea is created, giving citizens nearly equal rights as
Spaniards. At this time, the country exported cocoa, coffee and timber to Europe.
1968: Equatorial Guinea gained independence from Spain and democratically
elected their first president, Francisco Macias Nguema
○
He swiftly assumed dictatorial authority by crushing his opposition and
quieting any uprisings. However, by 1974 the economy crumbled and public
services break, causing society to suffer.
Lt. Colonel Teodoro Obiang overthrew Nguema, returning freedom to the country.
However, Obiang protected his authority through changes to the constitution and
assumed 4 major national titles, strengthening his power and weakening his
opposition.
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Initial oil discovery off Bioko island was left untouched without a national company
to extract it. Extracting oil from the deep ocean requires specialized equipment,
making it difficult to access.
West African oil deposits are more attractive to American and European markets as
compared to Middle Eastern deposits because the oil is cleaner (less sulfur), it has
a lower viscosity making it easier to extract, and security threats in West Africa are
lower than in the Middle East.
Oil production brought an onslaught of foreign workers, exacerbating a housing
shortage. In response, a wide variety of housing was built to accommodate the
varying degree of skilled workers migrating to the country.
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Oil revenues were kept hidden from the public yet the president’s spending was
visible through opulent purchases like foreign mansions, a private aircraft, a yacht,
and other goods.
Revenue is allocated towards improving city infrastructure for the purposes of
bolstering the national reputation. Construction jobs are given to foreign workers
instead of citizens. Cities are decorated with impressive stadiums, hospitals, high
rises, and other amenities. The largest construction project was a massive national
highway, however, much of it sits devoid of motor traffic. Plans to build a seaport for
nearly $12 million have also proved a financial gain to president Obiang through
partnerships that will put money in his family’s pocket.
Malabo II, a “new city,” is another large project with a price tag of $830 million. This
city was built on top of rainforest and local cocoa plantations, protected by a
dedicated police force. Although the city has amenities and public services, much is
off-limits to native residents, like access to the city’s hospital. Construction in this
city was incentivized through an agreement with foreign businesses that states a
“prestigious building” must be constructed by any organization looking to do
business in Equatorial Guinea.
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Obiang’s most recent proposal is a new capital city, dubbed Ciudad de la Paz,
justified by claiming it will provide protection to the president and government. Many
view it as wasteful, eating deeper in the ancient rainforest and spending excessive
petrodollars.
It is expected to have 200,000 residents, who will have access to a hydroelectric
plant, suspension bridges, and an 81 meter wide central avenue. Buildings will
include a presidential palace, parliament building, and opera house, with
universities to attract foreign students.
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While the urban areas remain prosperous and full of opportunity, the countryside is
a scene of poverty: full of makeshift homes, a lack of safe drinking water, and low
vaccination rates. Public services are poor and sparse, with underfunded public
education and healthcare.
Poverty rates in rural areas sit at 77%
Although oil brings prosperity to the country, citizens are left largely unaffected
because:
○
It provided little national labor, with the majority of jobs going to foreign
workers
○
Unskilled labor was few
○
A common prerequisite for hire stated that an individual must to belong to
the president’s political party and donate a portion of their pay
The “Paradox of Plenty” refers to economic bounty’s failure to increase the quality
of life for the majority of the public. In terms of Equatorial Guinea, oil extraction
increased wasteful spending and corruption.
Another symptom of the oil boom was a decline in industries outside the energy
sector, with cocoa exports falling from 75% of the GDP to 8% today.
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There is fear arising over the future of the nation, with the energy sector
representing a majority of the country’s revenue. Because fossil fuels are predicted
to reach complete exhaustion by 2035, there is a need to diversify the economy.
Equatorial Guinea is rich in both societal and natural resources. Forest produce is
on the rise, which have prompted several sustainability initiatives to protect this
financial opportunity. Mineral extraction and fishing have also shown great
economic potential.
However, the country can be a hostile environment for foreign businesses, seen
through a culture of corruption, nepotism, and tricky property rights.

●
●
●
●

●

The country’s dense natural land provides an opportunity to bolster ecotourism.
But deforestation, water pollution and desertification disrupt this potential.
Still, 19% of the country is protected land, a strategic move to invest in tourism. The
National Forest Development Institute and Management of the Protected Areas
System was created to manage protected regions.
Unfortunately, these areas are still threatened by logging and road construction.
Other threats include hunting, and hydroelectricity production, which floods forested
regions, disrupting the habitats and releasing greenhouse gases into the
atmosphere.
Hefty visa requirements also slow ecotourism.
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Equatorial Guinea experienced a massive economic boom, placing it on the world
map.
However, this revenue was allocated towards impressive displays of wealth, while
quality of life for the majority of citizens fell. In effect, 80% of oil revenue was used
for personal expenses and construction
While urban areas were a picture of luxury, the rural majority was left behind,
experiencing little to none of the economic success of their urban counterparts.

