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

[y
(W)

MixCache.com

From the MixCache.com library

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.

Native Plants of Cuba

MixCache.com

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.

Table of Contents

Introduction

Chapter 1 The Geography and Climate of Cuba

Chapter 2 Evolutionary History of Cuban Flora

Chapter 3 Endemism: Cuba’s Unique Botanical Heritage
Chapter 4 The National Flower: The White Mariposa
Chapter 5 Orchids of Cuba: Diversity and Conservation
Chapter 6 Palms: Icons of the Cuban Landscape

Chapter 7 Forest Giants: Native Trees of Cuba

Chapter 8 Cacti and Succulents of Cuban Deserts
Chapter 9 Ferns and Allies: Lush Understories

Chapter 10 Carnivorous Plants: Wonders of Adaptation
Chapter 11 Wetlands and Mangroves: Coastal Nurseries
Chapter 12 Cuban Pine Forests: Ecology and Flora
Chapter 13 Savannahs and Grasslands: Open Ecosystems
Chapter 14 Karst and Serpentine Flora: Life on Harsh Soils
Chapter 15 The Role of Agave and Bromeliads

Chapter 16 Wildflowers and Understory Herbs

Chapter 17 Endangered and Extinct Native Plants
Chapter 18 Threats to Cuban Plant Diversity

Chapter 19 Conservation Initiatives in Cuba

Chapter 20 Community and Indigenous Knowledge
Chapter 21 Cuban Botanic Gardens and Research
Chapter 22 Notable Plant Expeditions and Discoveries
Chapter 23 Plant Uses: Medicine, Food, and Culture
Chapter 24 The Future of Cuba’s Flora: Restoration and Hope
Chapter 25 Guide to Observing and Protecting Native Plants

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.

Introduction

Cuba, the largest of the Caribbean islands, stands as a remarkable cradle of botanical
diversity. Its location at the crossroads of the Americas, combined with a varied
geological history and diverse climates, has given rise to a flora found nowhere else on
Earth. More than half of Cuba’s estimated 6,500 to 7,500 species of vascular plants
are endemic, making the island a global treasure for botanists, conservationists, and
nature lovers alike.

From the lush cloud forests of the Sierra Maestra to the arid cactus-studded deserts of
the southeastern coast, Cuba offers an incredible spectrum of habitats. Each
ecosystem harbors unique plant assemblages, some of which can reach endemism
rates as high as 85 percent. Towering royal palms rise above patchworks of forest and
field, while rare orchids nestle among mossy boughs and moist limestone cliffs. Hidden
groves shelter ancient cycads, and among the wildflowers, carnivorous plants have
evolved dazzling forms and ingenious strategies for survival.

This extraordinary biodiversity, however, reflects not just deep evolutionary roots but
also the powerful influence of isolation and environmental change. The shifting mosaic
of Cuba’s geology, with distinct regions of serpentine, limestone, and slate, has
provided fertile ground for natural selection to sculpt a dazzling array of forms and
species. The ecological stories of Cuban plants are rich with tales of migration,
adaptation, and endurance.

Yet, alongside this legacy of abundance, there is also a sense of urgency. Habitat loss,
invasive species, unsustainable harvesting, and climate change now threaten much of
Cuba's native flora. Nearly half of all Cuban plant species are deemed endangered,
and hundreds face the risk of extinction in the coming decades. This makes the
conservation of Cuba’s plant life a matter of both national pride and global
responsibility.

Amid these challenges, Cuba has emerged as a leader in plant conservation. Local
communities, scientists, and policy makers have launched ambitious campaigns to
protect and restore the island’s unique flora, from grassroots movements like the
Planta! Campaign to the expansion of protected areas and botanical gardens. These
efforts are supported by a deep-rooted appreciation for nature that pervades Cuban
society and culture.

This guide aims to illuminate the fascinating world of Cuba’s native plants. Through

exploring their natural history, habitats, threats, and ongoing conservation, this book
offers a celebration of Cuba’s rich botanical heritage and serves as an invitation—for
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visitors, students, and residents alike—to explore, enjoy, and help conserve one of the
world’s most remarkable floras.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Geography and Climate of Cuba

Cuba, often referred to as the "Pearl of the Antilles," is the largest island in the
Caribbean Sea, a distinction that immediately sets the stage for its remarkable
biodiversity. Stretching approximately 1,250 kilometers (about 780 miles) from east to
west, the island's elongated shape means that no point is ever truly far from the
moderating influence of the sea. While its length is considerable, its width is far more
modest, varying from a mere 31 kilometers (19 miles) at its narrowest to around 191
kilometers (119 miles) at its widest. This slenderness contributes to a diverse range of
coastal environments, from sandy beaches to mangrove swamps and rugged cliffs, all
within relatively close proximity to interior landscapes.

The main island of Cuba accounts for the vast majority of the country's land area, but
it is part of a larger archipelago that includes the sizable Isla de la Juventud (lIsle of
Youth) to the southwest, along with some 4,000 smaller islands, islets, and cays.
These surrounding areas, grouped into four main archipelagos - the Colorados,
Sabana-Camaguey, Jardines de la Reina, and Canarreos - add to Cuba's extensive
coastline and provide crucial habitats for a variety of plant and animal life. The overall
area of Cuba, including these scattered landforms, is around 110,860 square
kilometers (approximately 42,800 square miles), making it the eighth-largest island
country in the world. Situated at the intersection of the North Atlantic Ocean, the Gulf
of Mexico, and the Caribbean Sea, Cuba's location has profoundly influenced its
geological history and, consequently, its flora.

While much of Cuba is characterized by flat to rolling plains, particularly in the central
and western regions, the landscape is far from monotonous. Three principal mountain
ranges punctuate the island's terrain, each with its own distinct geological personality.
In the southeast rises the most imposing range, the Sierra Maestra, home to Cuba's
highest peak, Pico Turquino, which reaches 1,974 meters (6,476 feet). This rugged
chain of mountains, of volcanic origin, has played a significant role in the island's
history and continues to harbor unique ecosystems.

Central Cuba is marked by the Sierra del Escambray, a range divided into western and
eastern sections, with Pico San Juan being its highest point at 1,140 meters (3,793
feet). These mountains also feature important natural reserves. Further to the west, in
Pinar del Rio Province, lies the Cordillera de Guaniguanico, which is split into the Sierra
del Rosario and the Sierra de los Organos. The Sierra de los Organos is particularly
famous for its dramatic limestone formations known as mogotes, steep-sided hills that
rise abruptly from the surrounding flat plains, creating a surreal and iconic landscape.
These geological variations, from the volcanic peaks of the Sierra Maestra to the karst
landscapes of Pinar del Rio, contribute significantly to the diversity of habitats
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available for plant colonization and evolution.

The geological story of Cuba is a complex tale of tectonic plates colliding and shifting
over millions of years. The island sits at the boundary of the North American and
Caribbean plates. The formation of Cuba involved the collision of a Cretaceous island
arc with the Florida-Bahamas platform, leading to the uplift and crumpling of the land,
creating the mountain ranges and the varied rock types found across the island. These
rock types include ancient metamorphic rocks, extensive Jurassic and Cretaceous
outcrops, ophiolites (sections of oceanic crust and upper mantle), and sedimentary
rocks like limestone and shale. The presence of such diverse geological substrates,
including serpentine soils known for their high metal content, has been a key driver in
the evolution of Cuba's uniqgue and highly endemic flora. The geological complexity
has resulted in at least 13 distinct soil groups across the island, many of which are
fertile and support year-round cultivation.

Cuba's climate is predominantly tropical, tempered by the reliable trade winds that
blow in from the northeast. This results in a climate that is warm to hot throughout the
year, without extreme seasonal variations in temperature. The average annual
temperature is around 25.5 degrees Celsius (78 degrees Fahrenheit). The warmest
months are typically July and August, with average high temperatures around 32-33
degrees Celsius (89-91 degrees Fahrenheit), while the coolest months are January and
February, with average low temperatures around 18-22 degrees Celsius (65-72
degrees Fahrenheit). Even in the cooler months, temperatures remain very pleasant, a
fact not lost on visitors from colder climes.

The tropical climate is characterized by two distinct seasons: a rainy season from May
to October and a drier season from November to April. The majority of the annual
rainfall occurs during the wet season, often in the form of intense but relatively short-
lived showers or thunderstorms, particularly in the late afternoon. The average annual
rainfall for Cuba is around 1,400 millimeters (55 inches), though this can vary
significantly depending on the region. The northeastern parts of the island and the
windward slopes of mountain ranges receive considerably more rain, sometimes
exceeding 3,000 millimeters (120 inches) annually, fostering lush, dense vegetation.
In contrast, the southeastern coast, particularly around Guantdnamo Bay, lies in a rain
shadow created by the Sierra Maestra and receives significantly less rainfall,
sometimes below 700 millimeters (27.5 inches) per year, leading to more arid
conditions and the development of cactus scrub ecosystems.

Humidity levels in Cuba are generally high year-round, averaging around 81 percent.
In Havana, for instance, average humidity levels range from 72% to 80% throughout
the year. This high humidity, combined with the warm temperatures, can make the
heat feel more intense, particularly during the wet season. Sea breezes offer some
relief along the coastal areas, making them more comfortable than the interior. While
temperatures in the highlands can be slightly cooler, frost is not uncommon at higher
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elevations.

Cuba is also situated in a region prone to tropical storms and hurricanes, with the
hurricane season typically running from June to November, peaking in September and
October. These powerful weather systems can bring significant rainfall and strong
winds, impacting coastal and low-lying areas. Despite the potential for hurricanes,
Cuba experiences many sunny days throughout the year, even during the wet season.
The interplay of these geographical features - the island's size and shape, its diverse
mountain ranges and geological formations, and its tropical climate with distinct wet
and dry seasons - creates a mosaic of environmental conditions. This intricate
tapestry of habitats has been the canvas upon which Cuba's extraordinary and unique
native flora has evolved.
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