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Introduction

The Comoros archipelago, a cluster of volcanic islands in the Mozambique Channel
between the coasts of Madagascar and East Africa, harbors a vibrant and distinctive
assemblage of plant life. Despite their relatively small landmass, the islands of Grande
Comore, Anjouan, Mohéli, and Mayotte stand as one of the lesser-known hotspots of
global biodiversity. The intersection of Africa, Madagascar, and the wider Indian Ocean
has fostered a unique evolution of flora, wherein approximately a thousand native
species thrive—of which around thirty percent exist nowhere else on Earth. This
remarkable level of endemism is a living testament to millions of years of isolation,
adaptation, and the complex interplay between landscape, climate, and biological
colonization.

The natural environment of the Comoros is a tapestry of contrasts, shaped by the
islands' volcanic origins. From verdant lowlands once blanketed with moist evergreen
forests to rugged mountain slopes, dry coastal fringes, and montane rainforests, the
sheer diversity of habitats has encouraged a high degree of specialization among
native plants. Today, despite widespread deforestation in the lowlands driven by
agricultural expansion, patches of intact forests still persist in less accessible upland
regions and on the flank of towering volcanoes such as Mount Karthala. These forests
form crucial refuges for not only plants but also the fauna that depend on them,
including emblematic species like the Livingstone’s fruit bat.

At the heart of Comorian society, native plants play roles that extend far beyond
ecology. In villages and towns across the islands, traditional knowledge has long
valued many indigenous species for their medicinal, nutritional, and practical uses.
Plants such as Typhonodorum lindleyanum, Plectranthus amboinicus, and
Cinnamomum verum are integral to local health remedies, while others are essential
resources for construction, food, spices, and cultural rituals. The rural economy is also
significantly shaped by agricultural crops introduced centuries ago—especially ylang-
ylang, vanilla, clove, and cinnamon—each of which has intertwined with the islands’
botanical and cultural landscapes.

Yet, the flora of the Comoros faces mounting pressures from human activities and the
external forces of environmental change. Deforestation, habitat loss, invasive alien
species, overexploitation, and the impacts of climate change threaten many species
with extinction—some before they have even been scientifically described. Economic
necessity, coupled with a burgeoning population, intensifies the strain on limited
natural resources. In response, the nation has made notable advances in conservation,
from enhancing legal protections to engaging local communities in the stewardship of
natural areas. Still, much work remains to secure the future of the islands’
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irreplaceable plant heritage.

This book, "Native Plants of Comoros: A Guide to the Native Plants of Comoros," seeks
to illuminate the richness and fragility of the islands’ botanical treasures. Through an
exploration of ecosystems, major plant families, notable species, cultural ties,
medicinal uses, and the urgent need for conservation, this guide provides a
comprehensive introduction to a flora shaped by isolation and resilience. Whether you
are a botanist, a conservationist, a student, or a curious traveler, this volume invites

you to discover the natural legacy of the Comoros—and to consider your own role in
its ongoing story.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Comoros Archipelago: Geography
and Ecological Context

The Comoros archipelago, a scattered constellation of islands in the vast expanse of
the Indian Ocean, serves as a natural bridge between the colossal landmass of Africa
and the ancient island of Madagascar. Positioned strategically within the Mozambique
Channel, these islands are more than just dots on a map; they are vibrant, biodiverse
laboratories of evolution, often overlooked yet teeming with life. Their geographical
isolation, coupled with a dramatic volcanic genesis, has sculpted a truly distinctive
ecological canvas, setting the stage for the remarkable native flora we are about to
explore.

Imagine a chain of emerald jewels rising abruptly from the deep blue, each shaped by
the powerful forces of geological uplift and erosion. This is the Comoros, a place where
the land itself tells a story of fiery beginnings and slow, deliberate transformation. The
four main islands, Grande Comore, Anjouan, Mohéli, and Mayotte, are all products of
volcanic activity, though they vary considerably in age, size, and geological
complexity. This fundamental volcanic foundation is the primary architect of their
diverse landscapes, influencing everything from soil composition to elevation
gradients, and ultimately, the distribution of plant life.

Grande Comore, or Ngazidja as it is known locally, is the largest and geologically
youngest of the islands. Dominated by the colossal, active stratovolcano Mount
Karthala, which frequently reminds its inhabitants of its fiery nature with puffs of
smoke and occasional lava flows, the island's landscape is characterized by relatively
fresh volcanic soils and steep slopes. Karthala’s imposing presence, reaching
elevations of up to 2,361 meters (approximately 7,746 feet), creates distinct climatic
zones, from the humid coastal plains to the cooler, cloud-shrouded montane regions
where unique plant communities cling to existence. Its frequent eruptions have
continuously reshaped the terrain, creating new substrates for colonization and,
paradoxically, fresh challenges for established flora.

To the southeast lies Anjouan, or Ndzuani, a distinctly older island marked by a more
deeply eroded and rugged topography. Its volcanic peaks, though not as high as
Karthala, are jagged and verdant, crisscrossed by numerous ravines and steep-sided
valleys that channel rainfall down to the coast. This older geological history has
allowed for more extensive soil development over time, but it also means that the
landscape has endured longer periods of weathering and human impact. The island’s
dense population has placed considerable pressure on its natural resources, yet
hidden pockets of exceptional biodiversity remain in its less accessible interior.
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Mohéli, or Mwali, is the smallest and arguably the most serene of the three
independent Comorian islands. It is characterized by its lush, green landscapes, lower-
lying volcanic hills, and a more extensive network of rivers and freshwater bodies
compared to its larger siblings. Mohéli's unique appeal also lies in its fringing reefs and
extensive marine park, a testament to the symbiotic relationship between land and
sea. The island's relative lack of high peaks means its climate is generally more
uniformly humid, supporting a rich tapestry of lowland and mid-elevation vegetation.

The fourth major island, Mayotte, though geographically part of the Comoros
archipelago, is politically a French overseas department. This distinction has led to
different patterns of development and conservation, but its natural heritage remains
inextricably linked to its island neighbors. Mayotte, like Mohéli, possesses significant
coral reefs and lagoons, hinting at a geological history that, while volcanic, has also
allowed for the development of extensive coastal and marine ecosystems. Its twin
volcanic peaks and deeply incised valleys contribute to a diverse terrain, fostering a
rich array of habitats.

The climate across the Comoros is broadly tropical maritime, characterized by two
main seasons influenced by the monsoon winds. From November to April, the
'‘Kashkazi' (or 'Kaskazi') season brings hot, humid weather and heavy rainfall, driven
by the northwesterly monsoon. This period is vital for the growth and reproduction of
countless plant species, replenishing water sources and invigorating the lush
landscapes. The sheer intensity of these rains, however, also presents challenges,
particularly in areas susceptible to soil erosion, a common issue on the islands' steep
slopes.

Conversely, from May to October, the 'Kusi' season ushers in cooler, drier conditions,
influenced by the southeasterly trade winds. While still relatively warm, this period
sees a significant reduction in precipitation, leading to a natural drying out of some
ecosystems. The subtle shift between these seasons dictates the phenology of many
plant species, influencing flowering, fruiting, and dormancy cycles. The islands'
exposure to these prevailing winds also affects local climate patterns, with windward
slopes typically receiving more moisture than their leeward counterparts, leading to
further diversification of habitats.

The topography of the Comoros is a spectacular testament to its volcanic origins,
ranging from narrow coastal plains to dramatic volcanic cones and deeply dissected
highlands. These varied elevational gradients create a mosaic of microclimates, where
temperature, humidity, and wind exposure can change dramatically over short
distances. For example, a leisurely stroll from a sun-drenched beach up a winding
mountain path can quickly transition from warm, humid air to cool, mist-shrouded
conditions, each zone supporting its own unique botanical community. This altitudinal
zonation is a key driver of the archipelago's impressive biodiversity.
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Water, the lifeblood of any ecosystem, flows generously through the Comoros,
particularly during the wet season. Numerous ephemeral and perennial streams
cascade down the volcanic slopes, forming networks that nourish the forests and
provide essential hydration for both flora and fauna. While large, navigable rivers are
absent, these smaller waterways carve deep ravines and contribute to the islands'
verdant appearance. Freshwater lakes, though relatively few, like Lake Dziani
Boudouni on Mohéli, also play a crucial role as wetland habitats, supporting distinct
aquatic and semi-aquatic plant life.

The soils of the Comoros are predominantly lateritic, a direct consequence of the
weathering of volcanic rock. While these soils can be rich in certain minerals, they are
often poor in humus, particularly in disturbed areas, and are highly susceptible to
erosion, especially when exposed to heavy rainfall after deforestation. This inherent
vulnerability of the soil underscores the delicate balance of the islands' ecosystems;
where vegetation cover is removed, the very foundation for plant life can be washed
away, leaving barren, infertile ground in its wake. Understanding these soil
characteristics is crucial for appreciating the resilience of native plants and the
challenges of conservation.

The geographical isolation of the Comoros, sitting far from continental landmasses,
has been the paramount factor shaping its unique flora. For millennia, plant
propagules—seeds, spores, and fragments—have arrived on these shores carried by
ocean currents, wind, and migratory birds. Only a select few, those with adaptations
for long-distance dispersal and the ability to establish themselves in new, often harsh,
volcanic environments, managed to colonize successfully. Once established, these
pioneering species, freed from the competitive pressures and genetic mixing of
continental populations, began to evolve independently, giving rise to the high levels
of endemism that characterize the Comorian flora today.

This process of island evolution, often referred to as adaptive radiation, has resulted in
distinct lineages that share ancestral ties with the floras of both Africa and
Madagascar. The biogeographical affinities are clear: many plant families and genera
found in the Comoros also have representatives on these larger landmasses, reflecting
ancient dispersal events. However, within these shared families, Comorian species
have often diverged into unique forms, adapting to the specific ecological niches
available on their isolated volcanic homes. This blend of continental heritage and
island-specific evolution makes the Comorian flora a captivating subject of study.

In essence, the Comoros archipelago is a living laboratory where geology, climate, and
biological processes have converged to produce a botanical spectacle. The dynamic
interplay of active volcanoes, varied elevations, seasonal monsoons, and the profound
effects of isolation have collectively forged an environment that fosters remarkable
plant diversity. This geographical and ecological context is the very bedrock upon
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which the unique tapestry of Comorian flora has been woven, and it is against this
backdrop that we will delve deeper into the specific plant families, individual species,
and intricate relationships that define the native plants of these enchanting islands.
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