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Introduction
East Timor, or Timor-Leste, is a vibrant young nation with a unique and often
overlooked legacy of botanical richness. Nestled in the heart of the Lesser Sunda
Islands, this country occupies a vital position within Wallacea—a renowned transition
zone between Asia and Australia. Its intricate landscape, shaped by mountains, plains,
rainforests, dry forests, and coastline, is home to an array of ecosystems and
countless plant species, many of which are found nowhere else on Earth.

Understanding East Timor’s native plants requires an appreciation of both geography
and history. Situated at a crossroads, the flora of Timor-Leste reflects influences from
across the region: the species-rich rainforests of the Sunda shelf, and the equally
fascinating but distinct plant communities of the Sahul shelf to the south and east.
Over millennia, this confluence of biogeographical forces has produced a remarkable
diversity of plant life, providing unique ecological niches and opportunities for
endemism.

Despite this natural heritage, East Timor’s flora faces ongoing challenges. The country
has endured extensive deforestation, shifting cultivation, fires, and agricultural
expansion, leaving much of its primary forest fragmented and highly threatened. Yet,
even as human activities reshape the landscape, pockets of intact forest and rare
endemic species persist. Conservationists, scientists, and communities are working to
document, understand, and protect what remains, but much remains to be discovered
about the country’s full botanical wealth.

The connection between East Timor’s people and their land is profound and complex.
For centuries, local communities have relied on native plants for food, medicine, and
shelter. Rich traditions of plant use—embodied in stories, songs, and cultural
practices—continue to inform daily life and traditional healing, weaving plants into the
fabric of Timorese identity. From the dyes that color Tais textiles to the aromatic
sandalwood once traded across the world, native plants have shaped the culture and
livelihood of generations.

As Timor-Leste navigates its path toward sustainable development and ecological
stewardship, the conservation of native plants is both an urgent challenge and a
source of hope. Protective measures, restoration efforts, and the reinvigoration of
traditional land management systems like Tara Bandu offer promising paths forward.
However, threats from invasive species, ongoing deforestation, and gaps in botanical
knowledge reveal the need for continued research, inclusive policy, and community
engagement.
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This guide—the first of its kind dedicated solely to the native plants of East
Timor—endeavors to illuminate the incredible, complex, and fragile flora of this
remarkable nation. Whether you are a botanist, a student, a plant enthusiast, or a
proud Timorese seeking to learn more about your natural heritage, we invite you on
this journey to discover, understand, and celebrate the native plants of East Timor.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Geography and Climate of East
Timor
East Timor, a relatively young nation often referred to by its official name, Timor-
Leste, occupies the eastern half of the island of Timor. Situated in the Lesser Sunda
Islands, it finds itself at the southeastern edge of the Malay Archipelago, positioned
strategically between the vast landmasses of Asia and Australia. This geographical
placement is key to understanding its unique natural world. The country also includes
the Oecusse enclave in West Timor and the small islands of Atauro and Jaco. Its total
land area is roughly 15,000 square kilometers, making it one of Asia's smaller nations.

The topography of East Timor is predominantly rugged and mountainous, a defining
feature that profoundly influences its climate and ecosystems. A substantial central
mountain range forms the spine of the island, with peaks soaring to nearly 3,000
meters. The highest point, Mount Tatamailau, also known as Foho Ramelau, reaches
2,963 meters. These mountainous regions are often dissected by deep valleys,
creating a complex and varied landscape.

While the mountains dominate the interior, coastal plains fringe the island. On the
southern side, these plains are wider, extending 20-30 kilometers inland. In contrast,
the northern coast features much narrower plains, with the mountains often dropping
steeply towards the sea. This creates a dramatic coastline with rocky headlands and
stretches of sandy beaches. The varying elevation and orientation of these landforms
contribute significantly to the country's diverse microclimates.

East Timor experiences a tropical climate, characterized by consistently warm
temperatures throughout the year. However, this is a tropical monsoon climate,
meaning it has distinct wet and dry seasons rather than uniform rainfall. The interplay
of these seasons and the varied topography results in a mosaic of climatic conditions
across the country.

The wet season generally runs from December to April or May, brought about by the
West Pacific monsoon. During this time, rainfall is more abundant, leading to lush
landscapes, particularly in the south and higher elevations. However, this heavy rain
can also cause challenges, including landslides and difficulties with transportation due
to muddy roads, especially in mountainous areas.

Conversely, the dry season typically spans from May or June to October or November.
This period sees significantly less rainfall, and while still warm, temperatures can be
slightly lower, particularly in the mountains. The dry season can pose its own set of
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challenges, including water scarcity and increased risk of wildfires.

Rainfall distribution is far from uniform across the country. The northern coast,
including the capital Dili, tends to be drier, with annual rainfall often less than
1000mm. Dili, for instance, receives around 900mm of rain annually, with August
being the driest month. The central and elevated areas receive moderate rainfall,
generally between 1500mm and 2000mm per year. The highest altitudes can receive
over 2500mm of rain annually.

Adding another layer of complexity, the southern side of the island often experiences
a bimodal rainfall pattern with two wet season peaks, typically in December and again
in May, resulting in a longer wet season overall, sometimes lasting 7-9 months. This
contrasts with the northern side's monomodal pattern of a single wet season.

Temperatures across East Timor remain relatively consistent throughout the year, with
little dramatic seasonal fluctuation. Coastal areas generally experience temperatures
between 25°C and 35°C. Dili, on the north coast, sees average maximum daytime
temperatures ranging from 28°C to 31°C. The hottest period is typically from
September to November. Humidity is generally high, especially during the wet season,
which can make the heat feel more intense.

As elevation increases, temperatures become cooler. In the mountains, the weather
can be much cooler, sometimes misty and wet, and at other times clear. Above 1,000
meters, evenings and nights can be cool, particularly during the dry season, and
above 2,000 meters, it can get quite cold.

The geological history of Timor, influenced by the collision of tectonic plates, has
shaped its rugged terrain and the presence of both volcanic and sedimentary rocks.
While some of the Lesser Sunda Islands are volcanic, the southern chain, which
includes Timor, is non-volcanic and appears to be part of the Australian plate. This
geological activity has not only created the dramatic mountains and valleys but also
contributes to the island's rich, though often stony and limestone-based, soils.

The rivers in East Timor are often braided and can disappear completely during the
dry season, only to become raging torrents after heavy rainfall in the wet season,
sometimes leading to flash flooding. This variability in water availability is another
critical factor influencing the plant life that can thrive in different areas.

The combination of these geographical and climatic factors – the mountainous
topography, the distinct wet and dry seasons, the varying rainfall distribution, and the
influence of elevation – creates a diverse range of habitats and microclimates across
East Timor. These varied conditions provide the foundation for the rich and unique
flora that this book will explore, from the coastal mangroves to the montane forests
and the drier savannas.
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