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Introduction

The Dominican Republic—with its stunning beaches, soaring mountains, and vibrant
culture—harbors a lesser-known treasure: a remarkable diversity of native plants.
Straddling the eastern portion of the island of Hispaniola in the Caribbean, the
country’s varied landscapes nurture a botanically rich tapestry that stands among the
most diverse in the region. Its flora reflects not just natural history and evolution, but
also centuries of interaction with human societies ranging from the original Arawak
peoples to present-day conservationists.

The island’s unique geographic and climatic diversity lays the foundation for its
outstanding plant life. From mist-laden cloud forests and lush tropical rainforests to
arid scrublands, pine-clad peaks, coastal mangrove swamps, and vibrant wetlands,
each ecosystem supports a distinct community of plants. This environmental
complexity has fostered both exceptional species richness and high endemism—over
2,000 species are found nowhere else in the world. These range from the majestic
mahogany trees and rare palms to delicate orchids and resilient cacti, each a living
testament to the Dominican Republic’s ecological wealth.

History has shaped the landscape and its vegetation. The activities of indigenous
peoples, followed by waves of European colonization and modern development, have
transformed the island’s plant communities over time. Agricultural expansion,
deforestation, and urbanization have left their mark, threatening many native species
and altering natural habitats. Yet, there is also a growing recognition of the
irreplaceable value of native plants—not just for their beauty or ecological function,
but for their cultural, medicinal, and even economic significance.

In response to these challenges, the Dominican Republic has invested in an expanding
network of protected areas, national parks, and nature reserves, offering sanctuary to
thousands of plant species. Dedicated conservation projects, research initiatives, and
public botanical gardens now play a vital role in documenting, protecting, and
celebrating this precious flora. The collaborative efforts of scientists, local
communities, government agencies, and international organizations are helping to
ensure that the nation’s botanical legacy is not lost to time.

This book provides a comprehensive, accessible guide to the native plants of the
Dominican Republic. Drawing from the latest botanical research and field
observations, it explores the country’s major ecosystems, introduces key species
(from iconic flowering plants to little-known non-vascular gems), and highlights their
roles in culture, ecology, and conservation. Its aim is not only to inform, but to inspire
a deeper appreciation for the beauty and importance of the Dominican Republic’s
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plant heritage.

As the world faces unprecedented environmental change, the story of the Dominican
Republic’s native plants is more relevant than ever. By learning about and protecting
these remarkable species, we also safeguard the resilience and identity of the
landscapes and communities that depend on them. This guide invites readers—be
they botanists, nature lovers, students, or travelers—to embark on a journey of
discovery in one of the Caribbean’s true botanical jewels.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Geography and Climate of the
Dominican Republic

Nestled within the vast blue expanse of the Caribbean Sea, the island of Hispaniola
stands as one of the Greater Antilles, a chain of islands marking the northern
boundary of the Caribbean. Sharing this significant landmass with its western
neighbor, Haiti, the Dominican Republic occupies the eastern two-thirds, a position
that grants it an extraordinary range of geographical features and, consequently, a
remarkable variety of climates, all within its relatively modest footprint. This intricate
interplay of land and air sets the stage for the diverse tapestry of native plants that
call this nation home.

The Dominican Republic is far from a geographically homogenous entity. Instead, it
presents a dramatic cross-section of landscapes compressed into approximately
48,670 square kilometers (about 18,792 square miles). From sun-drenched coastal
plains lapped by turquoise waters to the rugged, often mist-shrouded peaks that
scrape the sky in the interior, the topography is anything but uniform. This striking
variation in elevation, in particular, is a primary driver of the distinct ecological zones
found across the country.

The spine of the Dominican Republic is the Cordillera Central, a majestic mountain
range running roughly northwest to southeast. This is where the island reaches its
highest points, culminating in Pico Duarte, the tallest peak in the Caribbean, soaring to
an impressive 3,175 meters (10,417 feet) above sea level. The sheer scale of these
mountains creates significant barriers to weather patterns, influencing rainfall
distribution and temperature in profound ways, fostering cooler, wetter conditions at
higher elevations compared to the surrounding lowlands.

Beyond the Cordillera Central, other mountain ranges contribute to the complex
topography. The Cordillera Septentrional parallels the northern coast, creating a buffer
between the Atlantic and the fertile Cibao Valley. In the east, the lower Cordillera
Oriental runs towards the coast, characterized by rolling hills rather than towering
peaks. To the southwest, the Sierra de Neiba and Sierra de Baoruco rise, separated by
the unique geological depression that holds Lake Enriquillo, a hypersaline lake sitting
below sea level.

These mountain ranges are interspersed with broad, fertile valleys and coastal plains.
The Cibao Valley, located between the Cordillera Central and the Cordillera
Septentrional, is the country's agricultural heartland, known for its rich soils and
relatively abundant rainfall. The San Juan Valley lies south of the Cordillera Central,
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exhibiting drier conditions in parts due to the rain shadow effect of the central
mountains. Coastal plains ring much of the island, varying in width and character,
from the extensive plains in the east to narrower strips elsewhere, each shaped by the
adjacent landforms and proximity to the sea.

This intricate geography directly dictates the climate. Situated firmly within the
tropics, the Dominican Republic experiences a generally warm climate year-round.
However, the significant variations in altitude mean that "tropical" can encompass a
wide spectrum of conditions. While coastal areas and lower elevations bask in typical
tropical heat and humidity, the higher mountain regions experience much cooler
temperatures, sometimes even dipping below freezing at the very highest summits
during the coolest months.

Rainfall patterns are also heavily influenced by topography and prevailing winds,
primarily the moist trade winds blowing from the northeast. As these winds encounter
the mountain ranges, particularly the Cordillera Central and Cordillera Septentrional,
the air is forced upwards, cools, and releases its moisture as rain on the windward
slopes. This creates lush, wet conditions on the northern and eastern flanks of the
mountains, supporting dense vegetation characteristic of tropical rainforests and cloud
forests at higher altitudes.

Conversely, the areas on the leeward side of these mountain ranges experience a rain
shadow effect. The air, having lost much of its moisture, descends and warms,
resulting in significantly drier conditions. This is particularly evident in the southern
parts of the Cibao Valley and the San Juan Valley, as well as parts of the southwest,
where arid and semi-arid climates prevail, giving rise to ecosystems dominated by
drought-tolerant plants like cacti and thorny scrub.

The coastal regions experience their own set of climatic influences. Proximity to the
ocean moderates temperatures, keeping them relatively stable throughout the year.
These areas are also subject to coastal weather patterns, including occasional tropical
storms and hurricanes, which can bring intense rainfall and strong winds. The specific
conditions of a coastal area can also be shaped by the adjacent topography; for
instance, a plain backed by mountains will have a different climate than a coastal area
adjacent to foothills or another plain.

The presence of significant bodies of water, such as Lake Enriquillo, also creates
localized microclimates. The lake's saline nature and the surrounding low-lying, arid
terrain contribute to a unique environment distinct from other parts of the country.
Similarly, extensive river systems, fed by rainfall in the mountains, create riparian
zones along their banks, providing strips of wetter habitat that contrast with the
surrounding landscapes, particularly in drier regions.

The variation in altitude and climate leads to distinct temperature ranges across the
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country. Average temperatures at sea level hover around 25-30°C (77-86°F)
throughout the year, with little seasonal variation. However, for every thousand
meters gained in elevation, temperatures drop significantly, leading to average
temperatures below 20°C (68°F) in the higher mountain regions, creating conditions
more akin to temperate or even subtropical climates at these lofty heights.

Humidity levels also vary considerably. High humidity is characteristic of the coastal
plains and the windward slopes of the mountains, especially in areas experiencing
frequent rainfall or persistent mist, such as cloud forests. Drier regions, particularly
those in the rain shadow, experience much lower humidity, which further contributes
to the arid conditions and favors plants adapted to conserve water.

Seasonal variations in the Dominican Republic are primarily marked by differences in
rainfall rather than temperature. There are generally wet and dry seasons, although
the timing and intensity can vary depending on the region and local microclimate. The
wet season typically occurs from May to November, coinciding with the Atlantic
hurricane season, while the dry season runs from December to April. However, some
northern coastal areas can receive significant rainfall during the "dry" season due to
frontal systems.

The combination of varied topography, prevailing wind patterns, and proximity to the
ocean results in a mosaic of distinct microclimates across the Dominican Republic. A
short drive can take one from a hot, humid coastal plain to cooler, mist-laden
mountain slopes or into a dry, sun-baked valley. This rapid transition between
environmental conditions is a key factor driving the high level of biodiversity, as
different plant species have evolved to thrive in these specific, often narrowly defined,
habitats.

These geographical and climatic factors are not merely passive backdrops; they are
active sculptors of the landscape and the life it supports. The steep mountain slopes
are subject to erosion, shaping the terrain and influencing soil composition. Rivers
carve valleys and deposit sediments, creating fertile areas. Coastal processes, driven
by tides and waves, shape the shoreline and create unique habitats like mangrove
swamps and coastal dunes.

The geology of the island also plays a role, with different rock types and soil
compositions providing varying nutrient levels and drainage characteristics, further
contributing to habitat diversity. Volcanic activity in the distant past has shaped some
areas, while karst topography, characterized by limestone formations and caves, is
found in others, each supporting specific plant communities adapted to these
conditions.

Understanding this intricate geographical and climatic tapestry is fundamental to
appreciating the native plants of the Dominican Republic. Each species exists within a
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specific environmental context, its form and function shaped by the temperature,
rainfall, elevation, soil type, and other factors that define its habitat. The dramatic
variations across the island mean that a plant thriving on a windswept coastal cliff
faces entirely different challenges and opportunities than one nestled in a humid
mountain valley or rooted in the arid southwest.

The physical stage is set by these geographical and climatic forces. It is a stage with
many different backdrops, from the cool, shaded understory of a mountain forest to
the sun-baked surface of a rocky outcrop in a dry scrubland. Each backdrop offers
unigue conditions, determining which plants can survive, flourish, and evolve, leading
to the remarkable array of native flora that we find across the Dominican Republic.
The journey through the native plants of this vibrant island necessarily begins with an
exploration of the land and sky that shape their existence.
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