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Introduction

Fiji, an enchanting archipelago nestled in the heart of the South Pacific, is celebrated
not only for its vivid coral reefs and turquoise seas but also for the botanical wealth
that flourishes on its 300-plus islands. The islands’ volcanic origins, isolation, and
varied geography have created a distinct environment where evolutionary processes
have unfolded in unique and fascinating ways. This has led to the emergence of a
diverse and richly endemic flora—a natural heritage that both astonishes and inspires
botanists, ecologists, and nature lovers alike.

With an estimated 2,600 vascular plant species, including approximately 1,600 native
varieties, Fiji's flora harbors a wealth of unique and endemic plants. Over half of these
species are found nowhere else on Earth, making Fiji one of the world’s outstanding
biodiversity hotspots. From the ancient trees of the Degeneraceae family to vibrant
endemic orchids and palms, the islands boast living relics of deep evolutionary history
that link Fiji to the supercontinents of Gondwana and beyond.

The range of habitats across Fiji-from mist-shrouded cloud forests atop volcanic peaks
to sun-baked dryland forests, mangrove-fringed coastlines, talasiga grasslands, and
lush lowland rainforests—supports distinct plant communities, each adapted to its
particular environment. Many of these plants not only shape unique ecosystems but
also play central roles in the cultural and spiritual lives of the Fijian people. Traditional
medicine, craft, ceremonies, and daily sustenance are deeply intertwined with the
native flora.

Yet, the very uniqueness of Fijian plants places them at risk. Habitat destruction from
agriculture and development, the introduction of invasive species, and the looming
threat of climate change all endanger Fiji’s native plants and the complex webs of life
they support. Conservation efforts, guided by scientific research and empowered by
community stewardship, are racing to preserve this irreplaceable botanical legacy.

This book, "Native Plants of Fiji: A Guide to the Native Plants of Fiji", invites readers on
a comprehensive exploration of Fiji's extraordinary plant life. Spanning from the
evolutionary origins of the flora to detailed profiles of habitats and species, the
chapters aim to deepen appreciation for the islands’ botanical diversity, highlight the
ongoing conservation challenges, and celebrate the enduring connections between
plants, people, and place in Fiji. Whether you are a student, traveler, naturalist, or
conservationist, this guide offers an authoritative foundation to better understand and
cherish one of the South Pacific's most spectacular natural treasures.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Islands of Fiji: Geography and
Climate

Fiji is an island nation in the South Pacific, a sprawling archipelago of more than 330
islands and over 500 islets and reefs, scattered across a vast expanse of the ocean.
Situated about 2,100 kilometers (1,300 miles) north of Auckland, New Zealand, and
4,450 kilometers (2,765 miles) southwest of Honolulu, Hawaii, Fiji occupies a central
position in the Melanesia region of Oceania. The total land area of the archipelago is
approximately 18,300 square kilometers (7,100 sq mi).

The vast majority of Fiji's landmass is concentrated in its two largest islands: Viti Levu
and Vanua Levu. Viti Levu, meaning "Great Fiji," is the largest, covering about 10,429
square kilometers (4,027 sq mi), which is more than half of the country's total land
area. Vanua Levu, or "Great Land," is the second largest, with an area of
approximately 5,556 square kilometers (2,145 sq mi). Together, these two islands
account for around 85% of Fiji's total land area and are home to the majority of the
population.

The geological story of the Fiji islands is largely one of volcanic activity, a fiery past
that has shaped the rugged and diverse landscapes we see today. The majority of Fiji's
islands were formed by volcanic processes that began around 150 million years ago.
While these ancient volcanoes are now dormant, evidence of their explosive history
remains etched in the form of volcanic cones, calderas, and lava flows that punctuate
the islands' terrain. Some geothermal activity still occurs today on islands like Vanua
Levu and Taveuni. Beyond the dominant volcanic islands, Fiji also includes some
smaller islands that are coral formations, rising only a few meters above sea level, as
well as limestone islands and atolls in some outlying areas like the Lau group. Nearly
all the islands are fringed by protective coral reefs, which contribute to the stunning
underwater ecosystems.

The topography of the larger islands, particularly Viti Levu and Vanua Levu, is
characterized by mountainous interiors. Viti Levu features a jagged mountain range
running from north to south, with several peaks exceeding 900 meters (3,000 feet).
The highest point in Fiji is Mount Tomanivi, an extinct volcano located in the northern
highlands of Viti Levu, reaching an elevation of 1,324 meters (4,344 ft). This
mountainous spine has a profound influence on the climate and, consequently, the
vegetation patterns of the islands.

Fiji enjoys a tropical maritime climate, generally characterized by warmth and
humidity without extreme temperatures. The climate is largely influenced by the
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surrounding warm tropical ocean waters and the prevailing southeast trade winds.
These trade winds blow consistently for much of the year, particularly from April to
November.

The mountainous topography of the main islands creates distinct microclimates,
dividing them into windward and leeward sides. The windward sides, typically the
southeastern areas of Viti Levu and Vanua Levu, face the incoming moisture-laden
trade winds and consequently receive significantly more rainfall. These areas are
characterized by lush, dense tropical rainforests. Suva, the capital city located on the
southeastern coast of Viti Levu, is a prime example of a wet-zone area, receiving
ample rain.

In contrast, the leeward sides of the main islands, generally the western and northern
areas, are shielded by the mountains from the trade winds and experience a much
drier climate. This results in a pronounced dry zone with less annual rainfall. The
vegetation in these areas is typically characterized by tropical dry forests and
grasslands. Nadi, on the western side of Viti Levu, is known for its drier and sunnier
weather, making it a popular tourist hub.

Fiji experiences two main seasons: a wet season and a dry season. The wet season
typically runs from November to April, bringing increased rainfall, tropical downpours,
and the possibility of cyclones. Despite the rain, this period is also the hottest, with
daily highs reaching around 32°C (90°F). The dry season occurs from May to October,
offering milder temperatures, lower humidity, and more stable weather conditions.
Average temperatures throughout the year generally hover between 25°C and 30°C
(77°F to 86°F), with coastal areas being warmer than the highlands. The consistent
warmth and the presence of cooling sea breezes contribute to the generally
comfortable climate.

The rivers of Fiji also play a significant role in shaping the landscape and supporting
plant life. On Viti Levu, major river systems like the Rewa, Navua, Sigatoka, and Ba
have their headwaters in the central mountain ranges, flowing down to the coast and
creating fertile river valleys and coastal plains. These river systems, along with others
like the Dreketi River on Vanua Levu, are vital for the ecosystems they traverse. The
interplay of volcanic geology, mountainous terrain, and a tropical maritime climate
with distinct wet and dry seasons creates a mosaic of habitats across the Fijian
islands, providing the foundation for the rich and diverse native flora that is the
subject of this book.
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