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Introduction

The Gambia, a slender nation that weaves its way through the heart of West Africa, is
marked not just by the course of its iconic river but also by a tapestry of vibrant
natural landscapes and rich ecological heritage. Though geographically small, The
Gambia boasts a remarkable diversity of native plants, nurtured by a variety of
habitats that range from open savanna woodlands and lush wetlands to intricate
mangrove swamps and expansive coastal zones. While scientific estimates of the total
plant species in the country vary widely—from 150 to over 1,000 flowering plants—this
abundance speaks to the country’s significant yet still unfolding botanical wealth.

Native plants in The Gambia are the backbone of the country’s natural ecosystems.
They play essential roles in maintaining soil fertility, protecting riverbanks, providing
shelter and food for a vast array of wildlife, and driving complex cycles that sustain
life. Yet, these plants are far more than cogs in ecological processes; they are deeply
woven into the daily lives and ancient traditions of the Gambian people. From the
towering baobab, whose fruit and leaves supplement diets and medicines, to the
delicate herbs brewed as teas, native flora underpins local health, nutrition, and
economic vitality.

The Gambia’s vegetation flourishes in tune with the rhythm of the seasons—Ilush and
green through the rains, then hardy, drought-tolerant, and enduring through long dry
months. These climate patterns, combined with a mosaic of habitats—savannas,
swamps, forests, and even cultivated fields—have fostered a unique and resilient flora.
Notably, the country is home to both iconic West African trees like the mahogany and
lesser-known endemic species, many of which are only just being catalogued and
studied.

The relationship between people and plants in The Gambia is both practical and
spiritual. Generations have relied on a profound reservoir of traditional knowledge to
harvest, utilize, and conserve the botanical resources around them. Native plants are
the bedrock of traditional medicine, an important source of food security, and a means
of craftsmanship and ceremony. As communities adapt to changing climates and
pressures on their land, these deep-rooted interactions are more important than ever.

Yet, the flora of The Gambia faces escalating challenges. Expansion of agriculture,
unchecked harvesting, invasive species, and the shifting face of climate all threaten
the survival of native plant species. Conservation efforts have arisen in response, from
the creation of protected areas to community forestry initiatives and the promotion of
sustainable harvesting practices. Protecting these plants goes hand in hand with
preserving cultural identity and ecological balance.
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“Native Plants of Gambia: A Guide to the Native Plants of Gambia” invites readers to
journey through the country’s remarkable floral diversity. This book highlights not only
the science and classification of Gambian plants, but also the stories, uses, and
ongoing efforts to protect this essential part of the nation’s heritage. Whether you are
a student, a conservation enthusiast, or a curious traveler, this guide will enrich your
appreciation of The Gambia’s native plants and inspire a commitment to their
stewardship for generations to come.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Climate and Geography of The
Gambia

The Republic of The Gambia, often simply called The Gambia, is a sliver of a nation on
the western coast of Africa. Its shape is dictated almost entirely by its namesake, the
Gambia River, which flows through the heart of the country from east to west,
emptying into the Atlantic Ocean. This intimate relationship with the river defines not
only its borders but also its climate and the very landscapes that nurture its native
plant life. Surrounded on three sides by Senegal and with a relatively short Atlantic
coastline, The Gambia is the smallest country on mainland Africa.

Geographically, The Gambia is a remarkably flat country. The land rises gradually from
the coast inland, but even at its highest points, the elevation is quite modest. The
landscape is predominantly a floodplain carved by the Gambia River, with low hills
flanking the waterway in some areas. This topography, combined with the river's
presence, means that water plays a significant role in shaping the environment,
creating a variety of habitats from saline mangroves near the coast to freshwater
wetlands further inland.

The climate of The Gambia falls within the tropical zone and is distinctly characterized
by two main seasons: a long, pronounced dry season and a shorter, intense wet
season. This seasonal rhythm is a primary driver of plant life cycles, influencing
everything from flowering and fruiting times to dormancy and growth patterns. The
shift between these two periods is a dramatic one, transforming the landscape from
arid and dusty to lush and green.

The dry season typically runs from November through May. During these months,
rainfall is minimal, and the weather is generally hot and sunny. Temperatures during
the dry season can range from a cooler 18°C to a warmer 30°C, particularly in inland
areas where the moderating influence of the ocean is less felt. As the dry season
progresses, especially from March to May, inland temperatures can soar, sometimes
reaching 39°C to 41°C, making it feel like the true "summer" of the year.

The wet season, also known as the green season, arrives around June and lasts until
October. This period is dominated by the West African monsoon, which brings the vast
majority of the country's annual rainfall. The rain doesn't typically fall continuously but
rather in intense bursts and thunderstorms, particularly in July, August, and
September. These months can see significant rainfall, sometimes exceeding 200 mm
per month in coastal areas like Banjul.
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Average annual rainfall across The Gambia varies, generally ranging from 850 mm to
1,200 mm. The southern and southeastern parts of the country tend to receive more
rain, sometimes over 1,000 mm, while the northern areas receive less, closer to 700
mm to 800 mm. The intensity and duration of the wet season have a profound impact
on the availability of water and the types of plants that can thrive in different regions.

Temperatures during the wet season are slightly different from the dry season,
typically ranging from 23°C to 33°C. While the daytime highs might be a bit lower than
the hottest parts of the dry season, the increased humidity during the rains can make
the heat feel more oppressive and sweltering. The coast generally experiences slightly
milder temperatures throughout the year compared to the interior.

The Gambia River is not just a geographical feature; it's a vital ecological force that
significantly influences the local climate and environment. As it flows towards the
Atlantic, the river is subject to tidal influences for a considerable distance inland,
bringing with it the intrusion of saltwater. The extent of this saltwater intrusion varies
with the seasons; during the dry season, when river flow is lower, saltwater can reach
much further upstream compared to the wet season when the increased freshwater
flow pushes the saline front back.

This dynamic interaction between freshwater and saltwater creates unique brackish
water habitats, particularly the extensive mangrove swamps found along the lower
and middle reaches of the river. These areas are directly shaped by the ebb and flow
of tides and the seasonal changes in salinity. The river's floodplains, which expand
significantly during the wet season, also create important wetland areas that support
distinct plant communities.

While the general climate pattern is well-established, there have been observed trends
of decreasing rainfall and increased variability in its timing. This, coupled with rising
temperatures and the threat of sea-level rise along the coast, poses challenges to the
delicate balance of the ecosystems and the plant life they support. The combined
effects of these changes can lead to increased salinity in riverine areas and greater
aridity in upland regions, impacting plant distribution and survival.

The flat terrain of The Gambia, combined with its coastal location and the presence of
the major river, makes it particularly vulnerable to flooding, especially during intense
rainfall events in the wet season and from potential sea-level rise. This vulnerability
further shapes the types of plants that can grow in different areas, favoring species
adapted to waterlogged conditions in some places and drought tolerance in others.

In essence, The Gambia's climate, with its distinct wet and dry seasons, and its

geography, dominated by the presence of the Gambia River and its associated
floodplains and coastal areas, create a mosaic of environmental conditions. These
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conditions are the fundamental backdrop against which the country's rich and varied
native flora has evolved and continues to thrive. Understanding this interplay of
climate and geography is key to appreciating the diverse plant life that calls The
Gambia home.
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