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Introduction

Nestled along the banks of the River Gambia and flanked by Senegal and the Atlantic
Ocean lies The Gambia, a country remarkable for its diversity of natural habitats and
the unique flora they nurture. Despite being the smallest nation on mainland Africa,
The Gambia’s geographic and ecological variations have led to an impressive array of
native plant species, many of which play crucial roles in the environmental, cultural,
and economic life of the nation. From the tidal mangrove forests of the river mouth to
the open stretches of savanna and the hidden woods along riverbanks, Gambian plant
life tells a story of resilience, adaptation, and symbiosis between people and their
land.

The climate, defined by alternating wet and dry seasons, sets the rhythm for plant
growth and survival across different ecosystems. The rainy season, stretching from
June to October, rejuvenates landscapes, fills wetlands, and supports lush growth,
while the dry months test the hardiness of plants adapted to long spells without rain.
These climatic cycles have shaped the country’s vegetation zones, from verdant
riverine forests to sun-baked savannas, each home to distinctive plant species
uniquely equipped to thrive in their specific conditions.

For generations, The Gambia’s people have relied on native plants for sustenance,
shelter, medicine, and spiritual practices. Roots, leaves, fruits, and barks are woven
into the everyday lives of communities, whether as food, traditional remedies, tools, or
building materials. Plants such as the baobab, African mahogany, moringa, neem, and
countless others have earned central roles in folk medicine, cuisine, and rituals. The
intricate knowledge of plant properties and uses, passed down through generations,
stands as a testament to the symbiotic relationship between Gambians and their
natural world.

However, this rich botanical heritage is increasingly under threat. Rapid population
growth, expanding agricultural land, overharvesting, and uncontrolled bushfires have
led to significant habitat loss and species decline. The ever-growing demand for
fuelwood and construction timber exerts additional pressure on forests and savannas.
Moreover, climate change and soil degradation intensify existing challenges, putting
vulnerable ecosystems—Ilike mangroves and wetlands—at even greater risk.

Yet, hope persists in the form of conservation efforts, reforestation initiatives, and the
revival of traditional practices that emphasize sustainability. Agroforestry presents
opportunities to restore tree cover, diversify livelihoods, and bolster ecological
resilience. National parks and community reserves provide essential refuges for rare
and endangered plant species, while educational programs aim to instill a deeper
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appreciation for the country’s native flora among current and future generations.

This guide, "Native Plants of The Gambia," seeks to present a comprehensive overview
of The Gambia’s botanical diversity, introducing readers to its many habitats, notable
plant species, their ecological roles, and their importance to local culture and
livelihoods. It serves as both a resource and a call to action, highlighting not only the

beauty and utility of Gambian native plants but also the urgent need to protect and
cherish them for generations to come.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Gambian Landscape: Geography
and Climate

The Gambia, a sliver of a nation on the bulge of West Africa, is a country whose very
shape and existence are inextricably linked to its namesake, the River Gambia.
Imagine a country that is essentially a riparian ribbon, stretching inland from the
Atlantic coast, with borders that seem to hug the winding path of a major waterway.
That's The Gambia for you, a long, narrow strip of land, rarely more than 30 miles
wide, extending nearly 300 miles into the interior, completely surrounded by Senegal
except for its western coastline. This peculiar geography, a result of 19th-century
agreements between the British and French colonial powers, makes it the smallest
country on mainland Africa.

The dominant physical feature, undoubtedly, is the River Gambia itself. Rising in the
Fouta Djallon highlands of Guinea, the river flows west, providing a vital artery that
has historically served as a major trade and transportation route. For a country with no
commercially viable mineral resources, the land and water resources are the very
heart of Gambian life. The river is navigable for a significant portion of its length,
allowing access for both goods and people into the interior. This accessibility has
profoundly shaped settlement patterns, with most communities historically clustered
along the riverbanks.

The terrain of The Gambia is predominantly low-lying and relatively flat. Think
floodplains flanking the river, interspersed with low laterite hills. The highest point in
the entire country is a modest 53 meters above sea level, a place aptly named Red
Rock in the Upper River Region. Over three-quarters of the country lies below 20
meters elevation, making it quite vulnerable to changes in sea level and river
dynamics. The landscape shifts subtly as you move eastward, from the wider, flatter
expanse near the coast to slightly more undulating terrain with narrow valleys and
broader, flattish hills in the east.

The climate is, as you might expect for a country at these latitudes, tropical,
characterized by a distinct wet and dry season. This seasonal rhythm dictates the
pace of life, agriculture, and, of course, the growth cycles of its native plants. The dry
season generally runs from November to May, a period marked by lower humidity and
clear skies, making it a popular time for visitors seeking sunshine. Temperatures
during the dry season can vary, with cooler nights, particularly in January, dropping to
around 14°C in the Western region, while daytime highs can reach a scorching 46°C in
the Upper River region in April. The dry season is also influenced by the Harmattan, a
dry, dusty wind blowing in from the Sahara to the northeast, which can reduce
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visibility and add a haze to the atmosphere.

The wet season, locally known as "Nawet," typically commences in June and lasts until
October. This is when the landscape transforms dramatically as the much-needed
rains arrive, brought by the West African monsoon. Humidity levels soar during this
time, often reaching oppressive levels, especially in August, which is generally the
wettest month. While temperatures are slightly lower on average during the wet
season compared to the hottest parts of the dry season, the high humidity can make it
feel considerably warmer. Rainfall varies across the country, with the southern and
southeastern parts typically receiving more precipitation than the northern areas.

The timing and intensity of the rains are crucial for agriculture, which is a mainstay of
the Gambian economy. However, rainfall patterns have become more erratic in recent
decades, with a trend towards decreasing total annual rainfall and greater variability.
This can lead to challenges like delayed onset of rains and intra-seasonal droughts,
impacting crop production and food security. The wet season, while vital for
replenishing water sources and supporting plant growth, can also bring challenges,
such as increased risk of malaria due to standing water providing breeding grounds for
mosquitoes.

The River Gambia's influence extends beyond providing water and a transportation
route; it also shapes the very ecosystems found along its banks. The lower reaches,
influenced by tidal flows from the Atlantic, are characterized by brackish water and the
dense, salt-tolerant mangrove forests. Further upstream, the river transitions to
freshwater, supporting different types of vegetation and habitats, including riverine
forests and wetlands. The tidal nature of the river is felt far inland, with saltwater
intrusion reaching varying distances depending on the season, impacting the types of
plants that can grow in riparian areas.

The flat topography means that even slight changes in water levels can inundate large
areas, creating extensive wetlands and floodplains. These areas, while challenging for
some forms of agriculture, are incredibly important for biodiversity and support a
unique array of plant life adapted to waterlogged conditions. The interplay between
the river, the flat landscape, and the distinct wet and dry seasons creates a mosaic of
habitats, each with its own specific conditions that favor particular plant communities.

Understanding this geographical and climatic backdrop is essential to appreciating the
native plants of The Gambia. The challenges posed by the climate, such as the long
dry season and increasing rainfall variability, have led to the evolution of plant species
with remarkable adaptations for survival. Similarly, the varied habitats created by the
river and the topography provide niches for a diverse range of flora, from the salt-
loving mangroves to the drought-tolerant trees of the savanna. The subsequent
chapters will delve deeper into these specific vegetation zones and the fascinating
plants that call them home.
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