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Introduction

Mali, nestled in the heart of West Africa, is a tapestry of vast deserts, rolling savannas,
and fertile floodplains, each woven together by the country’s rich and resilient flora.
Its position, bridging the arid Sahara in the north and the lush Sudan-Guinea savannas
in the south, grants it a remarkable variety of native plants that have adapted to some
of the continent’s harshest and most dynamic environments. These native species
form the bedrock of the country’s biodiversity, playing pivotal roles in local
ecosystems, supporting both wildlife and human communities, and serving as
custodians of cultural heritage.

The flora of Mali, with over 1,700 spontaneous species spanning nearly 700 genera, is
more than a list of botanical curiosities—it is a living resource. Trees such as the
majestic baobab and the universally valued shea tree, stand as silent witnesses to
centuries of environmental change and human adaptation. Shrubs and grasses,
though less conspicuous, shape the daily lives of people and animals alike, especially
in regions where their resilience to drought is a matter of survival.

Native plants in Mali underpin nearly every aspect of rural life. They provide food and
nutrition through fruits, seeds, and leaves; health and wellness through an extensive
pharmacopoeia of medicinal plants; essential construction materials and fuelwood;
and critical fodder for livestock. Their economic importance extends from household
use to the global market, exemplified by shea butter and other non-timber forest
products. Furthermore, certain trees possess deep cultural and spiritual value,
anchoring communities in tradition and belief.

Yet, this abundance is not without its vulnerabilities. Deforestation, desertification,
rising population pressures, overgrazing, and the encroachment of invasive species all
threaten Mali’s botanical wealth. Climate change looms as an ever-present challenge,
altering rainfall patterns and exacerbating water scarcity. These threats erode not only
plant diversity but also the stability and sustainability of the communities that rely
upon it.

In response, Mali is witnessing a growing movement toward conservation and
sustainable resource management. Protected areas, community-led reforestation, and
the integration of indigenous knowledge with modern science are helping to safeguard
native plants for future generations. The government, along with NGOs and
international partners, is striving to balance ecological preservation with the needs of
people dependent on these resources, fostering a vision of stewardship rooted in local
participation and global collaboration.
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This book, “Native Plants of Mali: A Guide to the Native Plants of Mali,” seeks to
illuminate the extraordinary diversity and significance of the country’s native flora. In
the chapters that follow, readers will explore the plants themselves—their habitats,
adaptations, uses, and the challenges they face. Our hope is to inspire a deeper
appreciation for Mali’s native plants and to underscore the vital role they play in the
unfolding story of the nation’s landscapes, peoples, and future.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Geography and Climate of Mali

Mali, a country whose very shape on the map suggests a journey from the scorching
heart of the Sahara to the more benevolent embrace of the savanna, is a landlocked
nation in West Africa. Spanning an immense area of over 1.2 million square
kilometers, it is the eighth-largest country on the continent. Its borders stretch across
a diverse array of landscapes, touching Algeria to the north, Niger to the east, Burkina
Faso and Cote d'lvoire to the south, Guinea to the southwest, and Senegal and
Mauritania to the west. This position places Mali squarely within the intertropical zone,
giving it a climate that is overwhelmingly hot and dry for much of the year, with the
sun often directly overhead.

The physical terrain of Mali is, for the most part, a study in gentle undulation rather
than dramatic peaks and valleys. It is largely composed of vast, flat to rolling plains
and elevated plateaus, typically sitting between 200 and 500 meters above sea level.
While much of the country presents this somewhat monotonous aspect, there are
exceptions that add texture and character to the landscape. In the northeast, the
Adrar des Ifoghas massif introduces a region of more rugged hills, where elevations
can reach up to 1,000 meters. Further south, the Bandiagara escarpment is a striking
geological feature, a long line of cliffs that rises abruptly from the surrounding plains,
reaching heights approaching 3,300 feet. The country's highest point, Mount Hombori
Tondo, is also located in the east, standing at 1,155 meters. Geologically, much of Mali
rests on ancient flatlands made up of granite and shale, overlaid by sandstone and
alluvial quartz.

Water, a precious commodity in much of Mali, is dominated by two great West African
river systems: the Niger and the Senegal. Of these, the Niger is undoubtedly the most
vital, often referred to as the lifeblood of the nation. It flows through Mali for some
1,693 kilometers, its course carving a green ribbon through arid and semi-arid lands.
Rising in the Fouta Djallon highlands of neighboring Guinea, the Niger initially flows
north into Mali. As it ventures further north, it creates a remarkable natural
phenomenon: the vast and fertile Inland Niger Delta. This expansive network of
channels, lakes, and marshes forms a critical oasis, supporting agriculture, fishing, and
providing essential water resources in an otherwise dry region. The river then takes a
sharp bend, turning east and then south before eventually exiting Mali and continuing
its journey towards the Atlantic Ocean. The Senegal River, also originating in the
Guinean highlands, flows through southwestern Mali before heading northwest into
Senegal. These rivers, particularly the Niger, are not only sources of water but also
crucial arteries for transportation and trade, historically facilitating the movement of
people and goods across the country.
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Mali's climate is defined by its position within the tropics and its proximity to the
Sahara Desert. It is, by many accounts, one of the hottest countries in the world. The
climate is largely controlled by the movement of the Intertropical Convergence Zone
(ITCZ), a belt of low pressure that circles the Earth near the equator, influencing wet
and dry seasons in tropical regions. This results in a distinct pattern of seasons,
primarily a hot, dry season and a shorter, hotter rainy season. Some descriptions
break this down further into three periods: a cool dry season, a hot dry season, and a
rainy season. The timing and intensity of these seasons vary significantly from south
to north.

The vast northern expanse of Mali falls within the Saharan climatic zone. This is a
realm of extreme aridity and scorching temperatures, characterized by a hot desert
climate. Rainfall here is exceedingly scarce, often less than 50 millimeters per year,
and what little precipitation occurs is highly variable and unpredictable, often falling as
isolated showers. The summers are long and incredibly hot, with daytime
temperatures in the deep desert frequently soaring into the high 40s and even
pushing towards 60°C in places like Taoudenni or Araouane during the hottest months.
Even in January, considered the coolest month, average temperatures in the north can
range between 15°C and 20°C during the day, though nights can become surprisingly
cold, sometimes dipping close to freezing. Sunshine is abundant year-round in this
zone, bathing the landscape in intense light for over 3,600 hours annually.

South of the Sahara lies the Sahelian zone, a transitional belt characterized by a hot
semi-arid climate. The Sahel receives more rainfall than the Sahara, though still
limited, with annual precipitation typically ranging from 100 to 600 millimeters, falling
primarily during a brief and often erratic rainy season from June to September.
Temperatures in the Sahel remain very high throughout the year. The hottest months
here are often April, May, and June, just before the onset of the rains, with maximum
temperatures frequently exceeding 40°C. For instance, Nioro du Sahel sees average
highs reaching over 41°C in May. The dry season is prolonged and intense. During the
cooler dry season, generally from October to February, the Harmattan wind blows
from the northeast, bringing with it dry air and often significant amounts of dust and
sand from the Sahara, creating a hazy atmosphere.

The southernmost part of Mali is within the Sudanian, or Sudan-Guinea Savanna, zone.
This region experiences a tropical savanna climate, which is hotter than the northern
zones overall but benefits from a longer and more substantial rainy season, typically
lasting from June to October. Annual rainfall in the Sudanian zone is considerably
higher, ranging from 510 to 1400 millimeters depending on the specific location, with
the far south receiving the most precipitation, sometimes exceeding 1,000 or even
1,200 millimeters annually. This increased rainfall supports more extensive
vegetation. Temperatures here are high year-round, with average temperatures
generally ranging between 24°C and 30°C. The hottest period often precedes the
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rains, from March to May. The rainy season brings some moderation in temperature,
though humidity increases significantly.

Across all zones, the transition between the dry and wet seasons is marked by
dramatic shifts. The dry season is characterized by low humidity and high
temperatures, influenced by the dry, hot Harmattan wind. As the ITCZ shifts
northward, typically starting around June, it brings the moist monsoon winds from the
southwest, signaling the arrival of the rainy season. These rains often come in the
form of heavy thunderstorms, sometimes accompanied by strong winds and lightning.
While the rainy season is vital for agriculture and replenishing water sources, the
amount and timing of rainfall can be highly variable from year to year, leading to
periods of drought or, conversely, occasional flooding, particularly along the Niger
River and in urban areas like Bamako.

In recent decades, Mali's climate has shown worrying trends, consistent with broader
patterns of climate change. Mean annual temperatures have increased, and the rate
of warming is particularly noticeable during the hot, dry season. The frequency and
intensity of hot extremes have also risen, and significantly, the frequency of hot nights
has increased. While overall rainfall trends are less clear due to high natural
variability, there have been periods of significant decline, followed by some recovery,
and there is a projected increase in the frequency and intensity of heavy rainfall
events in the future. These climatic shifts pose significant challenges to the country's
ecosystems and the communities that depend on them, influencing everything from
agricultural practices to the distribution and survival of native plant species.
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