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Introduction

The Maldives, a string of coral islands scattered across the blue expanse of the Indian
Ocean, is world-renowned for its crystal-clear waters, vibrant marine life, and idyllic
beaches. Yet, often overlooked in this pristine setting is the rich tapestry of terrestrial
flora that quietly sustains the islands’ biodiversity, supports traditional livelihoods, and
weaves into the very fabric of Maldivian culture. While the number of true endemic
species may be modest compared to larger landmasses, the native plant life of the
Maldives is uniquely adapted to the islands' challenging tropical environment—marked
by salt-laden winds, intense sun, and porous, lime-rich coral soils.

The story of Maldivian flora is one of resilience and adaptation. The plants that thrive
here do so under the pressures of isolation, limited fresh water, and exposure to the
elements. Over centuries, ocean currents and migratory birds have shaped the
assembly of species capable of not merely surviving, but flourishing in these
conditions. Human presence and practices, too, have influenced which plants have
become staples in the local landscape and which have faded from memory.

Native plants play a vital ecological role far beyond their visible beauty. Shoreline
trees and shrubs act as the first line of defense against coastal erosion and storm
surges, anchoring sandy soils and forming lush green barriers against the encroaching
sea. Mangrove forests, interlacing the brackish fringes of lagoons and atolls, offer
breeding grounds for marine life and act as carbon sinks, buffering the effects of
climate change. Underneath their leaves and branches, these habitats nurture birds,
insects, and countless other species that complete the Maldivian web of life.

Culturally and economically, native plants have been woven into Maldivian heritage for
generations. The coconut palm, iconic and omnipresent, is the islands’
provider—offering food, drink, shelter, implements, and fuel. Leaves from the screw
pine and beach hibiscus are crafted into utilitarian and ceremonial objects, while
medicinal plants form a cornerstone of traditional healing. Local foodways have long
relied on fruits, nuts, and edible parts of both native and long-naturalized species.

Yet, with modernity and development come new challenges. Imported species and the
loss of traditional knowledge threaten to overshadow the remarkable utility and
ecological importance of native plants. Coastal development and resource extraction,
if unrequlated, can imperil fragile plant communities—particularly in the vital
mangrove forests that shelter coastlines and nurture marine biodiversity.

Through this book, “Native Plants of Maldives: A Guide to the Native Plants of
Maldives,” we invite readers to explore the diversity, beauty, and significance of

Sample from MixCache.com - The Online eBook Marketplace



SHARING STRICTLY PROHIBITED - For personal use of the licensed account only - See MixCache.com Terms of Use.

Maldivian flora. From the graceful sweep of the coconut palm to the intricate root
systems of mangroves, each chapter unveils the ecological stories, cultural roles, and
urgent conservation needs of these extraordinary plants. Whether you are a naturalist,
a student, or a curious traveler, this guide seeks to foster a deeper sense of
appreciation and stewardship for one of the Maldives’ most precious—and often
unseen—natural treasures.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Maldivian Archipelago: An
Ecological Overview

The Maldives, a name that conjures images of pristine beaches and turquoise lagoons,
is a nation unlike many others on Earth. Stretching across the equator in the vastness
of the Indian Ocean, this archipelago nation is less a landmass and more a scattering
of coral jewels set in an oceanic crown. Situated southwest of both India and Sri Lanka,
the Maldives forms a unique geographical entity, an intricate mosaic of land and sea
that dictates every facet of life upon it, including the remarkable resilience and
diversity of its plant life.

At its core, the Maldives is a collection of atolls. The very word "atoll" comes from the
Dhivehi language spoken by Maldivians, a testament to the prominence of this
geological feature in the nation's identity and landscape. These aren't your typical
continental islands rising dramatically from the seabed. Instead, Maldivian atolls are
ring-shaped coral reefs, or chains of islets formed upon them, encircling a central
lagoon. The archipelago comprises a double chain of 26 natural atolls, a structure that
stretches for an impressive 820 to 871 kilometers from north to south and
approximately 130 kilometers from east to west. This elongated formation sits atop a
massive submarine ridge, the Chagos-Laccadive Ridge, which rises abruptly from the
ocean depths.

The formation of these atolls is a story millions of years in the making, a slow dance
between volcanic activity, coral growth, and shifting sea levels. It is believed that the
process began with volcanic islands emerging from the ocean floor. As these
volcanoes eventually became extinct and began to sink or erode over vast stretches of
time, coral polyps started to colonize the warm, shallow waters around their fringes.
These corals built upwards, generation upon generation, forming reefs that kept pace
with the sinking landmass.

Eventually, as the volcanic island disappeared entirely beneath the waves, the coral
continued its upward growth, leaving behind a ring-shaped reef structure surrounding
a central lagoon where the peak of the volcano once stood. Sediment and debris from
the reef, along with other organic matter, accumulated on these ring-shaped
formations, eventually building up enough to break the surface and form the low-lying
islands we see today. This ongoing process means the islands themselves are
essentially made of coralline sand and rock.

The sheer scale of the Maldivian archipelago is remarkable when considering the
actual land area. Out of the roughly 90,000 square kilometers it spans, less than 300
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square kilometers is dry land. This makes the Maldives one of the most geographically
dispersed countries in the world, with over 99% of its territory being water. The
approximately 1190 to 1192 islands within the atolls vary in size, but most are
incredibly small, often capable of being traversed on foot in mere minutes. While there
are a few larger islands, none are extensive by continental standards.

Given their coral origins, the islands are universally low-lying. There are no dramatic
mountains or even significant hills here, though some islands might feature modest
dunes reaching a few meters high. The average ground level sits at a mere 1.5 meters
above sea level, with the highest natural point barely exceeding two or five meters
depending on the measurement source. This extreme lack of elevation has profound
implications for the islands' ecosystems and vulnerability, a topic we will revisit
throughout this guide.

Adding another layer to the ecological profile of the Maldives is its tropical monsoon
climate. Situated so close to the equator, temperatures remain consistently warm
throughout the year, typically ranging between 24 and 33 degrees Celsius. The
constant presence of the surrounding ocean helps to moderate these temperatures,
preventing them from soaring to the extremes sometimes seen in larger tropical
landmasses. Humidity levels are generally high, but thankfully, the ubiquitous sea
breezes provide some welcome natural ventilation.

The climate is dominated by two distinct monsoon seasons, driven by the differential
heating between the vast landmass of South Asia to the north and the Indian Ocean.
The southwest monsoon, locally known as Hulhangu, typically runs from around May
to November. This period is characterized by higher rainfall, stronger winds, and
rougher seas. It's the wetter, more energetic season, and while sunshine is still
plentiful, it's often interspersed with dramatic, albeit usually brief, tropical downpours.

Following the Hulhangu comes the northeast monsoon, or Iruvai, which generally lasts
from December to April. This season is typically drier and calmer, with less wind and
more consistent sunshine. The months of December and April are often considered
transitional periods between the two dominant wind patterns. The amount of rainfall
received across the archipelago isn't uniform; the southern atolls tend to receive more
annual precipitation than their northern counterparts.

These geographical and climatic realities create a unique set of environmental
conditions that shape the types of plants that can survive and thrive in the Maldives.
The porous, lime-rich soil derived from coral offers limited nutrients compared to
continental soils. The proximity to the ocean means that salt spray is a constant
factor, requiring plants to possess adaptations to tolerate salinity. The low elevation
makes the islands susceptible to the influences of tides and potential flooding during
storms. All these factors combine to form a challenging yet surprisingly fertile ground
for a specialized flora, a collection of plants that have mastered the art of island living.
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