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Introduction

Mozambique, located along the southeastern coast of Africa, is a land marked by
breathtaking landscapes, ecological complexity, and extraordinary botanical treasure.
Stretching from the arid southern plains to the lush mountains and expansive river
basins of the north, Mozambique’s terrain and climate have shaped a flora of
remarkable variety and distinction. This book, “Native Plants of Mozambique: A Guide
to the Native Plants of Mozambique,” is dedicated to exploring, appreciating, and
understanding this country’s unique plant life—an essential foundation of both natural
ecosystems and human societies.

With more than 7,000 documented taxa of vascular plants—of which over 6,000 are
native—the flora of Mozambique is not only diverse but also contains a significant
proportion of species found nowhere else in the world. Endemism is a striking feature,
with nearly 10% of Mozambican taxa being endemic or near-endemic, including
several genera unique to the country. These plants are living testaments to
Mozambique’s distinct evolutionary journey, influenced by ancient climates,
geographical isolation, and dynamic ecological processes. The country’s native and
endemic species occupy a mosaic of environments: miombo and mopane woodlands,
grasslands, highland forests, floodplains, wetlands, mangrove swamps, and coastal
dunes.

The diversity and abundance of Mozambique’s vegetation underpin the ecological
health and resilience of the nation. Native plants not only form the structural and
functional backbone of ecosystems, providing food, shelter, and breeding grounds for
countless animal species, but they also regulate soil and water cycles, stabilize
coastlines, and help mitigate the impacts of climate change. Human communities
have long depended on these plants for their livelihoods—through food, traditional
medicine, timber, and many cultural practices—making botanical diversity both a
natural and a societal heritage.

Despite this richness, Mozambique’s flora faces increasing and urgent threats.
Expanding agriculture, unsustainable wood harvesting, invasive species, pollution, and
the growing impacts of climate change are placing many native and endemic species
at risk of extinction. Approximately 60% of Mozambique’s endemic and near-endemic
taxa are considered threatened, highlighting the fragility of this natural inheritance.
Conservation measures, such as the identification of Important Plant Areas, the
strengthening of national red-listing efforts, and community engagement in
biodiversity initiatives, are vital responses to these mounting challenges.

This book seeks to provide readers with a comprehensive, accessible, and vivid
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portrait of Mozambique’s native plants. It presents a detailed overview of the country’s
ecological regions and plant communities; profiles notable species and their habitats;
explores centres of endemism and biodiversity hotspots; discusses traditional uses
and ethnobotanical knowledge; and addresses the conservation challenges and
opportunities facing Mozambique’s flora today. By illuminating the value and beauty of
native plants, the book aims to inspire both appreciation and action in support of their
protection.

Ultimately, safeguarding Mozambique's native flora is about securing the foundation of
its biodiversity, supporting the livelihoods and well-being of its people, and preserving

a living legacy for future generations. This guide is an invitation to discover, celebrate,
and help conserve one of Africa’s most remarkable botanical landscapes.
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CHAPTER ONE: Mozambique: Land, Climate, and
Ecological Diversity

Stretching along the southeastern edge of the African continent, Mozambique presents
a captivating tableau of diverse landscapes, shaped by millennia of geological activity
and climatic forces. Its extensive coastline, kissing the warm waters of the Indian
Ocean, is merely the beginning of a journey inland that reveals a tapestry of plains,
plateaus, and dramatic mountain ranges. This geographical variance, coupled with a
climate predominantly tropical yet influenced by altitude and proximity to the coast,
lays the fundamental groundwork for the nation's astonishing botanical wealth.
Understanding the physical stage is paramount to appreciating the players - the
native plants that call this land home.

Mozambique occupies a significant swathe of the southeastern African littoral,
bordered by six countries: Tanzania to the north, Malawi and Zambia to the northwest,
Zimbabwe to the west, and Eswatini (formerly Swaziland) and South Africa to the
southwest. Its eastern flank is defined by the Indian Ocean, providing a coastline that
stretches for approximately 2,770 kilometers. This vast maritime edge significantly
influences both the climate and the types of ecosystems found in the coastal regions,
including the vital mangrove forests and coastal dunes.

The topography of Mozambique is varied, moving generally upwards from the coast
towards the interior. The broad coastal plain dominates the southern and central parts
of the country, characterized by low-lying terrain, sandy soils, and a network of rivers
and wetlands. This plain is relatively flat but gives way gradually to higher ground as
one travels westward.

Further inland, the landscape transitions into a series of plateaus, particularly
prominent in the northern and western provinces. These plateau regions, while still
relatively flat in places, lie at higher elevations than the coastal plain. They are often
dissected by river valleys and host different soil types and microclimates compared to
the coast, supporting distinct vegetation communities.

In the west and along parts of the northern border, Mozambique's terrain becomes
more rugged, featuring notable mountain ranges. The Chimanimani Mountains, shared
with Zimbabwe, and the peaks of Gorongosa, Namuli, and Mulanje (the latter primarily
in Malawi but influencing border areas) are significant elevated areas. These
mountains create uniqgue montane environments, often cooler and wetter than the
surrounding lowlands, providing sanctuary for specialized plant species and
contributing to the nation's biodiversity hotspots.
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Water is a defining feature of Mozambique's geography, with several major rivers
carving their paths across the landscape before emptying into the Indian Ocean. The
Zambezi River, one of Africa's longest, is particularly significant, flowing through the
central part of the country and creating a vast delta region. Its basin influences a large
area, supporting riparian forests, floodplains, and wetlands that are ecologically
crucial.

Other important river systems include the Limpopo in the south, the Save in the
center, and the Ruvuma forming part of the northern border with Tanzania. These
rivers not only provide essential water resources but also shape the topography
through erosion and deposition, create fertile alluvial plains, and act as ecological
corridors, facilitating the movement and dispersal of plant and animal life. The
presence of these numerous river basins and associated underground reserves further
contributes to the complexity of Mozambique's hydrological landscape.

Mozambique lies predominantly within the tropics, which heavily influences its climate.
The country experiences a distinct wet season and a dry season, though the timing
and intensity of these seasons can vary regionally. Generally, the wet season runs
from October/November to March/April, bringing the majority of the annual rainfall,
while the dry season extends from April/May to September/October.

Temperatures across Mozambique are typically warm to hot throughout the year.
Coastal areas tend to be humid, especially during the wet season, with average
temperatures remaining relatively high. Moving inland, away from the moderating
influence of the ocean, temperature variations can be more pronounced, with
potentially hotter daytime temperatures and cooler nights, particularly during the dry
season.

The distribution and amount of rainfall are not uniform across the country. The
northern and central regions generally receive higher annual rainfall than the drier
southern provinces. Altitude also plays a role, with mountainous areas often
experiencing higher precipitation and lower temperatures compared to the adjacent
lowlands. These climatic variations create a mosaic of conditions that favor different
types of plant life.

The interplay of Mozambique's varied topography and climate is the primary driver of
its ecological diversity. The contrast between the hot, humid coast, the drier interior
plains and plateaus, and the cooler, wetter mountains gives rise to a wide spectrum of
habitats. Each of these broad geographical and climatic zones supports different types
of vegetation, adapted to the specific conditions present.

The low-lying coastal areas, subject to tidal influences and sandy soils, host
specialized plant communities like mangroves in sheltered estuaries and salt-tolerant
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species on dunes. Further inland on the coastal plain, depending on rainfall and soil
type, one might find coastal forests or transition zones leading to drier woodlands.

The extensive plateaus and inland plains, experiencing more distinct wet and dry
seasons, are the domain of vast woodland ecosystems, notably the iconic Miombo and
Mopane woodlands that cover significant portions of the country. These areas also
encompass grasslands and areas of more open savanna, where scattered trees dot
grassy landscapes.

The mountainous regions, with their higher elevations and increased rainfall, provide
conditions suitable for different types of forests, including montane forests found on
the slopes and summits. These cooler, cloudier environments often harbor unique
plant species that are not found at lower altitudes.

Wetlands, including swamps, marshes, and areas along rivers and lakes, form another
crucial component of Mozambique's ecological landscape. These areas, often subject
to seasonal flooding, support plant communities adapted to waterlogged conditions,
contributing to the overall biodiversity. The presence of over 100 river basins
underscores the importance of riparian and aquatic ecosystems.

Even within these broad categories, variations in soil type, microclimate, and historical
factors create a complex mosaic of vegetation. For example, restricted habitats like
the Icuria Coastal Dry Forest or the unique Cheringoma Limestone Forest represent
highly localized conditions that support very specific plant assemblages, often
including endemic species.

The combined influence of Mozambique's geographical positioning, varied topography,
major river systems, and diverse climate zones sets the stage for a natural
environment of remarkable complexity and richness. It provides the canvas upon
which the vibrant and diverse native flora has evolved, adapting to the specific
conditions presented by this dynamic landscape. Understanding these fundamental
physical characteristics of the country is the essential first step in exploring the
extraordinary plant life that thrives within its borders. These geographic and climatic
foundations are not merely backdrops but active participants in shaping the
distribution, adaptation, and evolution of Mozambique's native plants, preparing us for
a deeper dive into the specific ecosystems and species that make this country a
botanical treasure.
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