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Introduction
Nauru, a solitary raised limestone island in the heart of the equatorial Pacific, is
remarkable not only for its isolation but also for the resilience of its natural heritage.
Although the island covers just 21 square kilometers and sits far from major land
masses, it has fostered a distinctive community of native plants uniquely tailored to
survive under its demanding environmental conditions. Over thousands of years, these
plants have weathered thin soils, periodic droughts, and battering coastal winds,
evolving into essential cornerstones of Nauru’s ecosystem and culture.

Yet, the flora of Nauru tells a story of fragility as much as endurance. The relentless
march of human activity—most notably a century of intensive phosphate mining—has
indelibly scarred the landscape, destroying ancient forests, stripping away fertile soils,
and reducing once-verdant areas to stark limestone pinnacles. Today, introduced
species far outnumber natives, and only vestiges of true indigenous plant communities
remain. This transformation has left the native flora among the least diverse on Earth,
but the surviving species are no less significant for their rarity.

Despite its limitations in species richness and the absence of strictly endemic vascular
plants, Nauru’s indigenous flora is deeply interwoven with the daily lives, traditions,
and knowledge of its people. The coconut palm and pandanus, for instance, have
provided sustenance, shelter, and materials for countless generations. Other native
trees, shrubs, and herbs have played vital roles in traditional medicine, craftsmanship,
and even spiritual practices, echoing the profound connection between land and
culture that shapes island life.

Ecologically, the value of Nauru’s native plants extends beyond human use. They act
as environmental stabilizers—binding fragile soils, tempering the impacts of wind and
salt spray, sustaining wildlife, and contributing shade and organic matter to enrich the
land. In a setting where the forces of erosion and change are ever-present, these
plants are lynchpins for the island’s resilience and recovery, especially as Nauru faces
further threats from climate change and sea level rise.

Amid these challenges, hope emerges through dedicated conservation and
rehabilitation efforts. National strategies aim to reclaim mined lands and revive native
vegetation, while growing awareness within the community encourages stewardship
and the transmission of traditional knowledge to younger generations. The future of
Nauru’s native plants will rely not only on environmental management but also on a
rekindled respect for their ecological, cultural, and historical significance.

This book provides an in-depth guide to the native plants of Nauru—documenting their
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diversity, exploring their habitats, illuminating their roles in local culture, and
assessing the challenges and opportunities for their preservation. From the coastline’s
wind-bent shrubs to the shade of the remaining native trees, this volume seeks to
celebrate and safeguard the living legacy of Nauru’s natural world.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Island of Nauru: Geography and
Environment
To truly appreciate the native plants of Nauru, one must first understand the
remarkable stage upon which they perform their quiet, persistent lives. Nauru is not a
sprawling landmass or part of a vast archipelago; it is a speck of raised coral, a solitary
island nation in the vast expanse of the Pacific Ocean. Imagine a place so small that
its entire land area covers just 21 square kilometers, making it the third-smallest
country in the world, larger only than Vatican City and Monaco.

This tiny island lies in the Micronesia subregion of Oceania, positioned rather
conveniently just 42 kilometers south of the Equator. Its geographic coordinates place
it at a precise spot in the southwestern Pacific, far removed from continental
landmasses and even distant from its closest island neighbor, Banaba (part of Kiribati),
some 300 kilometers to the east. This profound isolation has, over millennia, shaped
the very nature of its environment and the life forms that managed to reach and
persist upon its shores.

Geologically, Nauru is a raised coral atoll, a type of island formed when a coral reef
grows upwards around a volcanic island that eventually subsides beneath the waves.
In Nauru's case, this process resulted in a significant uplift, leaving behind a dome of
phosphatic limestone towering above the surrounding ocean. This geological history is
not just a matter for textbooks; it fundamentally dictates the island's topography, soil
composition, and hydrological cycle, all critical factors for plant survival.

The island's structure is relatively simple, almost like a miniature layer cake, albeit
one made of ancient coral. Encircling the entire island is a narrow, flat coastal belt.
This ring, varying in width but generally between 150 and 300 meters wide, is the
most fertile part of Nauru, historically supporting the majority of human settlement
and cultivation. It's the first line of defense against the ocean and home to plants well-
adapted to sandy, saline conditions.

Beyond the coastal strip, the land rises somewhat abruptly, forming coral cliffs or an
escarpment that encircles the central plateau. This escarpment marks the transition
from the low-lying coastal area to the elevated interior. Though not particularly high in
absolute terms, this rise creates distinct environmental niches and affects drainage
patterns.

The dominant feature of Nauru's landscape is the central plateau, often referred to
locally as 'Topside'. This raised area makes up the bulk of the island's landmass,
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covering over 70% of its area. Before significant alteration, this plateau was
characterized by ancient forests. However, as we'll explore later, its topography has
been dramatically transformed by a century of intense phosphate mining, leaving
behind a surreal, rugged terrain of exposed limestone pinnacles.

The highest point on the island is located on this central plateau, known as Command
Ridge, reaching an elevation of around 65 to 71 meters above sea level. While not
exactly a towering peak by global standards, this modest elevation is significant on an
island where much of the habitable land sits close to sea level.

Within the central plateau lies a unique geographical feature: the Buada Lagoon. This
landlocked body of water is not connected to the sea, as the term "lagoon" might
typically suggest in a coastal context. It's a slightly brackish lake, occupying a
depression in the landscape, and it represents the largest and only true lake on the
island.

The water in Buada Lagoon is primarily fed by rainwater, as Nauru has no rivers or
streams to supply it. Its water level can fluctuate depending on rainfall, and its
endorheic nature, meaning it has no outlet, makes it a distinct and important
microhabitat within the island's interior. The area surrounding the lagoon is historically
one of the more fertile inland zones, supporting a different mix of vegetation
compared to the plateau and coast.

Offshore, the island is surrounded by a fringing coral reef. This reef is exposed at low
tide and is dotted with coral pinnacles. While a vital part of the marine ecosystem, this
reef also presents a natural barrier, preventing the formation of natural harbors or
protected anchorages. Channels in the reef allow for small boat access, but larger
ships must anchor further offshore.

The climate of Nauru is, as one might expect for an island just south of the equator,
tropical. It's hot and very humid year-round, with temperatures that remain relatively
stable, typically ranging between 25°C and 35°C. Sea breezes help to temper the heat
somewhat, offering a welcome relief.

Rainfall is a critical component of Nauru's environment, but it's also highly variable.
The island experiences a monsoon rainy season, generally occurring from November
to February. However, the amount of rain received can differ significantly from year to
year, heavily influenced by the El Niño–Southern Oscillation climate pattern.

This variability means that Nauru is prone to periodic and sometimes prolonged
droughts. Given the absence of rivers and limited groundwater resources, the island
relies heavily on rainwater catchment systems and desalination plants for its
freshwater supply. This dependence on often unpredictable rainfall makes the
availability of water a significant environmental factor, impacting both human life and
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plant communities.

Soils on Nauru are generally thin and poor in essential minerals, posing a challenge for
plant growth. The underlying geology of raised coral and phosphate rock, combined
with centuries of environmental processes, has resulted in soils that can be high in
alkalinity and phosphate but low in other crucial nutrients like potassium. While some
undisturbed areas on the plateau might have had more fertile soil layers due to
accumulated organic matter, much of the island's surface, particularly after mining,
offers a difficult medium for plants to root and thrive.

In essence, Nauru presents a compelling case study in how geography shapes
environment. Its small size, isolated location, unique geological history, and distinct
topographical zones—from the coastal fringe and encircling reef to the central plateau
and inland lagoon—all interact with a tropical climate characterized by variable
rainfall. These factors create a challenging, yet specific, set of conditions to which the
island's native plants have had to adapt, a testament to their remarkable resilience in
a truly singular setting.
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