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Introduction
Nigeria, the most populous nation in Africa, boasts an extraordinary richness of native
plant life, fostered by its diverse landscapes and climates. Stretching from the semi-
arid savannas of the north to tropical rainforests in the south, Nigeria’s varied
ecological zones form a tapestry of unique habitats. This landscape nurtures an
impressive botanical assemblage—over 7,800 plant species across more than 2,200
genera and 338 families—placing Nigeria among Africa’s top countries in plant
biodiversity.

The heart of this diversity lies in the interplay of climate, topography, and hydrology.
Nigeria’s ecosystems range from lush lowland rainforests, mangroves, and freshwater
swamps to the tall-grass Guinea savannas and the sparse, hardy vegetation of the
Sahel. The country’s mountain forests and plateaus further add to its botanical
intrigue, providing refuges for species found nowhere else. These endemic plants—at
least 91 to 128 presently recognized—stand as irreplaceable treasures, many at risk of
vanishing if stewardship lapses.

Native plants have sustained Nigerian communities for centuries, supplying food,
medicine, shelter, and materials for daily life. From the sweeping canopies of
rainforest giants to the resilient acacias of the savanna and the economically vital
mangroves of the Niger Delta, plants shape not only the natural environment but also
the cultural and spiritual fabric of the nation. Traditional medicine, deeply rooted in
local knowledge systems, depends on hundreds of plant species for the treatment of
illnesses, while native fruits, vegetables, and seeds provide essential nutrition and
livelihoods.

However, this natural heritage faces mounting threats. Expanding agriculture, logging,
urbanization, and the unchecked harvest of wild plants increasingly fragment and
erode Nigeria’s botanical wealth. Invasive species, climate change, and inadequate
legal protections further strain fragile ecosystems. The loss of plant diversity is not
only an environmental tragedy but also a cultural and economic one, putting at risk
the foundations of traditional knowledge and community well-being.

Against this backdrop, conservation efforts have gradually gained momentum.
Protected areas, in situ and ex situ initiatives, community engagement, and research
programs underscore a commitment to safeguard native flora for future generations.
Yet, critical challenges remain—chief among them the need for comprehensive
documentation, increased funding, stronger legal frameworks, and raising public
awareness of plant conservation’s vital importance.
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This book, Native Plants of Nigeria: A Guide to the Native Plants of Nigeria, is intended
to celebrate and explore the country's remarkable plant life. Through twenty-five
chapters, readers will journey across Nigeria’s varied ecosystems, discover keystone
and endemic species, delve into the traditional and contemporary uses of native
plants, and examine both the threats and conservation successes shaping their future.
By deepening our understanding of Nigeria’s plant heritage, we contribute not only to
its preservation but also to the broader appreciation of the roles that native plants
play in ecological resilience, cultural identity, and sustainable development.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Geography and Climate of
Nigeria: Setting the Stage for Plant Diversity
Nigeria, a nation of significant size and population on the West African coast, occupies
a strategic position that grants it a remarkable range of geographical features and
climatic conditions. Situated roughly between latitudes 4° and 14° North and
longitudes 2° and 15° East, the country spans diverse environments, from the low-
lying coastal plains adjacent to the Atlantic Ocean in the south to the arid fringes of
the Sahara Desert in the far north. This vast expanse, covering approximately 923,768
square kilometers, provides a complex mosaic of habitats, each sculpted by unique
geological histories and subjected to varying atmospheric influences.

The topography of Nigeria can be broadly described as a series of plains and plateaus,
punctuated by scattered highlands. The southern coastal zone is characterized by low
elevation, intricate networks of rivers, lagoons, and creeks, notably dominating the
Niger Delta region. Moving inland, the land generally rises, giving way to extensive
plains that cover much of the central and northern parts of the country. These plains
are not uniformly flat; they are often gently undulating, with occasional inselbergs, or
isolated rock outcrops, adding character to the landscape.

Dominating the central part of the country are significant plateaus, the most
prominent being the Jos Plateau in the north-central region. Rising sharply from the
surrounding plains, the Jos Plateau reaches elevations exceeding 1,200 meters, with
some peaks even higher. This elevated terrain experiences a distinctly different
climate compared to the lower-lying areas, influencing local temperature and rainfall
patterns. Other highlands, such as the Adamawa Plateau in the east and the
mountainous border regions with Cameroon, further contribute to the varied
topography, creating altitudinal gradients that support different plant communities.

The Niger River, the principal river of West Africa, is arguably the most defining
geographical feature of Nigeria. It enters the country from the northwest and flows
southeast, eventually forming the massive Niger Delta before emptying into the
Atlantic Ocean. Its major tributary, the Benue River, joins the Niger at Lokoja, forming
a confluence that marks a significant geographical point. These vast river systems,
along with their numerous tributaries, shape the landscape through erosion,
deposition, and the creation of floodplains and riparian habitats. The sheer volume of
water they carry and the areas they inundate have a profound impact on the types of
plants that can thrive in these regions.

The presence of extensive river systems also leads to the formation of important
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wetlands and floodplains. Along the courses of the Niger and Benue and in their delta,
these areas are subject to seasonal inundation, creating unique environments for plant
life adapted to waterlogged conditions. Beyond the major rivers, countless smaller
rivers and streams crisscross the landscape, each carving microhabitats and
influencing local soil moisture and nutrient availability, which in turn affects plant
distribution.

Understanding Nigeria's climate is fundamental to appreciating its plant diversity. The
country falls within the tropics, but its significant latitudinal extent results in a
transition from a humid tropical climate in the south to a semi-arid tropical climate in
the north. The climate is primarily governed by the movement of two major air
masses: the moist, rain-bearing Tropical Maritime (TM) air mass originating from the
Atlantic Ocean to the southwest, and the dry, dusty Tropical Continental (TC) air mass
originating from the Sahara Desert to the northeast.

The interaction and seasonal migration of these air masses define Nigeria's two main
seasons: the wet season and the dry season. The Intertropical Convergence Zone
(ITCZ), a belt of low pressure that follows the overhead sun, marks the boundary
between the TM and TC air masses. Its northward movement brings the rainy season,
while its southward retreat ushers in the dry season. The duration and intensity of
each season vary significantly from the south to the north.

In the far south, the climate is equatorial, characterized by high temperatures, high
humidity, and heavy rainfall throughout most of the year. There are often two peaks in
rainfall, sometimes referred to as the "long rains" and the "short rains," separated by a
brief dry spell or "August break." The proximity to the ocean ensures a consistent
supply of moisture, supporting lush vegetation that requires significant water.

Moving northward, the total annual rainfall decreases, and the length of the dry
season increases. The tropical monsoon climate zone, covering the bulk of the
southern and central regions, experiences a distinct wet season followed by a
pronounced dry season. The amount of rainfall, while still substantial, is less than in
the deep south, and the single rainy season typically lasts from around April or May to
October or November.

Further north, the climate transitions to tropical savanna, where the dry season
becomes significantly longer and more severe. Rainfall is lower and more erratic,
concentrated in a shorter wet season. This region is subject to the influence of the dry
Harmattan wind from the Sahara during the peak of the dry season, bringing dust and
significantly lower humidity. This climate supports grasslands and scattered trees
adapted to prolonged periods of drought.

The far northern tip of Nigeria borders the Sahel, a semi-arid zone characterized by
very low rainfall, a very long and harsh dry season, and extreme temperature
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fluctuations between day and night. Vegetation here is sparse, dominated by drought-
resistant shrubs and grasses. The survival of plants in this region is a testament to
their remarkable adaptations to arid conditions, requiring resilience against water
scarcity and intense solar radiation.

Temperature across Nigeria is generally high throughout the year, reflecting its
tropical location. However, there are variations depending on latitude, altitude, and
time of year. The southern regions experience relatively stable, high temperatures and
humidity, with less diurnal variation. As one moves north, temperatures can become
more extreme, with hotter highs during the dry season and cooler nights, particularly
during the Harmattan period. Altitudinal regions, like the Jos Plateau, experience
significantly cooler temperatures compared to the surrounding lowlands, sometimes
requiring inhabitants and plants alike to adapt to conditions more akin to temperate
zones.

The interaction of rainfall, temperature, and solar radiation dictates the types of plants
that can thrive in a given area. High rainfall and consistently warm temperatures in
the south favor the dense growth of tropical rainforests, where competition for light
drives plants to grow tall and develop complex canopy structures. The seasonal
rainfall patterns of the savanna zones influence the life cycles of grasses and
deciduous trees, which must survive the dry season either as seeds, dormant roots, or
by shedding leaves.

Altitude also plays a role. The cooler temperatures and potentially higher rainfall on
plateaus and mountains create distinct microclimates. These areas can support plant
species that are not found in the warmer lowlands, sometimes leading to unique
montane flora. The Jos Plateau, for example, with its cooler climate, supports a
vegetation type different from the Guinea savanna that surrounds it.

Soil types, while not directly climate or geography, are intrinsically linked to them and
further contribute to habitat diversity. The geological composition of an area and the
prevailing climatic conditions influence how soils form and what nutrients they
contain. River systems deposit alluvial soils, which are often fertile, along their banks
and floodplains, supporting rich riparian vegetation. Different rock types weather into
soils with varying textures and mineral compositions, affecting water drainage and
nutrient availability, thus influencing the specific plant species that can take root.

The coastline itself is a unique geographical feature. The boundary between land and
sea creates specialized habitats like coastal swamps, lagoons, and beaches. Plants in
these areas must be adapted to saline or brackish water, sandy soils, and exposure to
wind and waves. The extensive mangrove forests of the Niger Delta are a prime
example of vegetation specifically adapted to these coastal conditions, thriving in
environments where freshwater and saltwater meet.

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.

SA
MPL

E 
CO

PY

The sheer scale of Nigeria's geographical and climatic variations provides the
fundamental framework for its impressive plant diversity. Each distinct combination of
elevation, rainfall, temperature, and hydrological influence creates a niche, a potential
home for different plant species. From the humid, waterlogged soils of the delta to the
dry, sandy plains of the Sahel, the physical environment presents a range of
challenges and opportunities to which native plants have adapted over millennia,
resulting in the rich botanical tapestry we explore in this book. The journey through
Nigeria's native plants must therefore begin with an appreciation of the dynamic stage
upon which this incredible diversity unfolds.
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