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Introduction
Paraguay, nestled in the very heart of South America, is a land defined by its contrasts
and natural abundance. Despite being landlocked and often overlooked on the world
stage, Paraguay harbors an extraordinary wealth of plant life that endows the country
with a unique biological heritage. Its varied landscapes—ranging from lush semi-
deciduous forests to sprawling savannas, thorny scrublands, and vast wetlands—have
fostered the growth of an estimated 13,000 plant species, many of which are found
nowhere else on Earth. This remarkable diversity is the product of Paraguay’s position
at the crossroads of significant geological formations and its location within two of
South America’s major biodiversity hotspots.

What truly distinguishes Paraguay’s flora is not just its diversity, but the high rates of
endemism that mark entire regions of the country. Nearly seventy percent of the plant
species occurring in Paraguay are endemic either to its territory or the neighboring
region, giving rise to ecosystems rich in irreplaceable life forms. From the endangered
hardwoods of the Atlantic Forest and the vibrant cacti strewn across the Chaco, to the
critical wetland plants of the Pantanal, the native flora of Paraguay underpins the
health of ecosystems and the well-being of people alike.

For countless generations, the plants of Paraguay have underpinned cultural practices,
health, and daily subsistence. Indigenous peoples, particularly the Guaraní, developed
a profound understanding of the area’s botanical riches, utilizing native species for
food, medicine, shelter, and ceremony. Even in the modern era, native plants remain
central to Paraguayan identity—most visibly in the tradition of drinking yerba mate, a
plant as spiritually significant as it is economically important. The preservation and
transmission of traditional plant knowledge represent an enduring cultural legacy,
deeply intertwined with the country’s landscapes.

But these precious resources face mounting threats. Rapid agricultural expansion,
deforestation, urban development, and the encroachment of invasive species have led
to significant habitat loss and fragmentation. The Atlantic Forest, once vast, is now
reduced to scattered remnants, while the Chaco and Cerrado continue to shrink under
pressure from ranching and industrial-scale agriculture. The urgency to conserve
Paraguay’s botanical treasures has never been greater, and recent years have seen a
surge in protected area designation, collaborative management strategies, and
grassroots efforts to restore native plant communities.

This guide aims to serve as a comprehensive resource for anyone interested in the
native plants of Paraguay. By delving into the country’s diverse ecoregions, profiling
key plant species, and examining the complex interplay between plants, people, and
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conservation, we hope to inspire a deeper appreciation for Paraguay’s natural
heritage. Whether you are a botanist, a student, a visitor, or someone seeking to
connect with the traditions of this remarkable country, this book will shed light on both
the beauty and challenges of Paraguay’s native flora.

As we embark on this exploration, it is clear that the future of Paraguay’s plant life
depends on an informed public and coordinated efforts across all sectors of society.
The country’s landscapes are changing, but with knowledge, commitment, and
cooperation, the intrinsic value of Paraguay’s native plants can be safeguarded for
generations to come. Let us begin by discovering the landscapes, ecosystems, and
species that make Paraguay an irreplaceable jewel in the world’s botanical crown.
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CHAPTER ONE: Paraguay: Geography, Climate, and
Ecosystems
Paraguay, a country often described as the "Heart of South America" due to its
landlocked status and central location, offers a fascinating study in geographical
diversity. Positioned between two major South American features – the ancient
Brazilian Shield to the east and the vast Andean depression to the west – its landscape
is anything but monotonous. This position at a geological and geographical crossroads
has profoundly shaped the environments found within its borders, creating a complex
tapestry of habitats that support a rich and varied flora.

The most prominent geographical feature, and one that serves as a natural and
cultural divider, is the Paraguay River. This substantial waterway flows roughly north
to south through the country, effectively splitting it into two vastly different regions.
To the east lies the Región Oriental, or Eastern Region, also known as the Paraneña.
This side is generally more humid and hilly, historically covered by extensive forests.
To the west is the Región Occidental, universally referred to as the Chaco Boreal, or
simply the Chaco. This is a vast, mostly flat alluvial plain that presents a stark contrast
in climate and vegetation.

Let's delve into the Eastern Region first. Comprising roughly 40 percent of the
country's land area, it is home to the vast majority of Paraguay's population, including
the capital city, Asunción, which sits on the eastern bank of the Paraguay River. The
topography here is more varied than in the west, featuring rolling hills, broad valleys,
and elevated plateaus. Much of the region is an extension of the Brazilian Plateau.

A significant portion of the Eastern Region is occupied by the Paraná Plateau in the
east, bordering Brazil and Argentina, where elevations can reach up to 700 meters
(about 2,300 feet) above sea level in some hilly areas, though most of this region lies
below 300 meters (1,000 feet). This plateau area is characterized by soils derived from
basaltic lava, known for their fertility.

Further west, towards the Paraguay River, the landscape transitions to a central belt of
hills and then lower-lying plains. The main mountain ranges, or more accurately, hill
ranges, in the Eastern Region include the Cordillera de Amambay, running along the
border with Brazil in the northeast, and the Cordillera de Mbaracayú, which extends
eastward and then south, paralleling the Paraná River. These ranges, while not
towering, play a role in the region's hydrology, forming a watershed between the
Paraguay and Paraná river systems.
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The Eastern Region is crisscrossed by numerous rivers, most of which flow westward
towards the Paraguay River. Important tributaries include the Apa, Aquidabán, Ypané,
Jejuí Guazú, and Tebicuary rivers. These rivers, particularly closer to their confluence
with the Paraguay, can lead to low-lying meadows being subject to floods. The Paraná
River itself forms the eastern and southern borders of Paraguay, joining the Paraguay
River at the country's southwestern corner. While the Paraná is a major waterway,
especially navigable by larger ships up to Encarnación, its eastern tributaries within
Paraguay are generally shorter and faster flowing than those feeding the Paraguay
River.

Now, crossing the geographical divide presented by the Paraguay River, we enter the
Western Region, the Chaco Boreal. Covering about 60 percent of the country's
territory, this region is a vast, largely flat alluvial plain. It's a stark contrast to the east,
both in its landscape and its sparse population. The Chaco is part of the larger Gran
Chaco region that extends into Argentina, Bolivia, and Brazil, and it's known for its
challenging environment.

The Chaco's terrain is generally low and flat, with elevations averaging around 125
meters (about 410 feet). The region is broadly divided into the Dry Chaco in the
northwest and the Humid Chaco closer to the Paraguay River. The flatness of the
Chaco means that drainage can be poor, leading to areas of seasonal flooding and
marshy plains, particularly in the Humid Chaco.

Rivers in the Chaco are fewer and often more sluggish than in the east. The Pilcomayo
River is a significant feature, forming much of the border with Argentina before joining
the Paraguay River near Asunción. However, the Pilcomayo is known for being a bit
unpredictable, sometimes disappearing into marshes in its middle course. Other rivers
in the Chaco, like the Verde and Monte Lindo, are often intermittent, their flow
dependent on rainfall, and they may drain into swamps or vanish during dry periods.

The geological story of Paraguay also contributes to its diverse landscapes. The
country sits between the ancient, stable Brazilian Shield to the east and the younger,
more dynamic Andean region to the west. The Eastern Region's higher areas are
extensions of the Brazilian Plateau. The Chaco, on the other hand, is largely an
immense sedimentary plain, with alluvial deposits from the Andes transported
eastward over vast timescales. These different geological underpinnings influence soil
types and drainage patterns, which in turn dictate the kinds of plant communities that
can thrive.

Moving from the lay of the land to the overhead conditions, Paraguay's climate is
broadly classified as subtropical, with a lean towards tropical in the northern Chaco. As
a country situated south of the equator, its seasons are the reverse of those in the
Northern Hemisphere, meaning summer runs from roughly November to March and
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winter from May to August. However, the experience of these seasons varies
considerably between the humid east and the drier west.

The Eastern Region enjoys a humid subtropical climate. This means warm
temperatures year-round, with hot and often humid summers and mild winters.
Average annual temperatures in the Eastern Region range between 20°C and 24°C
(68°F to 75°F). Summer temperatures in the east can average between 25°C and 30°C
(77°F to 86°F), and heat waves pushing temperatures above 35°C are not uncommon.
Winters are generally mild, with average temperatures ranging from 10°C to 18°C
(50°F to 64°F). However, cold fronts, known locally as "pampero" winds, can sweep up
from the south, bringing abrupt temperature drops and occasionally even frosts,
particularly in the south.

Rainfall is abundant and relatively well-distributed throughout the year in the Eastern
Region, although the summer months tend to be the wettest with frequent
thunderstorms. The annual average rainfall in the Eastern Region is around 1,500 mm
(59 inches), and can be even higher in the southeastern parts, reaching up to 1800
mm (70 inches). While there isn't a pronounced dry season like in other regions, winter
months (June to August) do see a decrease in precipitation compared to the rest of the
year.

The Chaco, in contrast, experiences a more tropical climate with distinct wet and dry
seasons, bordering on semi-arid conditions in the far west. Temperatures in the Chaco
are generally higher than in the east, with average annual temperatures hovering
around 25°C to 29°C (77°F to 84°F), and it's known for experiencing some of the
hottest temperatures in South America, regularly exceeding 40°C (104°F) in summer.
The heat in the Chaco is often described as torrid or hot and dry, especially compared
to the more humid heat of the east.

Rainfall in the Chaco is significantly less than in the Eastern Region and decreases
from east to west. The annual average can range from 700 mm (about 28 inches) in
the northwest to 1700 mm (about 67 inches) closer to the Paraguay River. The Chaco
has a distinct wet season, typically from October to March, when heavy rainfall can
occur, sometimes leading to flooding in low-lying areas. The dry season lasts from
April to September, with very scarce rainfall, resulting in arid and dusty conditions.
This seasonal variation in precipitation is a key factor shaping the plant life of the
Chaco.

Beyond the broad strokes of geography and climate, Paraguay is a mosaic of
ecosystems, each with its own unique set of environmental conditions that dictate the
plant species found there. The country sits at the convergence of several major South
American bioregions. The interplay of varied topography, from the eastern hills to the
western plains, combined with the distinct climatic patterns, creates a range of
habitats.
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These habitats include humid forests, seasonally dry forests, vast grasslands,
savannas with scattered trees, thorny scrublands, and extensive wetlands. Each of
these ecosystem types presents specific challenges and opportunities for plant life,
leading to the evolution of species adapted to particular conditions of soil, water
availability, and temperature. For example, the plants of the dry Chaco have
developed strategies to survive prolonged periods without rain, while those in the
Pantanal are adapted to life in flooded environments.

Paraguay's position also means it encompasses parts of significant biodiversity
hotspots. The Eastern Region contains fragments of the highly threatened Atlantic
Forest and portions of the vast Cerrado savanna. These areas, despite their reduced
extent, are incredibly rich in species. The Western Chaco region is itself a major
ecoregion, known for its unique dry forests and hardy plant life. The country also
includes a section of the world's largest tropical wetland, the Pantanal, along the
Paraguay River. The specifics of these fascinating ecosystems, and the incredible plant
life they support, are stories for the chapters that follow.
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