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Introduction
Somalia, situated in the Horn of Africa, is a region of striking geographical and
ecological contrasts—an arid and semi-arid land interspersed with mountains, coastal
plains, river valleys, and isolated pockets of lush vegetation. Despite enduring some of
the harshest climatic conditions on the African continent, Somalia harbors a
remarkable wealth of native plants, many of which are found nowhere else in the
world. Much of this unique flora is the result of the country’s highly varied topography
and the influences of both the African mainland and the surrounding seas.

Although the environment may initially appear hostile, with its frequent droughts,
scant rainfall, and vast stretches of semi-desert, the flora of Somalia is both diverse
and resilient. The country is home to more than a thousand native plant species,
including an extraordinary concentration of endemic genera and species that have
evolved distinct survival strategies for aridity. These include iconic trees such as
frankincense (Boswellia species), myrrh (Commiphora species), and a host of
succulents—aloes, euphorbias, and many more. In the misty northern mountains,
juniper-dominated forests weave pockets of green through stark rocky landscapes,
while in the far south, fragments of ancient gallery forest persist along the floodplains
of the Juba and Shabelle rivers.

This botanical diversity is not merely of scientific or conservation interest; it forms the
backbone of Somali society and economy. For millennia, local communities have relied
on their native plants for food, fuel, medicine, fodder, and trade. The resins of
frankincense and myrrh have connected Somali landscapes with civilizations across
the ancient world. Today, these and other plant resources continue to be vital
commodities and embedded in cultural traditions, while the local knowledge
surrounding their uses is a key part of Somalia’s intangible heritage.

Yet, Somalia’s native flora is facing unparalleled threats. Decades of political
instability, unsustainable land use practices, ongoing deforestation—driven largely by
charcoal production and agricultural expansion—and the mounting pressures of
climate change have severely impacted habitats and species. Many unique plants,
including those central to both biodiversity and culture, now stand at risk. The lack of
systematic conservation measures and research owing to conflict further complicates
efforts to protect this extraordinary natural legacy.

This book, Native Plants of Somalia: A Guide to the Native Plants of Somalia, aims to
fill the gap by providing a comprehensive overview of the country’s native flora, its
ecological contexts, economic and cultural roles, and the urgent need for
conservation. It is intended as a resource for botanists, students, conservation
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practitioners, and anyone fascinated by the remarkable plant life of Somalia.

By exploring the habitats, species, and stories interwoven within Somalia’s
landscapes, the chapters ahead seek not only to celebrate a unique botanical heritage
but also to encourage renewed curiosity and stewardship for this irreplaceable natural
heritage. Understanding, appreciating, and conserving the native plants of Somalia is
essential—not just for the nation, but for the broader tapestry of biodiversity on our
planet.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Geography and Climate of
Somalia
Somalia occupies the easternmost projection of the African continent, often referred to
as the Horn of Africa due to its distinctive shape on a map. It is a country defined by
its extensive coastline along the Gulf of Aden to the north and the Indian Ocean to the
east and southeast. To the west, Somalia shares lengthy land borders with Ethiopia
and Kenya, while a shorter border exists with Djibouti to the northwest. This position
has historically made Somalia a crucial point of connection between Africa and the
Arabian Peninsula.

The country covers a significant land area, estimated to be around 637,657 square
kilometers. This vast expanse encompasses a variety of landscapes, although the
overall character is predominantly one of arid and semi-arid conditions. Despite the
prevailing dryness, the terrain is far from uniform, presenting a surprising degree of
topographical variation across its regions.

At its core, Somalia can be broadly described as a land of plateaus, plains, and
highlands. These major physiographic divisions dictate the patterns of vegetation and
human settlement, shaping the ecological zones that we will explore in later chapters.
The elevation across the country ranges from sea level along its extensive coastline to
its highest peaks in the northern mountains.

Starting in the north, along the Gulf of Aden coast, lies a narrow maritime plain known
as the Guban. This strip of land, varying in width, is typically scrub-covered and
crossed by dry watercourses that only flow seasonally after rainfall. While seemingly
desolate for much of the year, the Guban can offer temporary grazing for nomadic
livestock when the infrequent rains arrive.

Immediately south of the Guban, the land rises dramatically into the rugged east-west
ranges of the northern mountains. These ranges, sometimes referred to collectively as
the Ogo Mountains or the Karkaar Mountains, form a significant geographical feature.
Within this system lies the Golis Mountain Range, also known as Cal Madow, which
runs roughly parallel to the northern coast.

The elevation in these northern mountains varies, with the general crest often
averaging around 1,800 meters above sea level. Further to the east, the peaks
continue to rise, reaching elevations between 1,800 and 2,100 meters. It is within
these impressive highlands that the country's highest point is found.
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Mount Shimbiris stands as the highest peak in Somalia, reaching an elevation of
approximately 2,416 to 2,460 meters above sea level. This mountainous region
represents a stark contrast to the surrounding lower-lying areas and plays a crucial
role in capturing what little moisture is available, supporting unique plant communities
at higher altitudes.

Southward from the northern mountains, the terrain descends, often quite abruptly in
scarped ledges, to an elevated plateau. This region of broken mountain terrain and
shallow plateau valleys is also part of the Ogo and is characterized by usually dry
watercourses. The landscape here transitions from rugged uplands to more undulating
plains.

In the eastern part of the Ogo, the plateau becomes increasingly arid and slopes
gradually towards the Indian Ocean. This area forms the Mudug Plain in central
Somalia. A notable feature within this eastern section is the Nugaal Valley, a long and
broad depression featuring an extensive network of intermittent seasonal
watercourses.

Further south, the western part of the Ogo plateau, receiving slightly more rainfall
than the east, is marked by numerous shallow valleys and dry riverbeds. This area
also contains some flatter tracts of arable land, supporting limited dryland cultivation.
Importantly, this western plateau often has permanent wells, providing vital water
sources during the prolonged dry seasons for the nomadic populations.

The western plateau then gently slopes southward, merging almost imperceptibly into
an area known as the Haud. This broad, undulating terrain is renowned as some of the
best grazing land for Somali nomads, a testament to the resilience of the vegetation
despite the limited and unpredictable rainfall that characterizes the area for much of
the year.

The Haud zone extends beyond Somalia's borders into neighboring Ethiopia. This vast
Somali Plateau, lying between the northern Somali mountains and the highlands of
southeastern Ethiopia, continues southward and eastward, covering large parts of
central and southwestern Somalia, forming the dominant landscape feature in these
regions.

Central and southern Somalia also include significant plains, particularly the fertile
agricultural areas located between the country's two perennial rivers, the Juba and
Shabelle. These river valleys are vital lifelines in the otherwise arid landscape,
supporting denser populations and more intensive land use than the surrounding
rangelands.

The Upper Juba region, situated between the Juba River and the borders with Ethiopia
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and Kenya, features gently rolling to rough topography. This area can include some
flat-topped mesas and is often covered by thick bush, with isolated patches of forest in
certain locations, showcasing a slightly less arid environment than much of the
country.

Along the Indian Ocean coast in southern Somalia, the landscape consists primarily of
sandy, low-lying plains. These plains are often characterized by gently undulating hills
of stabilized sand dunes, interspersed with areas of mobile sand dunes directly along
the shoreline, creating a dynamic coastal environment.

Somalia boasts the longest coastline on mainland Africa, stretching for more than
3,333 kilometers. This extensive coastal boundary interacts with both the Gulf of Aden
and the vast Indian Ocean, influencing local climates and supporting unique
ecosystems, including mangrove swamps and coastal wetlands, which are adapted to
the saline conditions.

Now, let's turn our attention to the climate, which plays a defining role in shaping
Somalia's environment and, consequently, its native flora. The country lies astride the
Equator, yet its climate is predominantly hot and dry, ranging from arid desert
conditions in the northeast and central regions to semi-arid steppe in the northwest
and south.

Hot conditions prevail throughout the year across most of the country. Mean daily
maximum temperatures typically range between 30 and 40 degrees Celsius (86 to 104
degrees Fahrenheit). However, temperatures can be moderated in higher elevations in
the north and along the eastern seaboard where the effects of a cold offshore current
can be felt.

Mean daily minimum temperatures across Somalia generally vary from 20 degrees
Celsius (68 degrees Fahrenheit) to over 30 degrees Celsius (86 degrees Fahrenheit).
The hottest months can vary regionally; in the south, average afternoon highs peak
around April, while in the north, May can be the hottest month.

The climate is strongly influenced by periodic monsoon winds. A northeast monsoon
blows from December to February, while a southwest monsoon occurs from May to
October. These monsoons bring corresponding changes in precipitation patterns,
which are irregular and highly variable across the country.

Somalia experiences a bimodal annual rainfall pattern, created by the movement of
the Inter-Tropical Convergence Zone (ITCZ). The main rainy season, known as the Gu,
typically occurs from April to June. This is followed by a dry season called the Xagaa,
which lasts from June to September.

The second, often less significant, rainy season is the Deyr, extending from October to
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December. Following the Deyr is the main dry season, the Jilaal, which runs from
December to March. These distinct seasons, though the timing and intensity of rainfall
can be unpredictable, influence the growth cycles of the native plants.

Rainfall is generally sparse across the country, with much of Somalia receiving less
than 500 millimeters (around 20 inches) annually. However, there are significant
regional differences in precipitation amounts. The driest areas are the northern coast,
where annual rainfall can be as low as 50 millimeters (2 inches), and the northeast,
which receives less than 200 millimeters.

The central plateaus typically receive between 200 and 300 millimeters (8 to 12
inches) of rainfall per year. The northwestern and southwestern parts of the country,
particularly the riverine areas along the Juba and Shabelle, receive considerably more
rain, with annual averages ranging from 400 to 610 millimeters (16 to 24 inches).
Certain higher areas in the north can also record more than 500 millimeters per year.

Between the monsoon periods, hot and humid conditions can occur, known locally as
tangambili. The coastal regions, despite their proximity to the ocean, are generally hot
and humid throughout the year, while the interior is typically dry and hot.

Droughts are a recurring feature of Somalia's climate, posing significant challenges to
both the human population and the natural environment. Mild to moderate droughts
are common, often occurring every three to four years, with more serious droughts
happening approximately every eight to ten years. This inherent variability in rainfall
is a critical factor shaping the adaptations of Somalia's native plants.

The climate is also influenced by larger phenomena such as the El Niño Southern
Oscillation (ENSO), which can lead to increased rainfall and flooding during El Niño
years and exacerbate drought conditions during La Niña years. The interaction of
these global and regional climatic factors creates the challenging yet unique
environmental backdrop against which Somalia's native flora has evolved.
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