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Introduction

The Solomon Islands archipelago, lying like scattered emeralds in the South Pacific, is
renowned for its exceptional biodiversity and rich, verdant landscapes. As a globally
recognized "Centre of Plant Diversity," the islands are home to a remarkable
assortment of flora that is as varied as the geography itself. With over 4,500
indigenous plant species—many of which are found nowhere else on Earth—the
Solomon Islands are a living testament to the power of nature’s creativity and
resilience. The combination of warm tropical temperatures, fertile volcanic soils, and
abundant rainfall creates a perfect environment for plant life to thrive, resulting in a
crisscrossing tapestry of unique habitats.

This book, Native Plants of Solomon Islands: A Guide to the Native Plants of Solomon
Islands, is designed to be a comprehensive introduction to the wonders of the islands’
flora. It explores the major plant groups, their ecological roles, and the unique
adaptations that have allowed them to flourish across the diverse landscapes of the
archipelago. From the sun-drenched coastal areas and the intricate waterways of the
mangrove forests, to the mist-laden montane forests cloaking the island peaks, the
native plants tell stories of survival, adaptation, and intricate relationships with their
environment and the people who have called these islands home for millennia.

The importance of native plants in the daily lives of Solomon Islanders cannot be
overstated. For generations, they have provided food, shelter, medicines, and
materials for culture and ceremony. More than three hundred species of edible plants
contribute to a diet rich in root crops, leafy vegetables, and nuts. Traditional
knowledge about the uses of these plants is a significant part of the islands’ cultural
heritage, passed down through generations, and reflecting a profound understanding
of the land’s resources and their sustainable management.

Yet, despite their abundance and ecological importance, native plants in the Solomon
Islands face mounting threats. Industrial logging, agricultural expansion, mining, the
spread of invasive species, pollution, and the accelerating impacts of climate change
all pose significant risks to plant diversity and the ecosystems they anchor. With some
species already listed as threatened, the urgency for conservation—whether through
legal frameworks, community-based stewardship, or scientific research—has never
been greater.

This book aims not only to document and celebrate the rich native flora but also to
underscore the critical importance of conservation and sustainable use. By fostering
awareness and appreciation, it seeks to support ongoing efforts to preserve this
invaluable natural legacy. The preservation of the Solomon Islands’ native plants is not
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only vital for ecological health but also crucial for maintaining the cultural identity,
resilience, and well-being of its people.

Through detailed explorations of vegetation zones, endemic and notable plant groups,
traditional uses, threats, and conservation strategies, this guide invites
readers—whether residents, visitors, or plant enthusiasts—to discover the botanical
treasures of the Solomon Islands. In doing so, it hopes to inspire a deeper respect for
one of the planet's most fascinating biological frontiers and a commitment to
safeguarding it for future generations.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Solomon Islands: Geography and
Environmental Overview

The Solomon Islands, a nation comprising a sprawling archipelago, lies nestled in the
warm embrace of the South Pacific Ocean, a vibrant emerald chain stretching across
approximately 1,500 kilometers from northwest to southeast. Situated in Melanesia,
this island nation is positioned to the east of Papua New Guinea, northeast of
Australia, and west of Vanuatu. The archipelago is a scattered collection of nearly
1,000 islands, atolls, and reefs, covering a vast ocean area, though the total landmass
is considerably smaller, roughly 28,000 to 29,000 square kilometers. This geographical
spread contributes significantly to the diverse environments found throughout the
islands.

The very foundation of the Solomon Islands is a tale of powerful geological forces. The
archipelago was forged in the fiery crucible of tectonic plate convergence, specifically
where the Indo-Australian Plate and the Pacific Plate meet. This collision has resulted
in the Indo-Australian Plate and the smaller Solomon Sea Plate subducting beneath the
Pacific Plate along the New Britain-San Cristobal oceanic trench. This ongoing tectonic
activity is responsible for the region's rugged landscape, characterized by volcanic
mountains and a history of earthquakes and volcanic activity. The islands themselves
are essentially the tips of undersea volcanoes, some of which remain active or
dormant. The surface geology of the islands is a complex mosaic of igneous rocks,
metamorphic outcrops, alluvial plains, and uplifted coral formations. This geological
dynamism has shaped not only the physical form of the islands but also the very
substrates upon which their rich plant life has evolved.

Looking at the islands from above, one is immediately struck by the dramatic
variations in terrain. The majority of the islands are mountainous, with interiors
dominated by rugged ranges cloaked in dense rainforest. These ranges are often
dissected by deep, narrow valleys, creating isolated pockets and microhabitats.
Contrasting with these towering volcanic masses are the low-lying coral atolls and
raised coral islands that punctuate the seascape. This juxtaposition of high volcanic
peaks and flat coral formations creates a remarkable diversity of environments within
a relatively small land area. The elevation extremes within the country are quite
significant, ranging from sea level along the coastlines to the highest point, Mount
Popomanaseu on Guadalcanal, which reaches an impressive 2,335 meters
(approximately 7,661 feet). Other notable peaks include Mount Balbi on Bougainville
(though politically part of Papua New Guinea) and Mount Maetambe on Choiseul. This
variation in altitude is a key factor in the zonation of plant communities, as we will
explore in later chapters.
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The archipelago is home to several major islands that form the core of the nation.
These include Guadalcanal, Malaita, Santa Isabel, Makira, New Georgia, and Choiseul.
Guadalcanal is the largest island within the nation of Solomon Islands and is home to
the capital city, Honiara. Characterized by its mountainous interior and important
historical sites, Guadalcanal also features rich soil and significant rivers. Malaita is
another of the larger islands, with a rugged interior and a significant population
divided between its capital, Auki, and inland regions. The New Georgia group, in
contrast, is primarily composed of smaller volcanic islands and coral atolls, known for
their intricate network of channels and lagoons. These islands, while sharing a
common tropical setting, each possess unique geographical nuances that contribute to
the overall biodiversity of the archipelago.

The climate of the Solomon Islands is, in a word, tropical. This means high
temperatures, high humidity, and generally abundant rainfall throughout the year. The
average temperature hovers around 26.5 to 27 degrees Celsius (79.7 to 80.6 degrees
Fahrenheit) with very little seasonal variation, a blessing for those who dislike extreme
temperature swings. Cooling winds from the surrounding seas help to moderate the
heat, making truly extreme temperatures rare. While rainfall is plentiful across the
islands, averaging between 3000 to 5000 millimeters annually in most areas, its
distribution is not entirely uniform. Topographical features play a significant role, with
windward slopes of mountains likely receiving considerably more rain, potentially
reaching as high as 9000mm in some elevated sites.

The year can be broadly divided into two seasons: a wet season and a relatively drier
season, though it's important to note that "drier" in the Solomon Islands still involves
substantial rainfall. The wet season typically runs from November to April, influenced
by the West to North-westerly monsoonal winds and the position of the equatorial
trough. This is generally when the heaviest rainfall occurs across most of the islands.
The drier season, from May to October, is associated with the Southeast trade winds.
However, locations on the southern sides of larger islands may experience a rainfall
maximum between June and September, even during this so-called drier period. While
the islands are less prone to the damaging effects of tropical cyclones compared to
other parts of the Southwest Pacific, these powerful storms can still pose a serious
threat each year, particularly during the wet season.

The geological history and climatic conditions have profoundly influenced the
development of the Solomon Islands' soils. The islands feature a variety of soil types,
primarily volcanic, limestone, and what are broadly termed "island soils." Soils derived
from volcanic activity can range dramatically in fertility, from extremely rich and
fertile to thin layers of volcanic dust over coral and clay. The rich volcanic soils,
combined with the high rainfall, are a major factor contributing to the lush vegetation
found on the high islands. Limestone soils, found in areas of uplifted coral, can be
prone to waterlogging in flatter areas and tend to be less fertile, though they may be
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better suited for higher altitudes. Generally, soils on stable sites are deep and
intensely weathered and leached due to the high rainfall and temperatures. Many soils
are strongly acidic clays with low plant nutrient content. On steep slopes, soils tend to
be shallow and unstable, with significant rock debris. Despite the leaching, many
available plant nutrients are concentrated in the organic-rich surface layers,
supporting a near-closed organic cycle within the rainforest ecosystem. These varied
soil conditions, from fertile volcanic slopes to less hospitable limestone or ultramafic
(serpentine) areas, contribute to the mosaic of habitats and influence which plant
species thrive in particular locations.
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