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Introduction

Saint Vincent and The Grenadines is an archipelagic nation situated within the
Windward Islands of the Eastern Caribbean. Comprising 32 islands, islets, and cays,
the country possesses a remarkable diversity of landscapes that create a rich
backdrop for its unique array of plant life. The main island, Saint Vincent, stands out
for its rugged, mountainous terrain and fertile volcanic soils, supporting dense forests
that drape the slopes and valleys. In contrast, the Grenadines comprise mostly low-
lying islands, their dry and sunwashed environments rimmed by vibrant coral reefs.
These natural contrasts foster an impressive variety of ecosystems, from misty
rainforests to resilient coastal woodlands.

This geographical mosaic places Saint Vincent and The Grenadines within the
Caribbean Islands Hotspot—an area renowned for both its extraordinary biodiversity
and the high proportion of species found nowhere else on Earth. The islands support
over 1,150 species of flowering plants and 163 species of ferns, a remarkable number
for such a small nation. Among these are several species endemic to the country,
including distinct flowering plants and ferns like the majestic Tree Fern (Cyathea
tenera), growing in the damp heights of cloud and rainforest. These endemic species
represent the irreproducible natural heritage of the islands.

The variety of native plants is mirrored by an equally rich tradition of knowledge and
use. For centuries, the people of Saint Vincent and The Grenadines have relied on their
native flora for food, shelter, materials, and medicine. The tradition of bush medicine,
in particular, is deeply woven into the fabric of local culture, with recipes and remedies
for a wide spectrum of ailments handed down through generations. Many plants, such
as Leonotis nepetifolia, Aloe Vera, and Frangipani (Plumeria spp.), are still prized today
for their healing properties and cultural significance. This enduring relationship
underscores the inherent value of the islands’ plant diversity, not just as a scientific or
ecological resource, but as a living element of community identity.

At the same time, the native flora faces significant pressures. Deforestation,
agricultural expansion, unsustainable resource use, invasive species, and the effects
of climate change all combine to threaten the survival of many unique plants and the
health of the ecosystems that sustain them. Natural disasters—volcanic eruptions and
hurricanes—can further devastate already fragile plant populations. Between 1949
and 1993, the country experienced a stark decline in forest cover, with ongoing losses
continuing to imperil rare and endemic species.

Recognizing these threats, Saint Vincent and The Grenadines has launched a variety
of conservation efforts. Protected areas such as wildlife reserves and forest parks have
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been established to shelter key habitats and their inhabitants. The venerable Botanical
Gardens in Kingstown serve not only as a living showcase but as a vital center for the
conservation of plant genetic resources. Community-based projects, especially in
documenting and celebrating bush medicine traditions, draw on local enthusiasm to
reinforce the link between people and nature—helping to ensure that valuable
knowledge and plant resources are preserved for generations to come.

This book, 'Native Plants of Saint Vincent and The Grenadines: A Guide to the Native
Plants of Saint Vincent and The Grenadines', explores the remarkable diversity of plant
life across the country’s varied islands and ecosystems. From lush rainforests and
historic gardens to windswept coasts and arid outposts, each chapter delves into the
characteristics, uses, and conservation of the plants that define these Caribbean
islands. By combining scientific detail with cultural context, the guide aspires not only
to educate, but also to inspire appreciation and stewardship of this precious natural
heritage.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Geography and Climate of Saint
Vincent and The Grenadines

Saint Vincent and The Grenadines, a vibrant island nation nestled in the southern part
of the Lesser Antilles, forms a significant portion of the Windward Islands. This
archipelago is a string of over 30 islands, islets, and cays, stretching like a scattering
of emeralds and sapphires across the clear blue waters of the Caribbean Sea. Located
about 32 kilometers (20 miles) southwest of Saint Lucia and 160 kilometers (100
miles) west of Barbados, the country occupies a strategic position within this dynamic
island chain.

The total land area of Saint Vincent and The Grenadines is approximately 389 square
kilometers (150 sq mi). The vast majority of this land belongs to the main island, Saint
Vincent, which accounts for about 342.7 square kilometers (132.3 sq mi) or roughly 89
percent of the total. This geographical dominance of the main island sets the stage for
the diverse environmental conditions found across the nation.

Saint Vincent itself is a study in dramatic topography. A central spine of rugged,
thickly wooded volcanic mountains runs from north to south, defining the island's
character. These steep slopes and deep valleys create a visually stunning landscape
but also influence everything from rainfall distribution to human settlement patterns.
There is very little level ground on the island.

Dominating the northern part of Saint Vincent is the active stratovolcano, La Soufriere.
This impressive peak is the highest point on the island and indeed the entire country,
reaching an elevation of 1,234 meters (4,048 feet). La Soufriere is a constant,
powerful presence, a reminder of the volcanic forces that shaped this island. Its
eruptions throughout history have significantly impacted the landscape and its
inhabitants.

The volcanic origins of Saint Vincent have blessed the island with fertile soils. These
rich, dark soils, derived from volcanic ash and other pyroclastic materials, are highly
permeable and support lush vegetation, particularly on the slopes where rainfall is
abundant. While generally fertile, these volcanic soils can be prone to erosion,
especially on steep gradients.

In contrast to the dramatic peaks of Saint Vincent, the Grenadines present a different
geological picture. While they are part of the same volcanic arc that formed the Lesser
Antilles, many of the smaller islands are lower and exhibit characteristics influenced
by coral formation. They generally lack the high mountains and extensive river
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systems found on the main island.

The Grenadines islands are a chain stretching southward from Saint Vincent towards
Grenada. This part of the archipelago is administered by both Saint Vincent and the
Grenadines and Grenada, with Saint Vincent and the Grenadines governing the
northern two-thirds. These islands vary in size, from larger inhabited islands like
Bequia, Canouan, Union Island, and Mustique, to tiny islets and cays.

Geologically, the Grenadines show a diversity, with some islands characterized by
volcanic rocks and others exhibiting older fossiliferous limestone formations. Their
lower elevation means they generally receive less rainfall than the mountainous Saint
Vincent, contributing to a drier environment. This also impacts their freshwater
resources, with many relying on groundwater or other means like desalination.

The climate of Saint Vincent and The Grenadines is classified as tropical marine,
characterized by warm and humid conditions throughout the year. The islands lie
within the path of the persistent northeast trade winds, which help to temper the
tropical heat and provide cooling breezes, particularly on the eastern, or windward,
coasts.

Temperature variations across the archipelago are relatively small throughout the
year. The average yearly temperature hovers around 27-28°C (81-82°F).
Temperatures can drop slightly during the cooler months, typically from December to
March, and are often a few degrees warmer during the months of August to October.

Rainfall, however, shows significant variation, largely influenced by the topography of
the islands and the prevailing trade winds. On the main island of Saint Vincent,
average annual rainfall can range from about 1,500-2,000 mm (60-80 inches) on the
coast to a much higher 3,800-4,000 mm (150-157 inches) in the central mountainous
regions. The windward (eastern) side of Saint Vincent generally receives more rain.

This considerable difference in rainfall with elevation on Saint Vincent leads to distinct
altitudinal zonation in climate and, consequently, vegetation. As one ascends the
slopes of the volcano and central mountains, temperatures decrease, and precipitation
increases, creating cooler, much wetter conditions at higher elevations compared to
the coastal areas.

The Grenadine islands are notably drier than Saint Vincent. They receive substantially
less rainfall, often less than 1,500 mm (60 inches) annually, with some areas being
semi-humid to semi-arid. This drier climate is a key factor shaping the types of plant
life that can thrive on these southern islands.

The islands experience two main seasons: a wet season and a dry season. The wet
season typically runs from June to November, though sometimes starting in May.
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During these months, rainfall is more frequent and heavier, particularly on Saint
Vincent. The dry season generally occurs from December to May, with February,
March, and April often being the driest months.

The wet season coincides with the Atlantic hurricane season, which officially runs from
June 1 to November 30. While Saint Vincent and The Grenadines lies within the
hurricane belt, its southerly location in the Caribbean means it is less frequently
subjected to the most severe hurricane impacts compared to islands further north,
although tropical storms and less severe hurricanes can still affect the islands and
cause significant rainfall and damage.

In summary, the geography of Saint Vincent and The Grenadines is one of striking
contrasts, from the volcanic peaks of the main island to the lower, drier Grenadines.
This topographical diversity, combined with a tropical marine climate influenced by
trade winds and marked by distinct wet and dry seasons and varying rainfall with
elevation, creates a wide array of environmental conditions that support the rich and
varied native plant life explored in the following chapters.
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