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Introduction
Sierra Leone, a relatively small nation located on the coast of West Africa, stands as a
remarkable treasure trove of ecological richness. As part of the globally significant
Upper Guinean Rainforest, this country is home to a dazzling diversity of native plants.
Sierra Leone's unique geographical features—including a vibrant coastline, expansive
lowland plains, interior plateaus, and dramatic mountain ranges—combine with its
favorable tropical climate and abundant rainfall to create a mosaic of ecosystems
brimming with life. These conditions have given rise to an array of forests, savannas,
wetlands, and mangrove forests, each sheltering its own specialized plant
communities.

The biodiversity of Sierra Leone’s flora is impressive on a global scale. Estimated totals
of plant species range widely, but even the most conservative figures place the
country among the world's top nations for plant diversity and endemism. Sierra Leone
is distinguished by having approximately 74 endemic vascular plant species, rare
plants found nowhere else in the world. The flora includes everything from ancient,
towering rainforest giants to delicate wildflowers and specialized wetland grasses.
Some species, such as the screwpine (Pandanus freetownensis) and endemic orchids
(Bulbophyllum parvum, Eulophia distans), highlight the country's extraordinary natural
singularity.

The ecological role played by Sierra Leone’s native plants cannot be overstated. These
plants form the very foundation of the country’s diverse ecosystems, providing shelter
and sustenance for innumerable animal species, from great mammals to tiny insects.
Moreover, the rich plant cover is essential for maintaining soil fertility, regulating
freshwater cycles, and sequestering atmospheric carbon—critical ecosystem services
that contribute both to local livelihoods and to broader global environmental health.
The forests, savannas, and wetlands together comprise a living network that both
supports life and underpins the resilience of Sierra Leone's natural landscapes.

Just as important as their ecological value are the many ways native plants enhance
the lives of Sierra Leone’s people. The nation’s flora supports traditional cultures that
have used plants for generations as sources of food, building materials, and especially
for health and healing. Traditional medicine still heavily depends on native species,
with more than 200 medicinal plants documented in use across the country. Yet, the
value of these plants extends far beyond medicine—timber, fuel, and other non-timber
forest products also form pillars of rural economies and daily life.

Yet, Sierra Leone’s native plants face serious threats. Decades of logging,
unsustainable harvesting, agricultural expansion, mining, and the impacts of civil
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conflict have dramatically reduced forest cover and placed many plant species in
jeopardy. Fewer than 5% of the country’s original mature forests remain, and nearly
50 plant species are classified as globally threatened. Against this backdrop,
conservation measures have taken on urgent importance, ranging from the creation of
protected areas and reserves to programs focused on community education,
reforestation, and the documentation of plant diversity and uses.

This book, Native Plants of Sierra Leone: A Guide to the Native Plants of Sierra Leone,
aims to explore and celebrate the stunning richness of the country’s flora. Through
examining its ecosystems, notable species, traditional uses, and the urgent
conservation challenges it faces, this guide seeks to deepen appreciation for Sierra
Leone’s native plants and to inspire ongoing work toward their sustainable
stewardship. By understanding and valuing this unique natural heritage, we can hope
to ensure that Sierra Leone’s botanical wonders endure and continue to nourish both
land and people for generations to come.
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CHAPTER ONE: Sierra Leone’s Geography and
Climate: Foundation of Biodiversity
Nestled on the southwest coast of the vibrant West African continent, Sierra Leone
occupies a modest yet geographically significant position. Bordered by the Republic of
Guinea to its north and northeast, and by Liberia to its south and southeast, the
country possesses a substantial Atlantic Ocean coastline stretching along its western
and southwestern flanks. This location, situated between the 7th and 10th parallels
north of the Equator, places it firmly within the tropical zone, a fundamental factor
shaping its climate and, consequently, the remarkable diversity of its plant life. The
nation covers a total area of approximately 72,000 to 73,000 square kilometers, a
relatively compact space that nonetheless encompasses a surprising range of
environmental conditions.

The physical landscape of Sierra Leone is far from uniform; it is a tapestry woven from
several distinct topographical threads, each contributing to the mosaic of habitats
found across the country. Geographers typically divide the nation into four primary
physical regions, running roughly parallel to the coastline from west to east: the
coastal swamp zone, the Sierra Leone Peninsula, the interior plains, and finally, the
interior plateau and mountainous region. This varied relief, from sea level swamps to
impressive mountain peaks, provides a multitude of ecological niches, acting as a
foundational element for the country's rich biodiversity.

The western edge of Sierra Leone is defined by a belt of coastal swamps and low-lying
plains. This region extends along the Atlantic seaboard for about 200 miles, presenting
a flat, often inundated landscape composed primarily of sands and clays. Ranging in
width from about 5 to 25 miles, this frequently flooded plain is a complex network of
creeks and estuaries, the brackish waters of which are home to extensive mangrove
forests. These coastal wetlands, shaped by the ebb and flow of tides and the influx of
freshwater from rivers, represent a unique environment with specialized plant
communities adapted to saline and waterlogged conditions.

Jutting out from the coastal plain is the Sierra Leone Peninsula, a distinctive
geographical feature and home to the nation's capital, Freetown. Unlike the flat
coastal swamps, the peninsula is characterized by thickly wooded mountains that rise
dramatically from the surrounding lowlands, running parallel to the sea for
approximately 25 miles. These "Lion Mountains," as they are sometimes known, reach
significant elevations, with peaks like Picket Hill ascending to around 2,900 feet (880
meters). The steep slopes and varied altitudes of the peninsula create microclimates
and diverse habitats within a relatively small area, supporting different types of
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vegetation from the coast to the higher elevations.

Moving eastward from the coastal belt, the land transitions into the interior plains
region. This vast area, lying inland from the coastal plain, presents a less dramatic
topography than the peninsula or eastern mountains but is far from uniform itself. In
the northern reaches of these plains, one encounters the "Bolilands," a local term for
featureless seasonal swamps. These areas are characterized by being flooded during
the heavy rains and becoming dry and hard during the dry season, primarily
supporting grassland vegetation. It’s a landscape that demands resilience from its
plant inhabitants, adapted to significant seasonal changes in water availability.

Further south within the interior plains, the terrain shifts to a rolling wooded country.
Here, the landscape is punctuated by isolated hills that rise abruptly from the
surrounding plains, sometimes reaching elevations exceeding 1,000 feet (300 meters).
This creates a more undulating landscape compared to the northern Bolilands, with a
mix of woodland and open areas. The subtle variations in elevation and drainage
patterns across the interior plains contribute to a patchwork of habitats, each favoring
different plant species and communities, laying the groundwork for the region's
botanical character.

The eastern half of Sierra Leone is dominated by the interior plateau and mountainous
region, the country's most elevated and rugged area. This region is primarily underlain
by ancient granite formations, often capped with a thick crust of laterite, an iron-rich
soil. While much of the plateau sits at elevations that seldom exceed 700 meters,
impressive mountain masses punctuate the landscape, particularly in the northeast.
These include the majestic Loma Mountains, home to Mount Loma Mansa, also known
as Mount Bintumani, which is Sierra Leone's highest peak, soaring to 1,948 meters
(6,391 feet) above sea level.

Not far from the Loma Mountains are the Tingi Mountains, another significant range
within the eastern region. Here, Sankanbiriwa Peak reaches a height of 1,853 meters
(6,080 feet). These mountainous areas, with their cooler temperatures and different
rainfall patterns compared to the lowlands, support unique montane vegetation types.
They also serve as crucial water catchment areas, feeding the river systems that
crisscross the country. The geological composition, elevation changes, and the
presence of numerous narrow inland valley swamps associated with river systems in
this region further enhance the habitat diversity.

Water is a defining feature of Sierra Leone's geography, with a network of rivers
draining the landscape and flowing westward into the Atlantic. The principal rivers
include the Great Scarcies (also known as the Kolenté), the Little Scarcies, the Rokel
(or Seli), the Gbangbaia, the Jong, the Sewa, the Waanje, the Moa, and the Mano.
Some of these rivers, like portions of the Great Scarcies, Moa, and Mano, form sections
of the international borders with Guinea and Liberia, highlighting their geographical
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significance. The Rokel River stands out as the largest, its basin covering a substantial
area. These river systems, with their associated floodplains and riparian zones,
provide vital water resources and create linear habitats that differ from the
surrounding terrestrial environments.

The climate of Sierra Leone is tropical, a classification that immediately suggests heat
and humidity. It is often described as being transitional, falling somewhere between a
continually wet tropical rainforest climate and a tropical savanna climate, or even
classified as a tropical monsoon climate. Regardless of the precise label, the
overarching characteristic is the distinct alternation between a wet, rainy season and
a drier period, a rhythm that dictates agricultural cycles and significantly influences
plant growth and distribution.

The rainy season typically descends upon Sierra Leone from May to October or
November, bringing with it humid air masses that sweep in from the Atlantic. The sky
becomes frequently cloudy, sunshine is minimal, and southwesterly winds dominate.
Rain falls almost daily during this period, often in torrential downpours, particularly
during the peak months of July and August. This influx of moisture is immense, with
coastal areas receiving significantly more rainfall than inland regions. The Peninsula
Mountains, for instance, can record over 200 inches (5,000 mm) of rain annually, while
the drier northeast might receive around 80 inches (2,000 mm). This abundant
precipitation fuels the lush vegetation, particularly in the forest ecosystems.

In contrast, the dry season stretches from November or December through April. This
period is marked by significantly less rainfall and is characterized by the arrival of the
harmattan wind. Blowing from the Sahara Desert to the northeast, the harmattan is a
hot, dry, and dusty wind that reduces humidity and can create hazy conditions. While
temperatures remain high throughout the year, the dry season, especially during the
harmattan period (December to February), can feel slightly cooler due to lower
humidity. However, temperatures can still soar, particularly in the months of March
and April, which are noted for being hot and humid, with temperatures sometimes
exceeding 40°C (104°F) inland and high humidity making the heat feel even more
intense.

Temperatures across Sierra Leone are generally high year-round, reflecting its tropical
location. Mean monthly temperatures in the lower-lying coastal areas hover between
the upper 70s and low 80s Fahrenheit (mid to upper 20s Celsius). Inland, the range
can be similar, though with greater extremes in the northeast. Here, during the cooler
dry season month of January, mean daily minimums might drop into the mid-50s F
(low to mid-10s C), while in the hotter dry season month of March, mean daily
maximums can climb into the low 90s F (low 30s C). Coastal areas tend to have
average highs around 30°C, while inland regions can reach 35°C. Nighttime lows
typically fall between 18°C and 22°C.

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 interplay of these geographical and climatic factors creates the stage upon which
Sierra Leone’s rich flora performs. The varied topography provides different
elevations, slopes, and soil types. The abundant rainfall, concentrated in one season,
means plants must be adapted to periods of both surplus water and relative dryness.
The consistently high temperatures support rapid growth where water is available.
These environmental gradients, from the saline coastal swamps and the steep, wet
slopes of the peninsula mountains to the seasonally flooded northern plains and the
higher, cooler eastern peaks, necessitate a wide range of plant adaptations, driving
the evolution and sustenance of diverse plant communities.

The geological underpinnings of the country also play a subtle but important role. The
ancient granite and metamorphic rocks in the interior influence soil composition,
which in turn affects which plants can thrive in a particular area. The presence of
laterite crusts in the plateau region, for instance, creates challenging conditions for
root penetration and nutrient availability, favoring plants adapted to such
environments. Even the formation of sandbars along the coast, separated by lagoons,
contributes to habitat differentiation, influencing the types of vegetation that can
establish themselves in these dynamic coastal zones.

The extensive river systems, beyond providing water, also shape the landscape
through erosion and deposition, creating fertile alluvial plains along their banks. These
riparian corridors often support distinct plant communities different from the
surrounding forests or savannas. The sheer volume of water flowing through the
country, especially during the rainy season, underscores the importance of vegetation
cover in preventing soil erosion and regulating water flow, highlighting the intricate
connection between the physical environment and the plant life it sustains.

The tropical climate, with its predictable wet and dry seasons, imposes a strong
rhythm on plant life. Many species time their flowering and fruiting cycles to coincide
with the availability of water. The intense rainfall during the wet season supports
dense forest growth where conditions are suitable, while the dry season, particularly
the harmattan, poses a challenge for plants not adapted to drought stress and
increased fire risk, especially in the savanna regions. This seasonal variation is a key
driver of the differences observed between the evergreen forests of the wetter regions
and the more deciduous vegetation found elsewhere.

Furthermore, the increasing impacts of climate change, including rising temperatures
and more erratic and intense rainfall patterns, are beginning to alter these
foundational conditions. These changes pose new challenges for the native flora,
potentially shifting habitat suitability and stressing species that are less adaptable to
rapid environmental shifts. Understanding these geographical and climatic baseline
conditions is therefore not just an academic exercise; it is essential for appreciating
the complex ecological tapestry of Sierra Leone and the pressures its native plants
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face.

In essence, Sierra Leone's position in West Africa, its varied topography encompassing
coastal lowlands, a mountainous peninsula, interior plains, and eastern highlands, and
its tropical climate with distinct wet and dry seasons, collectively create a diverse
array of environmental conditions. These physical attributes are the fundamental
building blocks upon which the country's impressive plant biodiversity is based,
providing the necessary stage for the multitude of native species to evolve and thrive
in their specific ecological niches.
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