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Introduction

Syria, located at the eastern edge of the Mediterranean Basin, stands as a crossroads
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of continents and civilizations—a unique position reflected not only in its rich human
history but also in its exceptional natural heritage. The landscape of Syria spans a
tapestry of environments, from narrow coastal plains and rugged mountains to
sweeping steppes, the vast Badia desert, and fertile river valleys. This diverse
topography, intertwined with climatic variations, has given rise to one of the richest
assemblages of native plants in the eastern Mediterranean.

The native flora of Syria is a result of the intersection and mingling of several major
phytogeographical regions: Mediterranean, Irano-Turanian, Saharo-Arabian, and Euro-
Siberian. Each of these regions contributes characteristic species, genera, and
families, resulting in a flora that is not only remarkable in its diversity but also of
significant ecological, genetic, and economic value. With approximately 3,000-3,300
species recorded, Syria's flora encompasses more than 130 families and over 600
genera, making it a crucial center of plant diversity in the Middle East.

One of the most striking features of Syria’s plant life is its high degree of endemism.
Numerous species are found nowhere else on earth, often restricted to mountainous
enclaves or specific microhabitats, bearing silent witness to long histories of evolution
and adaptation. These endemics, alongside species at the crossroads of their global
distributions, give Syria’s flora an irreplaceable character, crucial both for science and
the resilience of local ecosystems.

However, the botanical wealth of Syria has not gone unchallenged. Decades of rapid
development, agricultural expansion, and unsustainable resource use have put many
native species and habitats under increasing pressure. More recently, conflict, climate
change, and recurring droughts have compounded these threats, placing hundreds of
species—many endemic—at risk of decline or extinction. The ongoing struggle to
safeguard Syria’s plants mirrors broader environmental and social challenges facing
the region.

Yet, this story is not only one of loss and threat. Across Syria, there have been
remarkable efforts to understand, document, and conserve its native flora.
Botanists—both past and present—have laid critical foundations for knowledge, while
conservationists, local communities, and international initiatives continue to champion
the protection and wise use of these natural resources. The result is a dynamic,
evolving story that highlights the resilience of both Syria’s landscapes and the people
who steward them.

This book, Native Plants of Syria: A Guide to the Native Plants of Syria, is intended as a
comprehensive journey through the diversity, significance, challenges, and promise of
Syria’s botanical world. By exploring the plants that define the country’s mountains,
coasts, plains, deserts, and wetlands, readers are invited to appreciate the
irreplaceable natural heritage of this ancient land, discover the ongoing efforts to
conserve it, and contemplate the shared responsibility of ensuring its survival for
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generations to come.

CHAPTER ONE: The Geography and Climate of Syria:
Foundations of Floral Diversity

Syria's place on the map isn't just a political designation; it's a geographical story, a
narrative etched in mountains, plains, and deserts that profoundly shapes the life
within its borders, especially its plants. Situated at the eastern edge of the
Mediterranean Sea, Syria acts as a pivotal land bridge, historically connecting Europe,
Asia, and Africa. This position isn't merely significant for trade routes and empires; it's
a major factor in the composition and richness of its native flora, drawing influences
from vastly different botanical realms.

The country spans an area of roughly 185,000 square kilometers, encompassing a
remarkable range of topographic features within its bounds. From a relatively narrow
coastal strip along the Mediterranean to dramatic mountain ranges, fertile inland
plains, vast semi-arid steppes, and the expansive Syrian Desert in the east and
southeast, Syria presents a mosaic of environments. This diverse topography, coupled
with varying elevations, creates a multitude of microclimates and habitats, each
offering unique conditions for plant life to adapt and flourish.

Let's start our geographical tour at the western edge, along the Mediterranean coast.
Here, a narrow coastal plain runs south from the Turkish border towards Lebanon. This
strip, though relatively short at about 180 kilometers, is vital. It's characterized by
fertile alluvial plains, punctuated by sandy bays and rocky headlands where mountains
occasionally meet the sea. This coastal zone is densely populated and historically
important for agriculture, supporting crops that thrive in its specific conditions.

Immediately inland from the coastal plain rises a significant mountain range, often
referred to as the Syrian Coastal Mountain Range or Jabal an Nusayriyah. Running
parallel to the coast, this chain acts as a crucial barrier, intercepting moisture-laden
winds from the Mediterranean. These mountains reach considerable heights, with
some peaks exceeding 1500 meters. Their elevation and orientation create a rain
shadow effect, dramatically influencing the climate and vegetation further inland.

Beyond the coastal range, Syria's interior unfolds onto a vast plateau. This area,
generally ranging in elevation from 300 to 500 meters, constitutes a significant portion
of the country. While often broadly termed the Syrian Desert or Badia in its drier
eastern parts, the plateau encompasses varied landscapes, including agricultural
plains and extensive steppe zones. This is where the climate transitions markedly from
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the Mediterranean influence of the coast to more continental and arid conditions.

Scattered across the interior plateau and along its borders are other important
mountain ranges and isolated peaks. To the west, forming a natural border with
Lebanon, lie the Anti-Lebanon Mountains (Jabal Al-Sharqt), which include Syria's
highest point, Mount Hermon (Jabal Al-Shaykh), soaring to 2,814 meters. These higher
elevations support cooler temperatures and different precipitation patterns than the
surrounding lowlands, providing refuges for distinct plant communities. Other ranges
like Jabal al-Druze in the south and the Abu Rujmayn and Bishri Mountains in the
central part of the country also add to the topographical complexity.

Water resources, or the lack thereof, play an equally critical role in shaping Syria's
landscapes and the plant life they support. While much of the country is arid or semi-
arid, major rivers carve vital lifelines through the terrain. The most prominent is the
Euphrates River, which flows across the eastern part of the country, creating a fertile
valley that stands in stark contrast to the surrounding desert steppe. The construction
of a dam on the Euphrates in 1973 created Lake Assad, the largest lake in Syria,
adding a significant freshwater body to the landscape. Other rivers like the Orontes in
the west and the Tigris along the eastern border, along with smaller rivers and
seasonal wadis, are crucial sources of water, supporting riparian vegetation and
wetlands that are hotspots of biodiversity.

Now, let's talk climate, the other half of the equation that dictates where and how
plants can grow. Syria's climate is often described as predominantly Mediterranean,
but that's only part of the story. The Mediterranean influence is strongest along the
coast, characterized by mild, wet winters and hot, dry summers. This is the classic
"Mediterranean climate" that gives rise to specific types of vegetation adapted to this
seasonal rainfall pattern.

Moving inland, the climate rapidly becomes more continental, transitioning through
semi-arid steppe to arid desert conditions. Here, the contrast between seasons is
much more pronounced. Winters can be relatively cold, especially at higher elevations
on the plateau, with frosts sometimes occurring and even snow in the mountains.
Summers, however, are intensely hot and dry across most of the interior, with
temperatures frequently exceeding 30°C and occasionally soaring above 40°C.

Rainfall is the single most limiting factor for plant growth in much of Syria, and its
distribution is highly uneven. The generous moisture from the Mediterranean, carried
by westerly winds, falls primarily on the coastal areas and the western mountain
slopes between November and May. Annual precipitation in the coastal region can
range significantly, from around 365 mm to over 1,300 mm, and even higher in the
mountains, potentially exceeding 1,800 mm in some areas. This is where most of
Syria's limited forest cover is found.
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However, as you move eastward, precipitation drops off dramatically due to the rain
shadow effect of the western mountains. The semi-arid steppe receives considerably
less rain, typically between 50 and 600 mm annually. The vast desert regions in the
east and southeast are truly parched, with annual rainfall often falling below 100-200
mm, and in some parts, less than 60 mm per year. About three-fifths of the country
receives less than 250 millimeters of rain annually, making water scarcity a constant
challenge for both people and plants.

Temperature also varies significantly depending on location and elevation. Coastal
areas experience a more moderated climate due to the influence of the sea, with
average daily temperatures ranging from around 7°C in January to 27°C in August.
Inland, the seasonal variation is much greater. Average January temperatures on the
plateau can range from 6.5°C to 9°C depending on the specific location and altitude,
while summer temperatures in July and August can average between 28°C and 32.5°C.
The eastern and northeastern parts of the country tend to be the hottest in summer.

The combination of these geographical features - the varied topography of coasts,
mountains, plains, and deserts - and the distinct climate zones, particularly the steep
gradient in rainfall from west to east, creates a complex tapestry of habitats. This
environmental heterogeneity is the fundamental reason behind Syria's rich plant
diversity. Each specific set of conditions favors different types of plants, leading to the
specialized flora found in the humid coastal forests, the resilient species of the arid
steppe and desert, and the unique communities of the high mountains and wetlands.
Understanding this geographical and climatic backdrop is the first crucial step in
appreciating the remarkable native plants of Syria and the factors that shape their
distribution and survival.

This is a sample preview. Purchase the book to read the full content.

Visit MixCache.com to purchase the complete book.
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