
SHARING STRICTLY PROHIBITED - For personal use of the licensed account only - See MixCache.com Terms of Use.

SA
MPL

E 
CO

PY

From the MixCache.com library

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

Native Plants of Vanuatu
MixCache.com

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

Table of Contents
Introduction
Chapter 1 The Geography and Climate of Vanuatu
Chapter 2 Origins and Evolution of Vanuatu’s Flora
Chapter 3 Biogeographic Regions within the Archipelago
Chapter 4 Major Ecosystems and Vegetation Types
Chapter 5 Lowland Forests: Diversity and Structure
Chapter 6 Montane and Upland Forests
Chapter 7 Coastal and Littoral Vegetation
Chapter 8 Wetlands and Swamp Plant Communities
Chapter 9 Plants of Volcanic Terrain and Disturbed Areas
Chapter 10 Endemic Species: Uniqueness and Vulnerability
Chapter 11 Threatened and Endangered Plants
Chapter 12 Trees of Vanuatu: Key Species and Their Roles
Chapter 13 Shrubs, Vines, and Lianas
Chapter 14 Herbs, Ferns, and Lycophytes
Chapter 15 Medicinal Plants and Traditional Healing Practices
Chapter 16 Edible Native Plants and Their Uses
Chapter 17 Plants in Custom and Ceremony
Chapter 18 Plants for Building, Craft, and Daily Life
Chapter 19 Aromatic and Dye Plants
Chapter 20 Invasive Species and Their Impact
Chapter 21 Conservation Challenges and Strategies
Chapter 22 Community Initiatives and Reforestation
Chapter 23 Research, Documentation, and Herbarium Work
Chapter 24 The Future of Vanuatu’s Flora in a Changing Climate
Chapter 25 Preserving Vanuatu’s Botanical Heritage

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

Introduction
Vanuatu, a lush archipelago in the South Pacific, rises from the ocean as a tapestry of
verdant islands, each shaped by the powerful forces of geology and climate.
Comprising 83 islands scattered across a vast expanse of ocean, Vanuatu’s unique
geography places it at the intersection of major floristic regions, including Melanesia,
Fiji, Australia, and New Caledonia. This location gives rise to a fascinating array of
plant life, with species and varieties arriving through waves of dispersal and evolution.
While its overall botanical diversity and levels of endemism may be lower than some
neighboring islands, Vanuatu’s flora is distinguished by its blend of influences and the
adaptation of its native species to frequent natural disturbances, such as cyclones,
volcanic eruptions, and earthquakes.

The diversity of Vanuatu’s landscapes, from coastal forests and mangroves to misty
montane woodlands, supports a remarkable array of ecosystems. Ancient
gymnosperms, stately hardwoods, swaying palms, and a profusion of shrubs, vines,
herbs, ferns, and lycophytes together create the islands’ dynamic green mantle.
Altitude, substrate, and disturbance define the vegetation patterns, resulting in varied
plant communities—from lush lowland forests to windswept volcanic slopes and fertile
swampy lowlands. This diverse terrain is home to over 1,600 species of vascular
plants, dozens of which are endemic, existing nowhere else on earth.

But the story of Vanuatu’s native plants is not merely ecological or scientific—it is also
deeply cultural. For the Ni-Vanuatu, plants are woven into the very fabric of daily life
and spiritual practice. Native plants provide food, medicine, shelter, tools, clothing,
and the means for artistic and ceremonial expression. Kava, sandalwood, nangai nuts,
whitewood, and hibiscus are not simply natural resources; they are vessels of
tradition, custom, and knowledge, exchanged and celebrated through generations.
The practice of “kastom meresin” (traditional medicine) and the crafting of ceremonial
and utilitarian objects from native fibers and woods are testaments to the enduring
and adaptive relationship between people and plants.

Yet, the native flora faces significant challenges. Increasing pressure from habitat loss
due to agricultural expansion, logging, urban growth, and the introduction of invasive
species places many native plants at risk. Over-extraction of commercial species such
as sandalwood and kava, along with climate change-driven events like severe
cyclones and droughts, threaten not only biological diversity but also the cultural
lifeways they support. Despite these pressures, conservation initiatives—ranging from
protected areas and reforestation projects to invasive species management—reflect a
growing recognition of the urgent need to protect and restore Vanuatu’s rich botanical
heritage.
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Much remains to be discovered and documented about Vanuatu’s native plants.
Concerted efforts by scientists, traditional knowledge holders, local communities, and
dedicated institutions such as the Vanuatu National Herbarium are making vital strides
in cataloguing, studying, and conserving the native flora. Initiatives like the Vanuaflora
database and guides to remarkable plant species play an increasingly important role
in public education and conservation strategy, helping to ensure that this unique
legacy is understood and valued.

This book, “Native Plants of Vanuatu: A Guide to the Native Plants of Vanuatu,” is
designed to introduce readers to the diversity, significance, and conservation
challenges of the islands’ flora. It brings together ecological insights, species profiles,
traditional knowledge, and conservation perspectives to offer a comprehensive
resource for researchers, students, plant enthusiasts, and anyone seeking to deepen
their appreciation of one of the Pacific’s most remarkable botanical landscapes.
Through understanding and stewardship, it is hoped that the native plants of Vanuatu
will continue to thrive as a living legacy for generations to come.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Islands Shaped by Fire and Rain
Vanuatu unfurls across the South Pacific like a scattered string of emeralds, an
archipelago born of profound geological forces and constantly sculpted by the
elements. This island nation is not a single landmass, but a collection of over eighty
islands, islets, and rocky outcrops, forming a Y-shaped chain that stretches across
some nine hundred kilometers of ocean. With a total land area of roughly 12,189
square kilometers and a coastline winding for 2,528 kilometers, the country is
relatively small in land size but commands a vast Exclusive Economic Zone, a watery
territory many times larger than its terrestrial footprint. Its geographic coordinates
place it firmly in Oceania, nestled around 16 degrees South latitude and 167 degrees
East longitude, making it a neighbor to the Solomon Islands to the north, New
Caledonia to the southwest, and Fiji to the east, with Australia the closest continental
mass.

The very foundation of Vanuatu is volcanic, a testament to its turbulent birth and
ongoing relationship with the powerful forces deep within the Earth. The islands sit
squarely on the Pacific Ring of Fire, specifically along the Vanuatu subduction zone.
Here, the Indo-Australian tectonic plate is inexorably sliding beneath the Pacific plate.
This immense geological collision is the driving engine behind the archipelago's
dramatic topography, giving rise to rugged, mountainous interiors and a landscape
frequently reshaped by volcanic eruptions and earthquakes. It's a place where the
ground beneath your feet can literally be under construction, a constant reminder of
the planet's raw power.

Most of Vanuatu’s islands feature steep, hilly, or mountainous terrain, with narrow
coastal plains providing the primary areas for settlement and agriculture. The highest
point in the country, Mount Tabwemasana, rises majestically to 1,877 meters on the
island of Espiritu Santo, showcasing the significant elevation changes that occur over
short distances. While many peaks puncture the sky, carving dramatic silhouettes, the
flatter coastal fringes offer a different environment, often characterized by different
plant communities adapted to sandy or rocky shores. The interplay between these
steep slopes and limited lowlands profoundly influences where plant species can thrive
and how ecosystems develop.

This volcanic origin means that the soil, where it exists, is often fertile, derived from
volcanic ash and rock, though its composition varies depending on the age and type of
volcanic activity. The relative youth of many of the islands, geologically speaking, has
also played a role in the development of the flora, influencing colonization patterns
and the establishment of plant communities. The constant geological activity, while
potentially destructive, also creates new substrates for plants to colonize and adds a
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layer of dynamism to the landscape.

Beyond the land itself, the surrounding ocean is an integral part of Vanuatu's
geography and climate. The islands are surrounded by coral reefs, protecting
coastlines and creating sheltered lagoons, adding another dimension to the islands'
diverse environments. The warm waters of the Pacific significantly influence the
islands' climate, moderating temperatures and providing the moisture necessary for
the abundant rainfall. This maritime setting is key to understanding the patterns of
temperature and precipitation that shape plant life.

Vanuatu's climate is broadly tropical, transitioning to more equatorial conditions in the
northern islands. It’s characterized by high humidity year-round, averaging around 83
percent. The climate is largely influenced by the southeast trade winds, particularly
noticeable from May to October, bringing slightly cooler and drier conditions during
this period. For the rest of the year, winds tend to be more variable, and this is when
the weather can get particularly interesting, often dramatically so.

The year is generally divided into two main seasons. There's a hot and wet season,
which typically runs from November to April, and a cooler and drier season from May
to October. During the hot season, temperatures are consistently high, with average
daily highs often reaching between 29°C and 31°C and lows around 23°C to 25°C
across the country. The air is heavy with humidity, and this is when the bulk of the
annual rainfall occurs.

Rainfall amounts vary significantly across the archipelago, largely depending on
latitude and the shielding effect of mountainous terrain from the prevailing trade
winds. The northern islands, closer to the equator, experience hot and rainy conditions
throughout the year, with less distinct dry periods. These northern areas can receive
substantial amounts of rain, sometimes exceeding 4,000 millimeters annually.

Moving southward, the climate becomes more distinctly tropical, with a more
pronounced difference between the wet and dry seasons. While still receiving
considerable rainfall, the southern islands generally record lower annual totals
compared to their northern counterparts, often in the range of 1,500 to 2,500
millimeters per year. Regardless of the season or location, much of Vanuatu's rainfall
comes in the form of intense, often brief, tropical downpours, which can quickly
saturate the landscape before the sun reappears.

The distribution of rainfall is also influenced by the South Pacific Convergence Zone
(SPCZ), a band of low pressure that brings significant thunderstorm activity. This zone
shifts southwards during the wet season, bringing increased rainfall to Vanuatu.
Mountains also play a crucial role, creating rain shadow effects where the windward
(southeast) sides of larger islands receive much higher rainfall than the leeward
(northwest) sides, particularly during the dry season. This variation in precipitation
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across islands and within a single island contributes to the diversity of habitats
available for plant life.

While the climate is generally pleasant, Vanuatu is located in a region prone to natural
disturbances that significantly impact its environment and, consequently, its flora.
Tropical cyclones are a frequent visitor during the wet season, typically between
November and April, with the peak activity usually occurring from January to March.
Vanuatu is, in fact, considered the most cyclone-prone nation in the South Pacific.

These powerful storms, also known as typhoons, can bring destructive winds,
torrential rain, storm surges, and cause widespread damage, including flash flooding,
landslides, and coastal inundation. On average, two to three tropical cyclones enter
Vanuatu's territory each year, with a smaller number causing severe damage. While
the overall frequency of cyclones in the region has shown a slight decrease in recent
decades, the intensity of the most severe storms appears to be increasing, a trend
potentially linked to climate change. Cyclones are a major force shaping the
vegetation, causing defoliation, tree fall, and creating gaps in the forest canopy, which
in turn influences regeneration patterns.

Adding to the dynamic nature of the islands is the constant seismic activity. As part of
the Pacific Ring of Fire, Vanuatu experiences frequent earthquakes, some of which can
be quite strong. These tremors, while sometimes minor, are a direct result of the
tectonic plates interacting beneath the archipelago. Earthquakes can cause landslides
and further reshape the landscape.

Moreover, several of Vanuatu's volcanoes are active, including well-known ones like
Mount Yasur on Tanna, Ambrym, and Ambae. These volcanoes are a constant source
of geological activity, from minor ash emissions to more significant eruptions. Volcanic
eruptions can deposit ash over large areas, altering soil composition and impacting
vegetation, or in more extreme cases, cause widespread destruction. Interestingly,
research indicates that tectonic earthquakes can sometimes influence or even
potentially trigger volcanic activity, highlighting the interconnectedness of these
geological processes in Vanuatu.

This environment of frequent natural disturbances—cyclones, earthquakes, and
volcanic activity—means that Vanuatu's flora has evolved in a landscape that is
constantly being reset and reshaped. The plant communities are often characterized
by species that are resilient, fast-growing, or capable of colonizing disturbed areas.
The geography and climate, therefore, are not just static backdrops but active
participants in determining the types of plants that can survive and thrive across the
islands, setting the stage for the rich, albeit often challenged, botanical life that we will
explore in the following chapters.
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