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Introduction
Burundi, nestled in the heart of Africa’s Great Rift Valley at the crossroads of the East
African plateau and the Great Lakes region, is a country of remarkable ecological
wealth. Despite its small size and high population density, Burundi harbors an
astounding array of plant and animal life, supported by varied landscapes that range
from lush montane forests and rolling savannas to fertile wetlands and the deep,
ancient waters of Lake Tanganyika. The nation’s unique position and diverse climates
combine to create habitats that foster high biodiversity, making Burundi an
essential—if often underappreciated—destination for naturalists and wildlife
enthusiasts interested in the region’s natural heritage.

The biodiversity of Burundi is notable not only for its sheer numbers but also for its
ecological significance. With nearly 3,000 plant species and a faunal roster that
includes 163 mammals, 596 bird species, over fifty kinds of reptiles and amphibians,
and a dynamic freshwater fish population, Burundi plays a critical role in the greater
ecosystems of East Africa. Many of its species, such as the enigmatic chimpanzee, the
papyrus gonolek, and myriad cichlid fish unique to Lake Tanganyika, are of global
conservation interest. These species inhabit a mosaic of environments, from the cloud-
wreathed trees of Kibira National Park’s rainforest to the reed-choked wetlands where
hippos and waterfowl find sanctuary.

Yet, the story of Burundi’s wildlife is not one of abundance alone—it is also one of
adversity. The nation’s natural resources are under severe strain from a host of
anthropogenic pressures: rapid population growth, agricultural expansion,
deforestation for wood and farmland, and increasing pollution. The devastating
impacts of poaching and illegal wildlife trade have dramatically reduced populations of
many emblematic species, driving some, like gorillas and elephants, to local
extinction. Climate change and the incursion of invasive species add further
complexity to the conservation challenges faced by this biodiversity hotspot.

Despite these difficulties, there are rays of hope. Burundi has taken steps to safeguard
its natural legacy, designating national parks and reserves that serve as refuges for
both flora and fauna. The government’s efforts to develop a comprehensive National
Biodiversity Strategy and participate in international conservation conventions reflect
a growing recognition of the importance of protecting wildlife—not just for its intrinsic
value, but also for the benefits it brings to local communities and future generations.
Knowledge-sharing, research, and sustainable practices like community-based
ecotourism are increasingly seen as vital tools for conservation.

This guide aims to provide a detailed overview of the wildlife and fauna of Burundi,
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from the country’s geographic and ecological foundations to its most noteworthy
species groups, unique habitats, and current state of conservation. Through in-depth
chapters, readers will explore the majestic mammals, dazzling birds, fascinating
amphibians and reptiles, and the intricate world of insects and aquatic life that
together make up Burundi’s natural tapestry.

Ultimately, the preservation of Burundi’s biodiversity is a responsibility that extends
beyond its borders. The ecological stability of the region and the well-being of its
people are intimately tied to the health of its forests, rivers, and savannas. By
fostering greater awareness of its rich yet threatened wildlife, this book seeks to
inspire action and appreciation for one of East Africa’s most extraordinary natural
treasures.
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CHAPTER ONE: Burundi’s Geographic and Ecological
Setting
Burundi occupies a unique and ecologically significant position on the African
continent. Tucked just south of the equator, it lies squarely within the Albertine Rift,
the western branch of the colossal East African Rift Valley. This geological
phenomenon has sculpted the land for millennia, creating dramatic elevations, deep
valleys, and the vast aquatic expanse of Lake Tanganyika along its southwestern
border. The country is landlocked, sharing borders with Rwanda to the north, Tanzania
to the east and southeast, and the Democratic Republic of Congo to the west, with
Lake Tanganyika forming a natural boundary for much of the latter.

This location places Burundi at the convergence of several distinct biogeographic
zones. To the west lies the Congo Basin rainforest system, influencing the montane
forests found at higher altitudes. To the east are the great savannas and woodlands
characteristic of East Africa, extending from Tanzania. This transitional position means
that Burundi’s ecosystems contain elements from both major regions, contributing to
its relatively high biodiversity despite its small size – roughly equivalent to the state of
Maryland in the United States, or about the size of Belgium. Its total area is a modest
27,830 square kilometers (10,745 sq mi).

The topography of Burundi is anything but uniform; it’s a land of dramatic contrasts.
The western edge is defined by the steep escarpment of the Albertine Rift, plunging
down to the narrow Ruzizi River plain and the shores of Lake Tanganyika, which sits at
an elevation of about 772 meters (2,533 feet) above sea level. This low-lying area is
characterized by warmer temperatures and distinct riverine and lake-edge habitats.
It’s a narrow strip, but ecologically vital as the gateway to the massive lake.

Moving eastward from the rift valley floor, the land rises abruptly to the Congo-Nile
Divide crest. This impressive mountain range, running north-south, forms the country's
hydrological backbone. It separates the river systems that drain westwards into the
Congo River basin from those that flow eastwards into the Nile basin via the Ruvubu
River. Altitudes along this divide can reach over 2,600 meters (8,530 feet), creating a
vastly different environment from the lowlands.

The higher elevations along the Congo-Nile Divide are cooler and receive more rainfall,
supporting montane forest ecosystems. This is where cloud forests cling to the slopes,
providing a damp, misty environment for specialized plant and animal life. The air here
is often thick with humidity, contributing to lush vegetation growth. The transition
from the lowland heat to the mountain coolness is quite pronounced, occurring over a
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relatively short distance as one ascends the rift escarpment.

East of the Congo-Nile Divide lies the Central Plateau, a high-altitude plain that
gradually slopes downwards towards the east and southeast. This plateau covers the
largest portion of the country’s area and is characterized by rolling hills and valleys.
The landscape here is a mosaic of grasslands, woodlands, and cultivated areas,
reflecting centuries of human settlement and agricultural activity. Rivers like the
Ruvubu meander through this region, carving valleys and creating riparian habitats.

Further to the east, the land descends again towards the Eastern Depression. This
region, along the border with Tanzania, is generally lower in elevation than the plateau
and includes areas of savanna and grassland. The climate here is typically warmer and
drier than the highlands, and the vegetation reflects these conditions, often featuring
acacia trees and other drought-tolerant species. This area forms part of a larger East
African savanna belt.

The Ruvubu River, originating in the north and flowing south-eastwards, is a major
geographical feature of the eastern and central parts of the country. It forms a
significant riparian corridor, providing water and habitat for wildlife within the savanna
landscape. Its course defines the boundaries of a major national park, highlighting its
ecological importance within the region. The river's journey through the plateau and
depression shapes the local hydrology and influences the surrounding ecosystems.

Water is a defining element of Burundi's geography. Besides Lake Tanganyika, the
country is dotted with numerous smaller lakes, particularly in the north-east, forming a
chain near the Rwandan border. These lakes, surrounded by swamps and marshes,
constitute vital wetland ecosystems. Lake Rwihinda, often called "Bird Lake," is the
most famous of these, known for its importance to waterfowl. These wetlands offer
crucial habitat for aquatic and semi-aquatic species, contrasting sharply with the drier
savannas or cooler montane areas.

Burundi's climate is primarily tropical, but it is significantly moderated by altitude. This
means that while the lowlands along Lake Tanganyika are hot and humid, the higher
elevations experience much cooler temperatures. The average annual temperature
varies widely depending on location, creating distinct microclimates across the
country. This altitudinal zonation is a key driver of the diversity of life forms found in
different regions.

Rainfall patterns also play a crucial role in shaping the environment. Burundi
experiences a bimodal rainfall pattern, with two distinct wet seasons and two dry
seasons. The long rains typically occur from February/March to May, followed by a long
dry season from June to September. A shorter wet season usually happens from
October to November/December, followed by a brief dry spell in December/January.
However, these patterns can be variable, influenced by larger climatic cycles.
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The amount of rainfall received varies across the country, with the montane areas
generally receiving the highest precipitation. This abundant moisture supports the
dense forest growth characteristic of the highlands. The plateau receives moderate
rainfall, sufficient for both agriculture and natural grasslands and woodlands. The drier
eastern lowlands receive the least amount of rain, favoring savanna vegetation
adapted to longer dry spells.

These variations in temperature and rainfall, driven by the diverse topography, create
a mosaic of habitats. From the humid, misty slopes of the Congo-Nile Divide clad in
montane forest, down through the rolling grasslands and woodlands of the central
plateau, to the warmer, drier savannas of the east and the unique wetland and
riparian environments associated with rivers and lakes, Burundi packs a remarkable
range of ecosystems into its relatively small area.

The soils of Burundi also vary depending on the underlying geology and local
conditions. In the highlands, soils may be richer due to volcanic activity and leaf litter
accumulation in forests. Plateau soils can vary, often influenced by cultivation
practices over generations. Wetland areas have hydromorphic soils, saturated with
water, supporting specific types of vegetation. These soil differences contribute to the
patchiness of habitats and the distribution of plant communities.

The geological history of the region, particularly the formation of the Rift Valley, has
not only shaped the topography but also created Lake Tanganyika, a body of water
with immense ecological significance. As one of the oldest, deepest, and largest
freshwater lakes in the world by volume, Tanganyika is a world unto itself, hosting an
extraordinary level of endemic aquatic life, which we will delve into later in the book.
Its presence profoundly influences the climate and ecology of western Burundi.

The Ruzizi River, flowing from Lake Kivu north of Burundi down into Lake Tanganyika,
forms a significant part of the country's western border. The river's delta where it
enters Lake Tanganyika is a crucial wetland area. This relatively flat, low-lying area is
periodically flooded and supports lush riparian vegetation, contrasting with the steep
slopes of the rift escarpment rising sharply nearby. It’s a vital corridor and habitat
hotspot.

The interplay between the high mountains, the central plateau, the eastern lowlands,
and the significant water bodies like Lake Tanganyika and the Ruvubu River creates
complex ecological gradients. Species distributions are often tightly linked to these
elevation, temperature, and moisture gradients. For instance, montane forests are
home to species adapted to cooler, wetter conditions, while savanna inhabitants are
more tolerant of heat and drought.

Understanding this geographic and ecological setting is fundamental to appreciating
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Burundi’s wildlife. The physical structure of the land, determined by ancient geological
forces, combined with the dictates of its tropical, altitude-modified climate, provides
the stage upon which the drama of Burundi’s rich but vulnerable biodiversity unfolds.
Each region, shaped by these factors, offers specific conditions that favor certain
forms of life, contributing to the overall tapestry of the country's natural heritage.

The sheer vertical relief, from the shores of Tanganyika to the crest of the Congo-Nile
Divide, means that one can experience significant environmental changes over
relatively short horizontal distances. This altitudinal zonation allows for a surprising
diversity of flora and fauna to exist in close proximity. It’s a natural laboratory where
species have adapted to specific niches along these steep environmental gradients,
adding layers of complexity to the ecological picture.

While agriculture dominates much of the central plateau and lower areas due to
population density, pockets of natural or semi-natural vegetation persist, often
clinging to steeper slopes or less accessible areas. These remnants, along with the
more extensive protected areas, are critical refuges for wildlife and offer glimpses into
the country's original ecological state. The pattern of human land use is inextricably
linked to the underlying geography and soil fertility.

The sources of the Nile River system are found in Burundi's highlands, specifically
streams that feed the Ruvubu River, which in turn flows into the Kagera River and
eventually into Lake Victoria, a major source of the Nile. This connection highlights
Burundi's place in a much larger hydrological and ecological network, linking its
montane ecosystems to one of the world's most famous river systems. It's a reminder
that Burundi's ecological health has implications beyond its borders.

The low-lying areas along the Rusizi River and Lake Tanganyika, while warm, also
benefit from the moderating influence of the large body of water. Lake Tanganyika
itself acts as a heat sink, affecting local air temperatures and potentially influencing
rainfall patterns along its immediate shores. Its depth and volume also contribute to a
stable environment for its unique aquatic inhabitants, buffered from rapid temperature
fluctuations.

Moving inland and upwards, the air cools rapidly. The montane forests trap moisture,
leading to high humidity and frequent mist. These "cloud forests" are distinct
ecosystems, characterized by epiphytes, mosses, and tree ferns, supporting a
different suite of species compared to the drier, sunnier savannas at lower elevations.
The transition zones between these major habitat types are also ecologically
interesting, hosting species from both adjacent environments.

The central plateau, while modified by human activity, still retains significant areas of
grassland and scattered woodland, particularly along river valleys or in areas less
suitable for intensive farming. These areas provide habitat for grazing animals and
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their associated predators, forming the classic East African savanna landscape, albeit
on a smaller scale than found in countries like Tanzania or Kenya.

The eastern depression, with its warmer, drier climate, features more open savanna
landscapes. Here, acacia woodlands and tall grasses are common. This region is an
important ecological link to the savanna ecosystems of neighboring Tanzania. The
Ruvubu River flowing through this area is a lifeline, providing water and creating a
riparian buffer zone that supports denser vegetation and a greater concentration of
wildlife than the surrounding drier plains.

The chain of lakes in the north-east, including Lake Rwihinda, are shallow, freshwater
bodies formed in depressions on the plateau. Surrounded by extensive papyrus
swamps and marshlands, these wetlands are prime habitats for birds, amphibians, and
various aquatic invertebrates. They are crucial stopover points for migratory birds and
important breeding grounds for resident species, showcasing a different facet of
Burundi's aquatic biodiversity compared to the deep waters of Tanganyika.

Geologically, Burundi sits on the Precambrian basement complex, covered in many
areas by later sediments. The dramatic uplift and faulting associated with the Great
Rift Valley have shaped the western edge, creating the deep trough now filled by Lake
Tanganyika and the steep rift escarpment. Erosion over geological time has sculpted
the plateau and eastern lowlands. This underlying geology influences soil composition
and drainage patterns, further contributing to habitat diversity.

The altitudinal range in Burundi is significant, from the Lake Tanganyika shore at 772
meters to peaks in the Congo-Nile Divide exceeding 2,600 meters. This nearly
2,000-meter difference in elevation within a small country is remarkable and is a
primary factor driving the presence of distinct ecological zones, from tropical lowland
habitats to cooler montane environments.

The Ruzizi Plain, situated between the rift escarpment and Lake Tanganyika, is one of
the country's few relatively flat areas. Its proximity to the lake and the Ruzizi River
makes it important for agriculture (particularly rice) and provides wetland habitats.
However, its low elevation also means it is one of the hottest regions in the country,
influencing the types of species found there.

In summary, Burundi's geographic and ecological setting is defined by its location
within the Albertine Rift, its landlocked position, its dramatic altitudinal variation from
the Lake Tanganyika lowlands to the Congo-Nile Divide highlands, its distinct climate
zones influenced by altitude, and the presence of significant river systems and lakes.
These factors combine to create a varied landscape supporting a range of ecosystems,
from montane forests and savannas to vital wetlands, forming the foundation for the
country's rich biodiversity. This intricate tapestry of environments, shaped by ancient
geology and prevailing climate, sets the stage for the diverse array of wildlife that

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

calls Burundi home, as we will explore in the following chapters.
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