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Introduction

Benin, nestled along the West African coast, is a nation defined by a remarkable
diversity of natural landscapes and an equally impressive variety of wildlife. From the
lush forests of the south to the vast savannas and rugged highlands of the north,
Benin’s territory encompasses a spectrum of ecological zones, each harboring unique
communities of plants and animals. This intricate network of habitats supports a
wealth of fauna, featuring charismatic large mammals, vibrant bird populations,
elusive reptiles and amphibians, varied fish species, and a myriad of invertebrates. As
such, Benin stands as a gateway into the wonders of West African biodiversity.

The country’s protected areas form the bulwark of its conservation efforts, most
prominently illustrated by the renowned W National Park and Pendjari National Park in
the northwest. These parks, together with their neighboring reserves and
transboundary conservation complexes, protect some of the last viable populations of
iconic species such as the African elephant, lion, cheetah, and a host of antelopes and
primates. Southern Benin’s sacred forests and wetlands, meanwhile, add to the
diversity and complexity, providing sanctuary for specialized and endemic species,
and demonstrating the deep roots that conservation can have in cultural and
traditional values.

Amidst these riches, however, are ongoing and growing challenges. Pressures from
human activity—such as agricultural expansion, deforestation, overhunting, and urban
sprawl—continue to threaten habitats and deplete wildlife populations. The impacts of
climate variability, alongside the introduction of invasive species and the international
trafficking of animals, further complicate the conservation landscape. In recent years,
security issues, particularly in the northern border areas, have posed new hurdles for
the effective management of protected areas and the safety of conservation
personnel.

Efforts to safeguard Benin’s wildlife are nonetheless robust and evolving. Government-
led policies, the engagement of international organizations, and the participatory
involvement of local communities underpin a dynamic conservation framework.
Noteworthy achievements include the improved management of national parks,
innovative approaches that blend traditional knowledge with scientific techniques, and
environmental education programs that inspire future generations. Yet, these
initiatives must continually adapt to shifting threats and new discoveries, not least as
scientific exploration reveals previously undocumented species and highlights
significant data gaps requiring urgent attention.

This book, “Wildlife and Fauna of Benin: A Guide to the Wildlife and Fauna of Benin,”
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offers a comprehensive exploration of the nation’s biological wealth. It aims to
illuminate the diversity of animals and habitats across Benin, provide insights into
their ecological roles, and examine the socioeconomic and cultural dimensions of
conservation. Readers will journey through Benin’s forests, rivers, wetlands, and
savannas, encountering the species that define these environments and the efforts
being made to ensure their survival.

By fostering deeper understanding and appreciation of Benin’s living treasures, this
guide aspires to contribute to their conservation—not only as a scientific or ecological
imperative, but as an integral part of Benin’s natural heritage and national identity.
The future of Benin’s wildlife rests upon the shoulders of all who value and work to
protect it, from local custodians to international partners, and from policymakers to
ordinary citizens. This book is both a tribute to that legacy and a call to action for its
preservation.
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CHAPTER ONE: Geography and Biomes of Benin

Benin presents itself on the map of West Africa as a slender, elongated country,
stretching northward from the Gulf of Guinea. Its shape, often described as key-like,
dictates a fascinating gradient in landscapes, climate, and consequently, the types of
wildlife habitats it harbors. This geographical diversity, compressed within a relatively
modest area of just over 112,000 square kilometers, makes Benin a compelling
subject for anyone interested in the natural world of West Africa.

The nation's narrow width, approximately 325 kilometers at its widest point, contrasts
with its considerable length of around 700 kilometers from the Atlantic coast in the
south to the Niger River in the north. This north-south orientation means traversing
Benin is like moving through a series of distinct ecological zones, each with its own
character shaped by topography, rainfall, and soil type. Bordered by Togo to the west,
Burkina Faso and Niger to the north, and Nigeria to the east, Benin is situated between
the Equator and the Tropic of Cancer, which firmly places it within the tropical climate
belt.

Starting in the south, the landscape is dominated by a low-lying, sandy coastal plain.
This narrow strip, generally no more than 10 kilometers wide, sits at a low elevation,
peaking at just about 10 meters above sea level. It's a dynamic environment where
land meets the sea, characterized by sandy beaches, tidal marshes, and a network of
interconnected lagoons and lakes that lie just behind the coastline. These aquatic
features, like the Porto-Novo Lagoon and Lake Nokoué, are vital ecological areas,
though their connection to the ocean can be challenging due to sandbars. The coastal
zone also includes significant wetland areas, recognized internationally for their
importance.

Moving inland from the coastal plain, the terrain gradually rises to form the plateaus of
southern Benin. These plateaus, known locally as "terre de barre" due to their iron-rich
clay soils, typically range in altitude between 20 and 200 meters. While appearing
relatively flat overall, this region is dissected by river valleys that run predominantly
north to south. These valleys, carved by rivers such as the Couffo, Zou, and the lower
reaches of the Ouémé, introduce important riparian habitats into the plateau
landscape.

Further north, the central part of Benin features flatter lands, although these are
occasionally punctuated by rocky hills. The altitude in this transitional zone seldom
exceeds 400 meters. This area marks a shift in the dominant vegetation and is
influenced by a different climatic regime compared to the humid south. It's a broad
belt that stretches towards the northern highlands, representing a gradual change in
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the country's topography and ecology.

The northern reaches of Benin are defined by higher elevations, culminating in the
Atakora Mountains in the northwest. This mountain range, an extension of the Togo
Mountains, forms part of Benin's border with Togo. While not towering by global
standards, with the highest point, Mont Sokbaro, reaching 658 meters, these
mountains represent the most significant topographic feature in the country and act
as an important watershed. The Atakora region is characterized by more rugged
terrain, with hills and low mountains shaping the landscape.

Benin's river systems are crucial arteries that nourish its diverse ecosystems. The
Ouémé River is the largest river within the country, rising in the Atakora Mountains
and flowing southward for about 510 kilometers before reaching a large delta on the
Gulf of Guinea. Its basin covers a significant portion of Benin and includes important
tributaries like the Okpara and Zou rivers. The Ouémé feeds the lagoon system in the
south, including Lake Nokoué and the Porto-Novo lagoon.

The Mono River is another significant waterway, forming part of the western border
with Togo, particularly in its southern course. Approximately 400 kilometers long, the
Mono drains a basin shared between Benin and Togo and flows into the Bight of Benin
through an extensive system of lagoons and lakes, including Lake Togo. This river
system is also characterized by floodplains in the south and originates in the higher
lands to the north.

In the far north, the Niger River forms a section of Benin's border with Niger. While not
flowing extensively through Benin itself, the Niger and its tributaries like the Mékrou
and Alibori drain the northeastern part of the country and contribute to the regional
hydrology, influencing the ecosystems in this border area. These river basins, along
with others like the Couffo, are essential for the distribution of water across the
country's landscapes.

Benin's climate is broadly tropical, but with variations from south to north influenced
by latitude and proximity to the coast. The southern part experiences a hot and humid
climate with a bimodal rainfall pattern. This means there are two rainy seasons and
two dry seasons throughout the year. The principal rainy season typically runs from
April to late July, followed by a shorter dry season from late July to early September. A
less intense rainy season occurs from late September to November, with the main dry
season lasting from December to April. Temperatures and humidity remain high along
the tropical coast year-round.

As one moves northward, the climate transitions to a more tropical, and eventually
semi-arid, pattern. The northern regions experience a unimodal rainfall regime, with a
single rainy season usually lasting from May to September. The dry season in the
north is longer and more pronounced, occurring from December to March. During this
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time, the harmattan wind, a hot, dry, and dusty wind blowing from the Sahara, affects
the northern parts of the country, causing vegetation to dry out and a fine dust veil to
hang in the air. This distinct seasonal variation in the north plays a significant role in
shaping the plant and animal life found there.

These geographical and climatic variations give rise to Benin's distinct biomes or
vegetation zones. From south to north, one can observe a clear ecological gradient.
The southernmost zone is the coastal belt, characterized by vegetation adapted to
sandy soils, marshy conditions, and saline or brackish water environments, including
mangroves and coastal palms. This area is part of the larger coastal ecosystem that
extends along the Bight of Benin.

Just inland from the coast and covering much of southern Benin is the Guinean forest-
savanna mosaic. This is a transitional zone between the dense tropical rainforests
found further west along the coast in other West African countries and the drier
savannas of the interior. Here, you find a mix of vegetation types, including remnants
of tropical or semi-deciduous forests, particularly in river valleys and protected areas
like sacred forests, interspersed with areas of grassland and savanna. This mosaic
landscape supports a diverse array of species adapted to both forest and open
habitats.

Further north, the dominant biome is the Sudanian savanna. This vast area is
characterized by grasslands dotted with scattered trees, such as acacias and the
iconic baobabs. The vegetation here is adapted to the single rainy season and the long
dry season. Within the Sudanian savanna, there are variations, including wooded
savannas with denser tree cover, open grasslands, and riparian or gallery forests
along the banks of rivers, which provide crucial habitat corridors.

The Atakora Mountains in the northwest also contribute to the biodiversity by
providing a different set of environmental conditions. While within the broader
Sudanian zone, the higher elevation and potentially different rainfall patterns in the
mountains can support unigue plant communities and provide habitats for species
adapted to these more elevated and rocky environments. The landscape here is a mix
of hilly terrain and valleys, influenced by the mountainous topography.

Understanding this fundamental geography, climate, and the resulting biomes is
essential to appreciating the wildlife of Benin. Each of these zones offers specific
conditions that favor certain types of plants and animals. The humid south with its
forests and wetlands provides for species that need consistent moisture and dense
cover, while the drier, open savannas of the north are home to species adapted to
greater temperature fluctuations and seasonal aridity. The rivers and lagoons act as
vital corridors and refuges, supporting aquatic and semi-aquatic life and providing
water sources across the landscape. This intricate tapestry of environments forms the
stage upon which the rich and varied fauna of Benin lives out its existence.
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