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Introduction
Haiti, sharing the island of Hispaniola in the heart of the Caribbean, is a land
celebrated for its cultural richness and tragic tumult, yet often overlooked for one of
its most remarkable features—its extraordinary biodiversity. Despite a landscape
shaped by centuries of human settlement and a legacy of environmental challenges,
Haiti remains one of the region’s most significant centers of wildlife diversity and
endemism. The country is home to an astonishing array of habitats, ranging from mist-
clad cloud forests atop high mountains to vibrant coral reefs fringed along its coasts,
each sheltering a host of species found nowhere else on earth.

This guidebook arises from a deep recognition of this biological wealth and a growing
need to document, understand, and conserve what remains of it. Haiti boasts over two
thousand known animal species, with approximately seventy-five percent classified as
endemic. Such figures underscore its global importance as a reservoir of unique
genetic resources, even as rapid deforestation and habitat degradation continue to
threaten many of its most distinctive plants and animals. The wildlife of Haiti tells a
story not just written in scientific discovery, but also in the daily lives, folklore, and
survival strategies of its people.

Exploring Haiti’s fauna is to travel from the shadows of ancient rainforests—where rare
mammals like the Hispaniolan solenodon and hutia survive against all odds—to the
skies filled with endemic birds such as the Hispaniolan trogon and Ridgway’s hawk.
Endemic frogs, many clinging to survival in isolated mountain enclaves, serve as
ecological barometers of a changing planet, while coral reefs and mangrove forests
along the coast teem with a dazzling variety of fish and invertebrates. Each
ecosystem, from highland to shoreline, showcases the resilience and fragility of
natural heritage shaped by both geological history and human intervention.

Yet, this rich tapestry is under siege. Haiti’s wildlife faces a convergence of threats
unparalleled in the Caribbean: destructive land use, overexploitation of resources,
pollution, invasive species, and the compounding effects of political and economic
instability. Remaining natural areas have become increasingly fragmented, and many
species have been pushed to the brink of extinction within living memory.
Conservation initiatives, although promising and often innovative, struggle against
persistent challenges, underscoring the urgency of both local and international
collaboration.

This book provides a comprehensive overview of Haiti’s wildlife within the context of
its ecosystems, threats, and the evolving spectrum of conservation responses.
Drawing on current research, conservation projects, and the expertise of local and
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international organizations, it aims to inspire greater appreciation, stewardship, and
informed action. For scientists, conservationists, students, and anyone captivated by
the natural world, this guide is both a celebration of Haiti’s irreplaceable biological
richness and a call to safeguard it for generations yet to come.

In the following chapters, readers will discover not only the vibrant variety of Haiti’s
fauna but also the stories of survival, adaptation, and hope that accompany them.
Through knowledge and understanding, we can contribute to the preservation of one
of the Caribbean’s true ecological gems—a heritage of wild Haiti that belongs to us all.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Geography of Haiti: Foundation
for Biodiversity
Haiti, a nation that occupies the western three-eighths of the island of Hispaniola,
presents a geographical canvas that is as complex as its history. Sharing this
substantial Caribbean island with the Dominican Republic, Haiti is situated
strategically between the Caribbean Sea to the south and the North Atlantic Ocean to
the north. Its proximity to Cuba, across the Windward Passage, and Jamaica, across
the Jamaica Channel, further places it within a dynamic and influential part of the
insular Caribbean. This geographical positioning, coupled with its dramatic
topography, lays the essential groundwork for the diverse wildlife and fauna found
within its borders.

The very name "Haiti" is said to derive from the indigenous Taíno word "Ayiti,"
meaning "Mountainous Land." This is a fitting description, as the country's terrain is
predominantly rugged, with a significant portion of its land area sitting well above sea
level. More than three-fourths of Haiti's territory rises above 700 feet (210 meters),
creating a landscape of steep slopes, deep valleys, and elevated plateaus. This
mountainous character is a defining feature, shaping everything from climate patterns
to human settlement and, crucially, the distribution and evolution of its unique
biodiversity.

The backbone of Hispaniola is formed by four major mountain ranges that generally
run from west to east. In Haiti, these ranges dictate the physical layout of the country,
carving it into distinct regions. The most northerly of these ranges appears in Haiti
primarily on Tortuga Island, off the northern coast. However, the dominant northern
mainland range is the Massif du Nord, an extension of the Cordillera Central in the
Dominican Republic. This range begins near the eastern border and stretches
northwest through the northern peninsula, characterized by rugged terrain, deep
valleys, and what remains of its dense forests.

Moving southward, the landscape shifts to include the Central Plateau, a large
elevated area situated south of the Massif du Nord and extending along both sides of
the Artibonite River's upper reaches. This plateau, while elevated, provides a different
geographical character compared to the steep mountain slopes. To the southwest of
the Central Plateau lie the Montagnes Noires, which eventually merge with the Massif
du Nord in their northwestern part. These mountain ranges and the intervening
plateau contribute to the varied internal geography.

Further south, another significant mountain system dominates the landscape. This
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system is divided into two main sections: the Massif de la Selle in the east and the
Massif de la Hotte in the west, forming the mountainous southern peninsula, also
known as the Tiburon Peninsula. The Massif de la Selle, an extension of the Sierra de
Baoruco in the Dominican Republic, contains Haiti's highest point, Pic la Selle, soaring
to 2,680 meters (8,793 feet) above sea level. This range is characterized by rugged
peaks and, despite extensive deforestation, still holds some of the country's last
remaining virgin forest patches, particularly tall pines at higher elevations.

The Massif de la Hotte, forming the western part of the southern peninsula, is
particularly renowned for its extreme biodiversity and remote nature. Rising to 2,345
meters (7,700 feet) at Macaya Peak, the second highest point in Haiti, this massif was
geologically isolated from the rest of Hispaniola by a sea channel millions of years ago.
This historical isolation played a crucial role in the evolution of unique endemic
species, making it a critical area for conservation today. The ruggedness of both the
Massif de la Selle and the Massif de la Hotte creates diverse microclimates and
habitats across different altitudes.

Interspersed among these prominent mountain ranges are valleys and plains, which,
although limited in extent compared to the mountainous terrain, are vital for both
agriculture and human settlement. The Plaine du Nord, located along the northern
coast between the Massif du Nord and the Atlantic, is one such important lowland
area. The Plaine de l'Artibonite, situated around the Artibonite River south of the
Montagnes Noires, stands out as Haiti's most important valley for crop production.

Another significant lowland feature is the Plaine du Cul-de-Sac, a natural depression
stretching eastward from the Bay of Port-au-Prince towards the Dominican border. This
valley is particularly notable as it contains Haiti's largest lake, Étang Saumâtre. The
varied elevations and the presence of these fertile lowlands create stark contrasts
across the Haitian landscape, contributing to the mosaic of ecosystems present.

Haiti's coastline, stretching over 1,771 kilometers (1,100 miles), is irregular and
deeply indented. It features two main peninsulas, a longer one in the south (the
Tiburon Peninsula) and a shorter one in the north, separated by the triangular-shaped
Gulf of Gonâve. The shores are often rocky and marked by cliffs, but they also contain
a number of excellent natural harbors, which have historically played a significant role
in the country's interactions with the sea.

Adding to Haiti's geographical complexity are several offshore islands. The largest of
these is Île de la Gonâve, located within the Gulf of Gonâve. This island is hilly and
composed mostly of limestone, with its highest point reaching over 700 meters.
Although often dry, its varied elevation supports some lush areas. Historically, Île de la
Gonâve has served as a refuge, both for indigenous peoples and later for runaway
slaves.
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To the north of the northern peninsula lies Tortuga Island, also known as Île de la
Tortue. This island, famous for its history as a pirate stronghold in the 17th century, is
smaller than Gonâve but still a notable part of Haiti's territory. Other significant islands
include Île à Vache, located off the southwestern coast of the southern peninsula, and
the Cayemites, two islands in the Gulf of Gonâve. These islands, like the mainland,
contribute to the overall habitat diversity.

Inland water bodies, though rivers are typically short and not widely navigable, are
also important geographical features. The Artibonite River is the longest and most
significant river, rising in the Dominican Republic and flowing through central Haiti
before emptying into the Gulf of Gonâve. Its watershed is crucial, particularly for
irrigating the fertile Artibonite Plain. While many smaller rivers and streams traverse
the country, their flow is often heavily impacted by rainfall patterns and deforestation.

Lakes are also part of Haiti's inland water landscape. Étang Saumâtre, or Lake Azuéi, is
the largest lake and is brackish, located in the Cul-de-Sac Plain near the border with
the Dominican Republic. This lake is a vital habitat for various species, including
American crocodiles and flamingos. Another notable lake is Lake Péligre, an artificial
reservoir created by a hydroelectric dam on the Artibonite River. While natural
freshwater lakes are less common, Lake Miragoâne is one of the largest natural
freshwater lakes in the Caribbean.

From a geological perspective, Haiti's location on the boundary between the North
American and Caribbean tectonic plates has profoundly shaped its terrain. This
tectonic activity is responsible for the formation of its prominent mountain ranges and
also contributes to the country's susceptibility to seismic events. The underlying
geology, predominantly limestone with some volcanic formations, influences the
presence of karstic features like caves and subterranean rivers in many areas.

The varied geographical features—high mountains, deep valleys, coastal plains,
islands, and inland water bodies—create a complex mosaic of environments. These
distinct geographical zones, with their variations in altitude, rainfall, and soil types,
provide the foundation for the rich array of ecosystems found across Haiti. It is this
intricate geography that supports the country's remarkable biodiversity and high level
of endemism, setting the stage for the exploration of its unique wildlife and fauna.
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