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Introduction

Papua New Guinea (PNG) stands as one of the most biologically diverse places on
Earth, a realm where the ancient and the extraordinary flourish. Nestled in the
southwestern Pacific, PNG occupies the eastern half of the island of New Guinea and
encompasses a vast archipelago. Although it accounts for less than one percent of the
world’s terrestrial area, the country harbors an astonishing six to nine percent of its
plant and animal species. Many of these species are not found anywhere else—a
testament to PNG's staggering endemism and ecological uniqueness.

This book seeks to open a window into the vibrant and dynamic world of Papua New
Guinea’s fauna. Its complex landscapes—ranging from misty mountain ranges and
deep rainforests to sprawling wetlands and dazzling coral reefs—offer shelter to an
evolutionary mosaic of creatures. From the enigmatic monotremes, such as the long-
beaked echidna, to the exuberant birds-of-paradise whose displays have inspired
myths and scientific wonder, PNG’s wildlife is both a relic of ancient lineages and a
hotbed for ongoing evolutionary processes.

Understanding this richness requires more than just cataloging species. The story of
PNG’s wildlife is inextricably linked with the geological upheavals that crafted its
mountains, the prevailing rains that drive its lush growth, and the extraordinary
habitats carved out by isolation and variety of terrain. Mountain peaks have separated
populations, allowing unique forms to evolve, while river valleys and lowlands provide
corridors for dispersal. The interplay of these forces has given rise to incredible
diversity, from secretive tree kangaroos in the high forests to iridescent marine life
along vibrant coral reefs.

Yet, alongside this abundance, challenges loom. Deforestation, habitat transformation,
overhunting, illegal wildlife trade, and the mounting impacts of climate change
threaten the balance of these ecosystems. For many species, the line between
survival and extinction has grown perilously thin. Still, hope exists: PNG is a land not
only of biological marvels but of resilient and resourceful people. Over ninety percent
of its land remains in the hands of indigenous communities whose intimate knowledge
and stewardship practices are crucial to conservation.

Throughout this book, you will encounter both the marvels and the complexities that
define Papua New Guinea’s wildlife. Each chapter is crafted to celebrate the wondrous
species and habitats that make PNG unique, address the profound challenges they
face, and highlight the ongoing efforts and possibilities for securing their future.
Whether you are a naturalist, conservationist, traveler, or lifelong learner, may this
guide inspire a deeper appreciation for one of our planet's most irreplaceable natural
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treasures, and a commitment to its preservation for generations to come.
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CHAPTER ONE: Papua New Guinea: Geography and
Ecological Diversity

Papua New Guinea is a land of staggering contrasts, where soaring mountains plunge
into deep valleys, and dense rainforests give way to sprawling wetlands and vibrant
coastlines. This incredible geographical variety is the bedrock of the nation's
extraordinary biodiversity. Situated just south of the equator in the southwestern
Pacific, PNG occupies the eastern half of the vast island of New Guinea, the second
largest island in the world. Its territory also includes a constellation of islands to the
north and east, adding further layers of ecological complexity.

The mainland of New Guinea is dominated by a rugged, central spine of mountains,
known as the New Guinea Highlands or Central Range. These ranges create a
formidable natural barrier running east-west, with peaks reaching impressive heights.
Mount Wilhelm, the highest point in PNG, stands at 4,509 meters (14,793 ft). This
mountainous terrain is a significant driver of the island's varied climate and isolation,
leading to the evolution of unique species in different altitudinal zones.

South of the central mountain chain, the landscape flattens out into extensive lowland
plains and vast swamps, particularly in the basins of the Sepik and Fly rivers. These
major river systems wind through the country, creating complex networks of wetlands
and providing crucial habitats for a variety of aquatic life. The Sepik, in the north, and
the Fly, in the southwest, are particularly notable for their expansive herbaceous grass
swamps.

Along the coastlines of the mainland and the numerous islands, a different set of
ecosystems unfolds. PNG boasts a lengthy coastline, estimated to be over 20,000
kilometers (12,400 miles) long, encompassing a diverse range of habitats. This
includes extensive mangrove forests, coastal swamps, lagoons, and sandy beaches.
These coastal areas are dynamic environments, influenced by tidal cycles and the
interface of freshwater and saltwater.

Further offshore, the waters surrounding Papua New Guinea are part of the Coral
Triangle, an area recognized as the global epicenter of marine biodiversity. This region
is renowned for its incredible richness in coral species and fish. Fringing and barrier
reefs extend for thousands of kilometers, creating complex underwater landscapes
that support an astonishing array of marine life. The presence of hundreds of offshore
islands, many of volcanic origin and often surrounded by coral formations, adds to the
complexity of the marine environment.
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The climate of Papua New Guinea is predominantly tropical, characterized by high
humidity and rainfall. However, the country's diverse topography leads to significant
local variations. While lowland areas are generally hot and humid with relatively
consistent temperatures around 27°C (81°F), the highlands experience much cooler
conditions. In the mountains above 2,100 meters (6,900 ft), temperatures can drop
considerably, and night frosts are not uncommon, although daytime temperatures can
still exceed 22°C (72°F).

Rainfall patterns also vary across the country. While many areas receive substantial
annual rainfall, some mountainous regions can receive over 8,000 mm (315 inches)
per year. Conversely, areas like the Port Moresby coastal region are considerably drier,
receiving less than 1,000 mm (39 inches) annually. The southwestern monsoon, from
December to May, brings much of the rain, particularly to the hot and humid lowlands.

The geological history of Papua New Guinea is intrinsically linked to its dramatic
landscapes and rich biodiversity. The island sits at the convergence of the northward-
moving Indo-Australian tectonic plate and the westward-moving Pacific plate. This
ongoing collision has resulted in the uplift of the massive mountain ranges, the
formation of volcanic islands, and frequent seismic activity. The country is part of the
Pacific Ring of Fire and is home to a number of active and dormant volcanoes. This
geological dynamism has continually shaped and reshaped the land, creating isolated
valleys and diverse habitats that have fostered the evolution of unique species.

The combination of this complex geography, varied climate, and dynamic geological
history has resulted in an extraordinary mosaic of ecosystems across Papua New
Guinea. From the towering trees of the lowland rainforests, which cover a significant
portion of the country, to the unique flora found in the sub-alpine and alpine
grasslands of the highest peaks, each habitat supports a distinct community of plants
and animals. The sheer variety of these environments provides countless niches for
species to inhabit and evolve, contributing to the country's status as a global
biodiversity hotspot.

The lowland rainforests are particularly extensive and are considered among the most
ecologically significant tropical forests in the world. These forests are incredibly rich in
plant life, with a vast number of tree species. Stretching from the lowlands up to
higher altitudes, the forests exhibit enormous variety depending on their location.
Other significant terrestrial ecosystems include swamp forests, which are often
associated with the major river systems, and areas of savanna and grasslands,
particularly along the southern coast and in some inland valleys.

The coastal ecosystems, with their mangroves and associated wetlands, play a vital

role as nurseries for marine life and provide important protection for the coastline. The
vast network of coral reefs is a world unto itself, teeming with an unparalleled
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diversity of marine invertebrates and fish. These underwater landscapes are as varied
as the terrestrial ones, with different reef types and associated habitats supporting
distinct communities of organisms.

This intricate tapestry of geographical features and ecological zones provides the
stage for the incredible wildlife that will be explored in the following chapters. The
mountains, rivers, forests, grasslands, and coastal areas are not just backdrops, but
active participants in the lives of the creatures that call Papua New Guinea home. The
isolation created by the rugged terrain, the availability of water in the lowlands, and
the unique conditions of the coastal and marine environments have all played a part in
shaping the evolutionary paths of the country's fauna.
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