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Introduction

Somalia, occupying a defining position along the Horn of Africa, is home to a
remarkably rich and unique collection of wildlife and fauna. Stretching from the arid
expanses of its central plateaus to the lush coastal regions along the Indian Ocean and
Gulf of Aden, the country's varied landscapes support an impressive array of species.
These diverse habitats nurture one of the highest concentrations of endemic flora and
fauna in Africa, making Somalia a true biodiversity hotspot. However, as is the case
with many regions blessed with natural abundance, Somalia's wildlife heritage faces
significant threats and its future hangs in the balance, caught between human needs
and ecological sustainability.

Despite enduring decades of conflict and instability, Somalia's natural ecosystems
have persisted, revealing surprising resilience. The rugged mountains of the north, the
seasonal rivers and bushlands of the interior, and the nation’s extensive coastline
together provide vital refuges for mammals, birds, reptiles, amphibians, and marine
life. Iconic species such as the Somali wild ass, reticulated giraffe, and Ash's bushlark
are found nowhere else on earth. Wetlands and unique grasslands are vital stopover
points for migratory birds, while the coral reefs offshore teem with colorful marine
species. These remarkable landscapes and the life they harbor are not only of
ecological value but also contribute to the cultural legacy and livelihoods of the Somali
people.

Yet, the story of Somalia's wildlife is not solely one of abundance and natural wonder.
The country’s unique fauna faces a multitude of challenges brought about by human
activity. Habitat loss driven by deforestation, agricultural expansion, and urbanization
has led to shrinking and fragmented ecosystems. The shadow of illegal hunting,
poaching, and unsustainable exploitation looms large, resulting in the local extinction
of species such as the black rhinoceros and pushing others, like the Somali elephant
and hirola, dangerously close to extinction. Overfishing and pollution threaten the
fisheries and marine biodiversity along half-forgotten stretches of coastline.
Compounding these issues is the arrival of invasive species, with trees such as
Prosopis juliflora rapidly transforming native landscapes and undermining local
livelihoods.

The collapse of central governance and protracted conflict have left a vacuum in
conservation leadership, severely weakening institutional capacity and law
enforcement, and making it increasingly difficult to defend Somalia’s rich biodiversity.
Despite these formidable obstacles, there are signs of hope. Initiatives are emerging
at both community and national levels, aiming to strengthen institutions, enact
effective legislation, promote public awareness, and create conservation partnerships.
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Community-based projects and strategies focused on sustainability underscore a
growing recognition that saving Somalia’s wildlife is inseparable from supporting the
people and cultures that live alongside it.

This book, ‘Wildlife and Fauna of Somalia: A Guide to the Wildlife and Fauna of
Somalia,” seeks to serve as a comprehensive introduction and guide to the wondrous
animals, plants, and ecosystems that define this extraordinary land. By profiling
species, describing habitats, highlighting the latest conservation efforts, and exploring
the country’s unique ecological context, the book aims to deepen appreciation for
Somalia’s wildlife and stress the urgency of safeguarding it for future generations. In
doing so, it stands as both a celebration of natural heritage and a call to action for the
preservation of one of Africa’s most remarkable environmental legacies.

Through its chapters, the reader will journey from desert plains to coral reefs, from the
calls of endemic birds echoing over grasslands to the silent corridors where elusive
mammals roam. With every step, the diversity, resilience, and beauty of Somalia’s
wildlife will be brought to life, alongside the pressing need for stewardship and
renewal. This guide is an invitation to discover, understand, and protect the vibrant
natural world of Somalia.
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CHAPTER ONE: Geography and Ecological Zones of
Somalia

Somalia, perched on the easternmost projection of the African continent, often
referred to as the Horn of Africa, is a land of varied landscapes. It's a country whose
physical characteristics have profoundly shaped its climate, ecosystems, and the very
nature of its wildlife. Bordered by Ethiopia to the west, Djibouti to the northwest,
Kenya to the southwest, the Gulf of Aden to the north, and the vast expanse of the
Indian Ocean to the east, Somalia occupies a strategic position with the longest
coastline on mainland Africa. This extensive coastline, stretching over 3,333
kilometers, is a dominant geographical feature, influencing not only the climate but
also providing a wealth of marine habitats.

The terrain of Somalia is primarily characterized by a mix of plateaus, plains, and
highlands. While much of the central and southern regions are relatively flat, with
average altitudes of less than 180 meters above sea level, the northern part of the
country presents a more dramatic topography. Here, rugged east-west mountain
ranges, such as the Karkaar Mountains, rise to elevations between 900 and 2,100
meters, with the highest peak, Shimbiris, reaching 2,460 meters. These northern
highlands offer a stark contrast to the coastal plains and play a crucial role in
influencing regional weather patterns and creating unique microhabitats.

The climate of Somalia is predominantly hot and dry, falling largely within arid and
semi-arid classifications. However, there is notable variation across the country,
influenced by proximity to the equator, altitude, and monsoon winds. Hot conditions
prevail year-round, with mean daily maximum temperatures generally ranging from 30
to 40°C. The northern highlands experience slightly more moderate temperatures, and
the coastal areas benefit from the moderating influence of the ocean.

Rainfall is sparse and often irregular, a defining characteristic of the Somali climate.
Most of the country receives less than 500 millimeters of rain annually. The
northeastern and central areas are particularly arid, with some regions receiving as
little as 50 to 150 millimeters per year. In contrast, the northwestern and
southwestern parts of the country receive significantly more rainfall, averaging
between 510 and 610 millimeters annually, with the southwest receiving around
600mm per year. This spatial variation in rainfall is critical in shaping the distribution
of vegetation and, consequently, the wildlife that depends on it.

Somalia's climate is also shaped by seasonal monsoon winds. From December to
February, the northeast monsoon brings moderate temperatures to the north while the
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south remains hot. The southwest monsoon, occurring from May to October, results in
torrid conditions in the north and hot conditions in the south. The periods between
these monsoons, known as tangambili, are typically hot and humid.

The country's limited surface water resources are dominated by two perennial rivers,
the Juba and the Shabelle. Both rivers originate in the Ethiopian highlands and flow in
a generally southerly direction, cutting through the Somali Plateau before heading
towards the Indian Ocean. The Jubba River reaches the sea near Kismaayo, while the
Shabelle River historically dissipates into a swampy area before reaching the ocean,
though it may occasionally reach the Jubba during periods of high flow. These riverine
areas, particularly the fertile floodplains between the Juba and Shabelle, are crucial for
agriculture and support a higher density of both human and animal populations.

Beyond these perennial rivers, Somalia has a network of seasonal rivers, locally called
togga, which flow only during the rainy seasons, often resulting in flash floods. During
the dry months, these riverbeds are typically dry, although some sub-surface water
may be accessible through wells. Water collection in natural depressions and man-
made structures like cisterns is also a common practice, highlighting the scarcity of
reliable water sources in many parts of the country.

The varied geography and climate give rise to several distinct ecological zones across

Somalia. These zones, each with its unique characteristics, support different plant and

animal communities. Understanding these ecological regions is key to appreciating the
distribution and adaptations of Somalia's diverse fauna.

One prominent ecological zone is the northern coastal plain, known as the Guban. This
maritime semi-desert runs parallel to the Gulf of Aden coast and is characterized by
scrubland vegetation and shallow, dry watercourses that fill only during the rains.
Further inland, the northern highlands support unique montane ecosystems, with
vegetation adapted to higher altitudes and slightly more favorable rainfall.

Much of central and northern Somalia falls within arid and semi-arid ecological zones,
dominated by deciduous shrubland and thickets of Acacia and Commiphora species.
These areas are primarily suited for nomadic pastoralism, a traditional livelihood that
has long shaped the landscape.

Along the Indian Ocean coastline, particularly from Hobyo southwards, lies a stretch of
dry coastal sand dunes and shrublands known as the Hobyo grasslands and
shrublands ecoregion. The southern coast also includes areas of East African
mangroves, particularly near the border with Kenya, which are vital ecosystems for
marine and coastal species.

In the southwestern part of the country, influenced by the presence of the Juba and
Shabelle rivers and slightly higher rainfall, the landscape transitions to arid to subarid
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savanna, open woodland, and thickets with underlying grasses. There are also areas of
grassland and, near the Kenyan border, some patches of dry evergreen forests,
representing a distinct ecological zone with greater vegetation density and diversity
compared to the more arid regions.

These varied ecological zones - from the coastal deserts and shrublands to the
northern highlands and the more vegetated riverine areas of the south - create a
mosaic of habitats. Each zone presents unique challenges and opportunities for the
wildlife that inhabits it, influencing everything from foraging behavior and migration
patterns to species diversity and endemism. The interplay between Somalia's
geography, climate, and these distinct ecological zones forms the foundation for the
rich, yet vulnerable, tapestry of life found within its borders.
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