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Introduction
Nestled between South Africa and Mozambique, the Kingdom of Eswatini—formerly
known as Swaziland—stands as a beacon of biodiversity within southern Africa. Its
modest land area belies a remarkable richness of life, with rolling mountains,
expanses of grassland, and arid savannas forming a tapestry of habitats for a vast
array of animal and plant species. Throughout its history, Eswatini’s landscapes have
shaped not only its ecological heritage, but also the cultural and spiritual lives of its
people.

Despite modern pressures and rapid development, the wildlife and natural heritage of
Eswatini retain a central role in national identity. The presence of iconic
creatures—from the formidable black rhinoceros to vibrant kingfishers—reflects the
intricate relationship between humans and nature. Ceremonies and day-to-day
practices alike remain deeply interwoven with the rhythms of the seasons, the
migrations of animals, and the cycles of flowering and fruiting plants. 

This book, "Wildlife and Fauna of Swaziland: A Guide to the Wildlife and Fauna of
Swaziland," invites readers to explore the extraordinary biodiversity found within this
small yet significant country. Through detailed chapters, we will journey from the
mighty mammals of the legendary Big 5 to the captivating world of butterflies,
beetles, and invertebrates seldom seen but essential to the balance of life. Each
chapter is designed to illuminate not only species and habitats, but also their
ecological roles and the ongoing conservation efforts working to ensure these species
endure.

Understanding and valuing Eswatini’s wildlife is of growing importance as human
activity, habitat loss, and climate challenges intensify. Conservation here is not just
the work of governments and scientists; it is the shared responsibility of communities,
international partners, and visitors who recognize the global significance of protecting
nature’s diversity. Eswatini offers compelling stories of successful reintroductions,
ongoing research, and collaborations that inspire hope for the future.

Whether you are a resident, traveler, student, or simply a lover of nature, this guide
serves as both an introduction and an in-depth companion to Eswatini’s natural world.
It is our hope that, through greater understanding, appreciation, and action, the
remarkable wildlife of Eswatini will continue to thrive for generations yet to come. Join
us in discovering the wonders of this extraordinary land and learning how each of us
can play a part in safeguarding its natural treasures.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Land and Climate of Eswatini
Eswatini, though one of Africa's smallest nations, packs a considerable punch when it
comes to geographical and climatic diversity. Tucked neatly between the powerhouses
of South Africa and Mozambique, this landlocked kingdom of just over 17,360 square
kilometers offers a surprisingly varied tapestry of landscapes. Think of it as a
condensed version of southern Africa, showcasing everything from dramatic mountain
ranges to rolling hills and dry, thorny bushveld.

The country's topography is a key player in shaping its climate and, consequently, the
distribution of its wildlife. Four distinct geographical regions run roughly parallel from
north to south, each with its own character. We start in the west with the Highveld, a
mountainous region that forms part of the Great Escarpment. Here, elevations
average between 1,100 and 1,400 meters, with the highest point, Emlembe, reaching
a lofty 1,862 meters.

Moving eastward, the land gently descends into the Middleveld. This central region sits
at an average elevation of around 700 meters and is the most densely populated area
of Eswatini. It's a transitional zone, bridging the gap between the cooler, wetter
Highveld and the hotter, drier Lowveld.

The Lowveld occupies the eastern part of the country and is characterized by its lower
elevation, averaging around 250 meters above sea level. This is classic African
bushveld country, with acacia trees and grasslands dominating the scenery. It's also
where you'll find some of Eswatini's premier wildlife reserves.

Finally, along the eastern border with Mozambique, lies the Lubombo (or Lebombo)
escarpment, a mountain ridge that reaches an altitude of about 600 meters. This
range is broken by the flow of several rivers, creating dramatic gorges and providing
vital water sources for the surrounding areas.

The rivers of Eswatini are the lifeblood of the landscape, carving their way through the
different regions and supporting a variety of ecosystems. Major perennial rivers,
including the Lomati, Komati, Mbuluzi, and Usutu, originate in South Africa and flow
eastward through Eswatini to the Indian Ocean. The Great Usutu, with its several
tributaries, has the largest catchment area within the country. Even in the drier
Lowveld, these rivers and their associated wetlands provide crucial habitats for
wildlife, particularly during the dry season when other water sources dwindle.

Eswatini's climate is broadly classified as subtropical, with two main seasons: a wet,
hot summer and a dry, mild to cool winter. The seasons are the reverse of those in the
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Northern Hemisphere, with summer falling between October and April and winter from
May to September.

Summer is the time of year when most of the country's rainfall occurs, often in the
form of dramatic afternoon thunderstorms. The amount of rain varies significantly
across the country, directly influenced by the topography. The mountainous Highveld
in the west receives the highest annual rainfall, ranging from 1,000 to 2,000 mm,
depending on the year. As you move eastwards, the rainfall decreases, with the
Lowveld receiving significantly less, typically between 500 and 900 mm annually. This
disparity in rainfall contributes to the distinct vegetation types found in each region.

Temperatures also vary considerably depending on altitude. The Highveld enjoys a
more temperate climate, rarely experiencing uncomfortably hot conditions. In
contrast, the Lowveld can be significantly warmer, with summer temperatures often
soaring to around 40°C. The mean monthly temperature across the country generally
ranges between 15°C and 23.4°C.

Winter, from May to September, is the dry season, with very little rainfall. Humidity is
low during this time, and while daytime temperatures in the Lowveld remain pleasant,
mornings and evenings can be quite chilly, particularly in the Highveld where frost can
even occur. This dry period is crucial for wildlife viewing in the Lowveld, as animals
tend to congregate around the reliable water sources provided by rivers and dams.

Despite its generally favorable climate, Eswatini is susceptible to extreme weather
events, including droughts and floods. Droughts, in particular, are a recurring
challenge, impacting the Middleveld and Lowveld regions and posing a threat to
agriculture and water availability. While not having a coastline, the country can also
be affected by tropical cyclones, which can bring heavy rainfall. Climate change is a
growing concern, with projections indicating a likely increase in temperatures and
potential shifts in rainfall patterns, which could further exacerbate existing challenges
like water scarcity and food insecurity.

The diverse combination of topography and climate creates a mosaic of habitats
across Eswatini, from montane grasslands and forests in the Highveld to savannas and
woodlands in the Lowveld. This environmental variability is the foundation upon which
Eswatini's rich biodiversity is built, providing the necessary conditions for a wide array
of plant and animal life to thrive. Understanding this fundamental relationship
between the land and its climate is key to appreciating the fascinating wildlife that
calls Eswatini home.
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