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Introduction
Zimbabwe, nestled in the heart of southern Africa, is a country of awe-inspiring beauty
and remarkable natural diversity. Landlocked and bounded by iconic rivers—the
Zambezi to the north and Limpopo to the south—its varied landscapes range from
dense miombo woodlands and thorny savannas to dramatic granite outcrops and the
mist-shrouded Eastern Highlands. This mosaic of habitats provides a sanctuary for an
extraordinary array of wildlife, making Zimbabwe a premier destination for nature
lovers, wildlife enthusiasts, and conservationists from around the globe.

The story of Zimbabwe’s wildlife is one of abundance and resilience. Its network of
national parks, safari areas, and protected landscapes—the “Wildlife Estate”—covers
nearly a third of the country, a testament to the government’s enduring commitment
to conservation. These parks are home to some of Africa’s most charismatic species,
including the famed “Big Five” (lion, leopard, elephant, rhino, and buffalo), as well as a
host of other mammals, birds, reptiles, amphibians, and fish. Each region within
Zimbabwe offers its unique blend of species and natural wonders, from the elephant
herds and wetlands of Hwange to the dramatic escarpments and rare flora of
Chimanimani.

Zimbabwe is not only rich in megafauna; it is also a haven for smaller creatures and
the often-overlooked elements of its ecosystems. Over 650 bird species have been
recorded, delighting birdwatchers with their colors and calls. A wealth of reptiles and
amphibians—some found nowhere else on Earth—flourish in its forests and streams.
Its rivers and lakes brim with indigenous fish, providing livelihoods for local
communities and unforgettable experiences for anglers. Beneath the surface, millions
of insects play vital roles in pollination, decomposition, and as a source of nutrition for
people and wildlife alike.

However, the story of Zimbabwe's wildlife is also one marked by challenges. The
threats of habitat loss, poaching, climate change, human-wildlife conflict, and invasive
species are ever-present. Nevertheless, the country has a proud tradition of wildlife
management, and both governmental and non-governmental organizations work
tirelessly with local communities to safeguard this natural heritage. Innovative
conservation programs, such as the renowned CAMPFIRE initiative, reinforce the idea
that the prosperity of people and wildlife are inextricably linked.

This book, “Wildlife and Fauna of Zimbabwe: A Guide to the Wildlife and Fauna of
Zimbabwe,” is designed to be your comprehensive resource and companion to the
nation's exceptional biodiversity. From the history and geography that have shaped its
wild places, to richly detailed profiles of animal groups and conservation efforts, each
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chapter aims to provide insight, appreciation, and inspiration. Whether you are a
traveler planning your first safari, a student of natural history, a researcher, or simply
an admirer of the natural world, this guide seeks to illuminate the wonders—and the
urgent needs—of Zimbabwe’s wildlife.

As you turn these pages, you will discover not only the species that make Zimbabwe
unique, but also the stories of people dedicated to their protection. In doing so, may
you be moved to appreciate, support, and participate in the ongoing work to sustain
Zimbabwe’s magnificent wildlife for generations to come.
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CHAPTER ONE: Zimbabwe: Land and Ecosystems
Zimbabwe’s physical setting is as fascinating as its wildlife, a direct influence on the
habitats and species found within its borders. Situated in south-central Africa, it's a
landlocked country, which means you won't find any coastlines here, but you will find
a wealth of rivers and lakes that are crucial for its ecosystems. Bounded by Zambia to
the north and northwest, Mozambique to the east and northeast, South Africa to the
south, and Botswana to the west and southwest, Zimbabwe sits primarily on a high
inland plateau.

This elevated landscape is a defining feature, significantly influencing the country's
climate and vegetation. The central plateau, known as the Highveld, stretches from
the southwest to the north, with altitudes generally ranging between 1,000 and 1,600
meters. This higher elevation brings cooler temperatures compared to the lower-lying
areas. To the east, the land rises further to form the Eastern Highlands, a mountainous
region along the border with Mozambique. Here, peaks like Mount Nyangani, the
highest point in the country at 2,592 meters, punctuate the landscape. This region is
characterized by rugged terrain, including dramatic gorges, waterfalls, and steep
valleys, and receives significantly more rainfall than the rest of the country.

Below the Highveld and Eastern Highlands lie the lower-lying areas, often referred to
as the Lowveld, particularly in the southeast. These regions, generally below 900
meters in altitude, are typically hotter and drier. The varied topography, from elevated
plateaus to mountainous regions and lower river valleys, creates a mosaic of
microclimates and habitats, each supporting a unique set of flora and fauna.

The geological history of Zimbabwe is as ancient as the continent itself, spanning
billions of years. At its heart lies the Zimbabwe Craton, a stable core of ancient
basement rocks, primarily composed of granitoids, schist, and gneisses. This craton is
one of the oldest parts of the Earth's crust, and its formation and subsequent
geological events have shaped the landscape we see today. Over immense stretches
of geological time, the country has experienced significant erosion cycles, further
sculpting the terrain. A remarkable geological feature is the Great Dyke, an elongate
intrusion of ultramafic and mafic rocks that runs for over 500 kilometers in a SSW-NNE
direction across the country. This geological marvel is not only visually impressive but
also holds significant mineral resources.

Zimbabwe's climate is broadly subtropical, but as you travel across the country, you'll
quickly notice the significant local variations. These variations are largely due to the
differences in altitude and topography. The higher elevations of the Highveld and
Eastern Highlands experience cooler temperatures, while the Lowveld regions are
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considerably hotter. The country generally has two main seasons: the dry season and
the wet season. The dry season typically runs from May to October, with the cooler
months falling between May and August. Be prepared for some chilly mornings during
this time, especially on those early game drives!

As the dry season progresses, temperatures begin to rise, peaking in October, just
before the onset of the rains. The wet season generally arrives in late October or
November and lasts until March or April. During these months, the country receives
the majority of its rainfall, often in the form of dramatic afternoon thunderstorms. The
Eastern Highlands, in particular, receive the highest rainfall, sometimes exceeding
1,000 mm annually. In contrast, the southern and southwestern regions, part of the
semi-arid zone, receive considerably less rainfall, sometimes as low as 300 mm per
year. This variability in rainfall across the country plays a crucial role in shaping the
different ecosystems and influencing the distribution of wildlife.

The major river systems are the lifeblood of Zimbabwe, providing essential water
resources for both wildlife and human populations. The two most prominent rivers are
the Zambezi and the Limpopo, which form significant portions of the country's
northern and southern borders, respectively. The Zambezi, one of Africa's longest
rivers, flows along the northern border with Zambia for about 770 kilometers. This
section of the river is home to the iconic Victoria Falls and the vast expanse of Lake
Kariba, one of the world's largest artificial lakes. The Limpopo River defines part of the
southern border with South Africa.

In addition to these boundary-forming rivers, Zimbabwe has several other major river
systems that drain the interior. These include the Save, Runde, Manyame (also known
as Hunyani), Sanyati, and Shangani rivers, among others. These rivers, with their
numerous tributaries, crisscross the landscape, feeding dams and creating vital
riparian habitats. River flows are typically seasonal, with the highest volumes
occurring during the rainy season. These waterways are not only crucial for providing
water but also support diverse aquatic life, which we will explore in later chapters.

Zimbabwe's diverse geography and climate have given rise to a variety of
ecosystems, each with its unique characteristics and inhabitants. The most
widespread ecosystem is the savanna, which covers the majority of the country. This
includes various types of woodlands, dominated by species like the miombo and
mopane trees, and grasslands. Miombo woodlands, characterized by brachystegia
trees, are prevalent, particularly in the higher rainfall areas. Mopane woodlands, on
the other hand, are more common in the hotter, drier low-lying regions. These
savannas support large populations of herbivores and the predators that rely on them.

In the Eastern Highlands, the higher rainfall and cooler temperatures create a different
environment, supporting afromontane ecosystems. This includes areas of tropical
evergreen and hardwood forests, a stark contrast to the surrounding savannas. These
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montane areas are biodiversity hotspots, with many species adapted to these specific
conditions. The rugged topography also creates unique microhabitats within the
highlands.

The lower-lying areas, particularly in the south, fall within the Southern Africa
bushveld and Kalahari Acacia-Baikiaea woodlands ecological regions. These areas are
hotter and drier, with vegetation adapted to these arid and semi-arid conditions.
Thorny acacia species are common here, providing browse for animals like elephants
and giraffes. These regions are also known for their large open spaces and hardy
wildlife.

Aquatic ecosystems are also a vital part of Zimbabwe's natural landscape. The
network of rivers, dams, and wetlands provides habitats for a wide range of fish,
amphibians, reptiles, and waterbirds. Mana Pools National Park, situated along the
Zambezi River, is a prime example of an area where the river's influence is
paramount, creating floodplains and riparian forests that are essential for wildlife.
Lake Kariba, the massive man-made lake, has also developed its own unique
ecosystem, supporting a thriving fishery and providing habitat for various species.

Understanding these different landscapes and ecosystems is fundamental to
appreciating the wildlife that inhabits Zimbabwe. Each region presents a unique set of
environmental conditions that have shaped the evolution and distribution of its fauna.
From the towering trees of the Eastern Highlands to the vast open savannas and the
life-giving rivers, Zimbabwe's land is a tapestry of interconnected habitats, supporting
a remarkable diversity of life. This intricate relationship between the land and its
inhabitants is a central theme in the story of Zimbabwe's wildlife.
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