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Introduction
Vatican City stands as a symbol of spiritual authority and artistic heritage, drawing
millions of visitors each year to its hallowed halls and iconic landmarks. While its
religious and cultural significance is undeniable, this tiny city-state—encompassing
just 44 hectares—holds another, often overlooked treasure: a remarkable diversity of
wildlife and flora, quietly thriving within its walls. As the world’s smallest independent
state, the Vatican may not seem an obvious destination for nature enthusiasts.
However, upon closer inspection, it becomes clear that Vatican City represents a
fascinating case study of urban biodiversity, with ecosystems sustained and protected
amidst an overwhelmingly built environment.

At the heart of Vatican City’s ecological richness are the Vatican Gardens, a lush
tapestry that covers nearly half the territory. These gardens, steeped in history and
meticulously maintained, are far more than ornamental backdrops; they serve as
ecological sanctuaries, providing food, shelter, and breeding grounds for a surprising
array of species. From the shade of towering cypresses to the hidden corners of flower-
filled meadows, the gardens host a variety of birds, small mammals, insects, and other
creatures that otherwise might find little refuge in such an urbanized landscape.

Birdlife is especially prominent in Vatican City, as the city-state forms a modest, yet
vital, stopover for migratory and resident species alike. More than a hundred bird
species have been recorded, from the ordinary house sparrow and Eurasian magpie to
the more exotic redstart and the migratory swift. The cheerful chorus of warblers, the
flash of a goldfinch among olive branches, or the shadow of a kestrel gliding overhead
all attest to a living, breathing ecosystem working in harmony with human
surroundings.

Mammals, while less numerous, also find their place within Vatican City. Squirrels,
hedgehogs, foxes, and a variety of bats inhabit the gardens, accompanied by free-
roaming cats and smaller creatures like mice. Even the insect population, meticulously
managed through organic and sustainable practices, plays a pivotal role, with
pollinators like bees and butterflies ensuring the ongoing vitality of the Vatican’s plant
life. The intricate web of life includes reptiles, amphibians, and even turtles, each
adapted to the unique sanctuary provided by the expansive gardens.

The story of wildlife and flora in Vatican City is also a story of stewardship and
conservation. Facing the challenges of urbanization, increasing numbers of visitors,
and a changing climate, the Vatican has adopted progressive strategies to preserve its
green spaces. The elimination of chemical pesticides, emphasis on organic gardening,
and policies fostering greater biodiversity reflect a conscious commitment to
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ecological values. Educational initiatives further engage visitors and residents, inviting
them to appreciate and protect the fragile natural heritage cradled within this ancient
city.

This book invites you on a journey through the Vatican’s secret wilds—a journey that
reveals how even the smallest corners of the urban world can become havens for
nature. By exploring the wildlife and fauna of Vatican City, we gain not only insight
into an extraordinary ecosystem but also inspiration for how cities everywhere might
better embrace and nurture the natural world.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Natural Setting of Vatican City
To appreciate the diverse wildlife and flora of Vatican City, one must first understand
its unique natural setting. Enclaved entirely within the city of Rome, Vatican City is the
world's smallest independent state, a fact that immediately presents a fascinating
geographical paradox. How can a sovereign nation, covering a mere 44 to 49
hectares, support any significant degree of biodiversity? The answer lies in its terrain
and the surprising amount of green space it contains.

Vatican City sits atop a low-lying prominence known as Vatican Hill, or in Latin, Mons
Vaticanus. This hill has held the name "Vatican" since long before the establishment of
Christianity, suggesting an ancient connection to the land. While not a towering peak,
the hill does provide some variation in elevation within the city-state's compact
borders. The lowest point is an unnamed location at 19 meters (62 feet) above sea
level, while the highest point, also unnamed, reaches 76 meters (249 feet). If you were
to climb to the top of St. Peter's Basilica, the tallest building in the Vatican, you'd
reach a height of 138 meters (453 feet), but that's a matter of architecture, not
natural elevation.

Despite its urban setting and limited size, Vatican City is not a concrete jungle. A
significant portion of its territory, approximately half, is dedicated to the Vatican
Gardens. These meticulously maintained gardens are the lungs of the city-state,
providing a vital green heart that sustains much of the observed wildlife. The contrast
between the dense historical architecture and the sprawling, verdant gardens is
striking and is a key factor in the Vatican's surprising ecological profile.

The climate of Vatican City is, unsurprisingly, the same as that of Rome. It's a
temperate Mediterranean climate, characterized by mild, rainy winters and hot, dry
summers. The rainy season typically runs from October to mid-May, while the hot, dry
period extends from May to September. This climate supports a wide range of plant
life, which in turn provides habitats and food sources for various animal species. The
mild winters mean that while some migratory birds are only seasonal visitors, many
species can find sustenance and shelter year-round.

While Vatican City is a landlocked state with no access to the open sea, it is situated
on the west bank of the Tiber River in Rome. However, the Tiber is not a source of
fresh water for the Vatican; all its fresh water is imported. The city-state also lacks any
natural lakes, mountains, rivers within its boundaries, or even valleys to speak of. Its
terrain is generally described as urban with a low hill.

The boundaries of Vatican City are largely defined by its medieval and Renaissance
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walls, with the exception of St. Peter's Square on the southeast side. The total border
with Italy stretches for 3.5 kilometers (2.2 miles). Entry into the Vatican is limited, with
only a few entrances open to the public, primarily through St. Peter's Square and the
entrances to the Vatican Museums. This enclosed nature, particularly the walls
surrounding the gardens, contributes to creating a relatively undisturbed environment
for the wildlife that resides within.

The history of the Vatican area also plays a subtle role in its natural setting. The
Vatican Hill was historically a marshy area on the west bank of the Tiber. While the
marshes are long gone, the historical layers of development, from Roman villas to the
construction of St. Peter's Basilica and the Apostolic Palace, have shaped the current
landscape. The area was fortified with walls beginning in the 9th century, which were
later expanded, further defining the physical boundaries and contributing to the sense
of a contained ecosystem.

Although Vatican City is a small, urban enclave, its geographical position within Italy
and its climate create a foundation for the biodiversity that exists within its walls. The
presence of Vatican Hill, the significant area dedicated to the gardens, and the
surrounding urban environment all contribute to the unique natural setting that allows
wildlife to find a toehold in this most extraordinary of locations. Understanding this
physical context is the first step in appreciating the living treasures that call Vatican
City home.
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