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THE NATURAL VEGETATION IN AFRICA  
Definition of vegetation: 

• Vegetation refers to all forms of plant life growing in an area.  

• As a community of plants like trees, scrubs, herbs, woodland and grasses that cover 
an area and give it a distinct character. 

• Vegetation is the living mantle of plants (flora) which covers much of the land surface 
forming an important aspect of the physical environment. 

Natural vegetation is that of type of plant life that grows particularly in a 

particular physical environment. It can be a forest, grassland or scrub. 
Vegetation is very important because the natural vegetation provides a good base for 

rational use of land for economic benefit. 
The natural vegetation of Africa has been adversely affected by human activities that 
today; Africa has a very small percentage of her original vegetation cover left. 

Vegetation types found in Africa  
These include the: 

• Tropical rain forests or equatorial vegetation 

• Savannah vegetation (woodland, grassland and scrub) 

• Semi- desert and desert vegetation 

• Montane or mountain vegetation 

• Mangrove vegetation  

• Swamp vegetation 

• High veld grassland  
Activity: Draw a sketch map of Africa showing the distribution of the natural 
vegetation   

Tropical Rain Forests or Equatorial Forests 
Tropical rain forests are also known as Equatorial or selva forests.  
They occur only in regions close to the equator. 

Equatorial regions support a luxuriant type of dense vegetation – the tropical rain forest 
because of the very heavy rainfall and the uniformly hot temperatures.   

The great extent of hardwood forests is between the latitudes of 200N and 200S of the 
equator.  
In tropical Africa, the rain forest covers much of the Congo basin and along the western 

coastline of the continent, another belt of rain forest vegetation occurs along the eastern 
coast of Madagascar, lowlands bordering the Gulf of Guinea from Sierra Leone in the 

west to Cameroon and Gabon in the east.  
The Congo forest covers the whole basin drained by river Congo and its tributaries like 
rivers Ubangi and Kasai. It occupies the lowlands of Congo-Kinshasa (Democratic 

Republic of Congo) and Congo Republic.  
Nigeria, Gabon, Cameroon, Democratic Republic of Congo, Cote D’ivoire and Ethiopia are 
the leading commercial timber producing countries.  

Equatorial forest (vegetation) is characterized by: 

• It comprises of a multitude of evergreen trees that yield tropical hard woods like 
Mahogany, Ebony, green heart, rose wood, Cabinet wood, ironwood, Dyewoods and 
Elgon olive due to enough water and nutrients. 

• There are smaller palm trees, climbing plants like the lianas or rattan, epiphytic and 
parasitic plant that live on other plants. Under the trees grow a wide variety of 

creepers, ferns, orchids, lalang and herbaceous plants. 

• Trees grow in three distinctive layers or canopies.  The first layer known as the under 
canopy grows up to about 10m high, the second layer known as the main canopy 
grows up to about 30m high while the third layer of the tallest trees called the 
"emergent" rises up to about 50m high due to the growth of trees at different intervals 

or age and sprawl to form canopies. 
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• The trees are heterogeneous in nature or trees grow in mixed stands or have a variety 
of plants growing profusingly due to ample water supply like palms and mahogany  

• The trees are tall that grow to height of 60 meters due to competition for light. 

• Trees are straight and have big trunks due to ample water supply. 

• The trees have evergreen broad leaves throughout the year that allows evaporation 
and get rid of excess water. 

• There is little or no under growth because of the thick canopy of foliage preventing 
light from reaching the ground.  

• The trees have huge buttress roots. Buttress roots are thin triangular slabs of hard 
wood that spread out from the bases of their trunks to provide extra support. 

• Trees have a long gestation period to mature of about 30 years+. 

• The trees are umbrella shaped 
Economic Value/Benefits 
▪ It has to the Development of the tourism industry due to the presence of fauna and 

flora which are tourists’ attractions.   

▪ The growing of perennial and annual crops (tropical and temperate crops) like coffee 
Banana, Sugarcane, tea, cocoa which cultivated extensively in West Africa – Ivory 

coast and Ghana; palm oil in Nigeria, Congo Republic, bananas, pineapples due to 
the presence of well drained fertile soils  

▪ It has encouraged Lumbering activities or harvesting or exploitation of forest 

resources on a large scale, charcoal burning and gathering of firewood. 
▪ It has promoted the Collection of fruits, nuts and roots from the forests  
Outline the problems facing the people living in the equatorial areas 

SAVANNAH VEGETATION 
 Savannah refers to wide range of plant communities ranging from unbroken treeless 

grassland to woodlands in which trees and shrubs form an almost continuous cover.  
It is found in the north and south of the tropical rain forests; north and southern Congo 
Basin, Sudan, some parts of Western Africa and East Africa. 

Savanna Vegetation is categorized into:  

 Savannah grassland, 

 Savannah woodland and dry bush and thicket or steppe savannah. 
Savanna vegetation is characterized by; 

▪ The savanna vegetation varies with the amount of rainfall from wood land with long 
grass, through acacia woodland which has short grass and scattered trees, to open, 

short grasslands with thorny bushes in the semi- desert areas.  
▪ Trees and plants have adapted themselves to the savanna climate rhythm of long 

winter drought and short summer rain both trees and plants are therefore, 

deciduous in nature, shedding their leaves in the cool dry season to prevent 
excessive loss of water through transpiration and lying dominant during the long 
drought.  

▪ They have long roots or deep roots (like the acacia trees) to search for ground water 
or broad trunks (like bottle and baobabs trees) to store up excessive water for use 

during the dry season. 
▪ Trees are mostly hard gnarled, thorny and may exude gum.  
▪ Many trees are umbrella- shaped to shield their roots from the scorching heat and to 

expose only a narrow edge to strong trade winds that blow all the year round.  
▪ The grass is tall and coarse, growing 2 to 4 metres (6-12 feet) high. The elephant 

grass may attain a height of 15 metres. 

▪ The grass which grows in compact tuffs has long roots which reach deep down in 
search of water.  

▪ The appearance of the savannah vegetation changes with the season. It appears 
green and fresh in the rainy season but turns yellowish-brown and parched with the 
ensuring dry season. 
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Economic Value/Benefits 
▪ It has led to development of the tourism industry. Savannah grassland in particular 

is the home of wild animals like Lions, Giraffes and Zebra.  
▪ Livestock farming like Nomadic pastoralism and Beef cattle ranching 

▪ The Growing of annual crops mainly Sorghum, Millet, Maize, cassava, sweet   
▪ It has led to the development of Api- culture (Bee-keeping).  
▪ Charcoal burning and gathering of firewood from savanna woodlands  

Outline the problems facing the people living in the savanna areas 
SEMI – DESERT VEGETATION or DECIDUOUS BUSHLAND AND THICKET or SCRUB 
VEGETATION and DESERT VEGETATION 

Semi – desert vegetation is found the Sahel region.    
The desert vegetation is found in the Sahara Desert, Kalahari and Namib deserts.   

Semi-desert and desert vegetation are characterized by;  
▪ Most of the scrubs have long roots and are well spaced out to gather moisture and 

search for ground water.  

▪ Plants have a few or no leaves and the foliage is waxy, leathery, hairy or needle-
shaped to reduce the loss of water through transpiration.   

▪ Other plants like cacti have thick succulent stems to store up water for long 
droughts. 

▪ The seeds of many species of grasses and herbs have thick, tough skins to protect 

them while they lie dormant. They germinate at once when their seeds are moistened 
by the next rain.  

▪ Pants are fast maturing and complete their life cycle in a short time like shrubs  

▪ Some of the plants are entirely leafless, with pricks or thorns. 
▪ The predominant vegetation in semi-desert area is Xerophytic or drought-resistant 

scrub. This includes the bulbous cacti, thorny bushes, long-rooted wiry grasses and 
scattered dwarf acacia.  

▪ The leaves are spiny and thorny which reduce transpiration or loss of water  

▪ Plants that exist in the deserts have highly specialized means of adapting themselves 
to the arid environment. 

Economic Value/benefits 

▪   It has led to the development of the Tourism Industry.  
▪ Nomadic Pastoralism for example Bedouin, Tuaregs, Matheniko, Masai and Galla  

▪  The growing of drought resistant crops like millet, Sorghum in Sudan.  
▪  The primitive hunters and collectors like the Bushmen of Kalahari Desert.  

Outline the problems facing the people living in the semi-desert and desert areas  

MOUNTAIN or MONTANE VEGETATION  
This type of vegetation is found on the slopes of Adamawa highlands, Drakensberg 

Mountain, Ethiopia highlands, Atlas Mountains, Cameroon highlands, Blue Mountains 
and Mufumbira ranges. 
The vegetation is not uniform all over the mountain due to the effect of altitude, 

temperature, moistures availability and slope steepness.  
The vegetation zonation starts at the base of the mountain 

• At the base there is savanna vegetation (at the lower levels, dry bush or scrubs, 
grading upward into Savanna grassland and then into woodland, which finally 
merges into true forest).  

• On the lower slopes of the mountain where the rainfall totals are high, there is thick 
forest (rain forests –at the lower levels grading upward into temperate forests) at 

1800metres above sea level.  

• Temperate forest is not as large as those in the equatorial forests, and with altitude 
they become smaller. Ferns and Epiphytes are abundant. The leading species of trees 
in these forests include pod carp, Cedar and Camphor.  

Near its upper limit, these trees dwindle to low forests that are densely populated 
with mosses.  
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• Above 3000 metres, this forest usually merges into a very dense thicket of Bamboo. 

• Above 3,500metres, the vegetation is limited to treeless vegetation. The plants found 
at this level are adapted to cold and bleak conditions, and the vegetation is alpine, 

scrub, grassland and heath.  

• Other plants in this zone include giant lobelia, giant groundsel, and bromeliad (Heath 
and moorland. The upper limits of plant growth in Africa are between 4400 - 4500 
metres. 

• Above 4500 metres there is snow and bare rocks because the temperatures are too 
cold to permit plant growth as illustrated below: 

 
Montane vegetation is characterized by the following  

• Altitudinal zonation of forest vegetation for example tropical forests at the lower 
altitudes/slope replaced by temperate forests at mid slopes, coniferous and bamboo 

forests on the upper most slopes. 

• The tropical forests at low altitude are of mixed stand and have two layer canopy  

• Tropical forests are hard wood 

• Temperate, coniferous and bamboo forests are in pure stand and single canopy  

• Temperate and conifers are soft wood, have thick bank or waxy barks, needle shaped 
leaves, straight trunk, cone shaped trees and some species have hollow stems. 

• Thick cover of moss/cabbage leaf growth and tress ferns  
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Economic value/Benefits 

• There is the growing of tropical and temperate crops like wheat, barley, pyrethrum, 
Arabica coffee, grape vine, Oranges, on the lower and upper slopes of mountains.  

• It has led to the development of Dairy farming because of the cool temperature on the 
gentle slopes of mountain Atlas and Ethiopian highlands. 

• Lumbering activities due to the presence of Equatorial and temperature forests 
leading to the development of pulp and paper industry. 

• It has led to the development of Tourism due to the presence of flora and fauna.  
SWAMP VEGETATION:  
This type of vegetation is found in areas that either seasonally/periodically or 

permanently flooded.  
There are two types of swamp vegetation.  These include;  

Swamp forests: There are swamp forest dominated by trees and other woody vegetation.  
Swamp vegetation dominated by tall herbaceous vegetation.  
This type of vegetation occurs at the edges of Lakes like Victoria and along the river 

valleys like river Nile, Niger, Kafue and Congo. 
Economic Value/benefits  

▪ It has led to the development of Art and Craft Industry  
▪ Papyrus for the production of Bio-gas 
▪ The growing of crops through irrigation. Example Sir Richard Toll in Senegal and 

Gezira irrigation scheme in Sudan. 
▪ It has encouraged Fishing and fish farming  
▪ Grazing of animals in the swampy environment because there is water and natural 

grassland for the animals to feed on. 
MANGROVE VEGETATION  

Mangrove vegetation is found in the water logged areas and along the coastal areas of 
West Africa and the East Africa. 
 Mangrove vegetation is characterized by: 

• They have medium height trees. 

• They have hard wood species. 

• They have short stumpy trunks 

• They have evergreen broad leaves. 

• They are dense with bushy stands. 

• They have twisted trunks. 

• They have stilt roots. 
Mediterranean vegetation 

It is found the Mediterranean basin and Western Cape Province of south Africa. 
Mediterranean vegetation is characterized by the following  

• Mediterranean forests are composed of broad leaf evergreen trees like oak, 
eucalyptus, cork oak, red wood due to wetter winter resist dry summer conditions. 

• Much of the woody vegetation in Mediterranean is sclerophyll or hard leaved. 
Vegetation generally has small, dark leaves covered with a waxy outer layer to retain 
moisture in the dry summer months 

• Plants like grape vines have deep tap roots to reach the moist rocks underneath. 

• Some plants have large fleshy bulbous roots which stores water  

• Some trees have thick rough barks to store water during the summer 

• Mediterranean oak form open woodland with evergreen trees. 

• There are sweet smelling herbs and shrubs like lavender, rosemary, thyme and 
oleander 

• Some trees are Cone shaped trees like pine 

• Short and flat-topped trees like cork oak in the dry areas 

• Mixed type of vegetation with deciduous trees coniferous tough grasses and dwarf 
trees. 
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• Some trees have compact woody stems, bushy shrubs with dense thickets  
 Activity: outline the benefits of the Mediterranean vegetation and problems faced by the 
people living in such areas  
High veld grassland: Location, characteristics, economic value and problems 

Factors affecting the distribution of natural vegetation in Africa 
Physical factors 

Climate  
The natural vegetation is a direct response to the type of climate experienced in area. It 
mainly influences vegetation through the aspects of rainfall and temperature.  

Areas with heavy well distributed rainfall over 1500mm with double maxima and 
experience warm-hot temperatures throughout the year are covered with equatorial 
vegetation. 

Areas receiving moderate and seasonal ranging between 600mm – 800mm, savanna 
vegetation are common.  

Areas with unreliable and low rainfall less than 550mm with very hot temperature are 
covered with thicket, scrub and dry bushes.  
Relief or topography  

It affects vegetation distribution and growth by influencing the rate at which water 
moves to the surface.  

Steep slopes experience rapid water movement/flow hence little water is left for plants 
and as a result there is stunted vegetation. 
On the gentle slopes, the speed of water is slow and this allows deep penetration of water 

into the ground and as a result the gentle slopes have well developed soils and dense 
vegetation  
Relief also influences vegetation in as much as it determines rainfall distribution and 

formation. The wind ward side receives high amount of rainfall hence thick vegetation 
compared to the leeward side which has poor vegetation.  

Soil  
 The mineral composition, depth, maturity, acidity and alkalinity of soil directly 
influence the type of soils directly influence the type of vegetation.  Soils factors 

influencing vegetation type according to their moisture content for example peat soils 
give rise to riverine forests and swampy vegetation. Soils devoid of moisture like sandy 

soils give rise to scanty or scrub vegetation.  
Highland soils which are rich in organic matter give rise to dense vegetation on the 
slopes of Mountains of Africa.  

Drainage  
Well drained areas influence vegetation leading to growth of different types of vegetation 
like equatorial vegetation and grassland  

In flat areas and valleys, the drainage is likely to be impended and characterized by 
swampy conditions leading to the growth of Water loving plants like papyrus and 

mangrove vegetation. 
Altitude  
It is the height above sea level. Altitudinal differences lead to vegetation zonation due to 

changes in soils and climatic conditions. 
The lower altitude areas have savannah grasslands and mid slopes support deciduous 
forests and bamboo. 

High altitude areas allow the growth of heath and moorland.  
Organisms like wild animals’ influence vegetation distribution through overgrazing, the 

vegetation changes to secondary type for example in some parts of Queen Elizabeth 
national park.  Insects like locusts in Senegal and termites are common in the savannah 
woodland areas destroy the vegetation in those areas. 
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Latitude: 
Latitude has influenced the natural vegetation in the following ways: 

In the range of 00 - 50 north and south of the equator are areas of low latitude which 
support the growth of tropical rain forests due to heavy rainfall and warm – hot 

temperatures throughout the year. 
In range of 060 – 150 north and south of the equator, savannah grasslands occur due to 
alternative dry and wet season  

In the range of 150 – 350 north and south of the equator, there is semi-arid or scrub 
vegetation dominated by poor grass and thorny trees. 
The Mediterranean type is found on north western tip of North Africa in the range of 300 - 

350 north and south of the equator, western tip of South Africa due to wet winters and 
warm dry summers.  

The effect of dry winds has led to the growth of scanty vegetation in some parts of 
Africa. Areas adjacent to the cold current like canary and Benguela lead to scanty 
vegetation. 

Human activities  
Man’s activities which include cultivation, industrialization, overgrazing, bush burning 

and forestry activities lead to the growth of the secondary vegetation or have reduced 
vegetation cover to scanty vegetation or modification of the vegetation   
Agro-forestry, Reafforestation and afforestation programmes to replace original forests 

with new plant species or quick growing trees.  
Government policy to determine the location of vegetation for example through 
gazetting some areas of natural vegetation for conservation  

Reasons for reduction in natural cover in Africa  

• Human activities like clearance land for settlement, agriculture, road construction, 
and industrialization. 

• Destruction of forests by wild fires or natural fires  

• Destruction of vegetation by wild animals like elephants  

• Prolonged drought resulting into desertification  

• Loss of vegetation by pests like desert and red locusts and termites and diseases  

• Occurrence of landslides and mass wasting in the mountainous areas due to heavy 
rainfall 

• Flooding  

• Pollution  
 


