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Angola 

 

Jon C. Lovett 

School of Geography, University of Leeds, Leeds LS2 9JT 

 

In December I was lucky enough to visit Angola. Iƚ͛s a huge country, the seventh largest in 

Africa, covering about 1,250,000 km2 from the Congolian tropical rainforests in the north to 

the Namib desert in the south. To the west, miombo forest extends to Zambia. Three things 

spring to mind about Angola: it has a wealth of poorly documented biodiversity, it is rich in 

oil and minerals, and it suffered a devastating civil war from 1975 to 2002. Twenty seven 

years of war has left much of the country ungoverned with a legacy of poverty in stark 

contrast to the riches generated by natural resource exploitation. If you want to take a 

holiday there, iƚ͛s not an easy country. There is a lack of infrastructure for tourism and 

getting a visa requires an elaborate lengthy process. 

 

A recent book by Brian Huntley, a former Director of the South African National Biodiversity 

Institute who was the national park ecologist in Angola from 1971 to 1975, describes the 

history, ecology and conservation efforts of the country (Huntley, 2017). I made a 

pilgrimage to see the subject of one of the chapters in the book, the extraordinary plant 

Welwitschia mirabilis, which is only found in the Namib Desert of southern Angola and 

Namibia. Iƚ͛Ɛ Ă ůŽŶŐ ǁĂǇ ĨƌŽŵ LƵĂŶĚĂ ƐŽƵƚŚ ƚŽ ƚŚĞ ĚĞƐĞƌƚ͕ ďƵƚ ƚŚĞ ũŽƵƌŶĞǇ ŝƐ Ă ĨĂƐĐŝŶĂƚŝŶŐ 
vegetation transect as the rainfall declines. A quick side trip at Lubango takes you to 

stunning views across the mountains and plains of Huila from Tundavala Gorge, before 

dropping down the hairpin bends of the Serra de Leba escarpment to Namibe. Seeing 

Welwitschia in the wild is breathtaking. IŶ BƌŝĂŶ͛Ɛ book, he includes a quotation from Dr 

Friedrich WelǁŝƚƐĐŚ͕ ƚŚĞ ĨŝƌƐƚ ǁĞƐƚĞƌŶ ƐĐŝĞŶƚŝƐƚ ƚŽ ĨŝŶĚ ŝƚ ͞I ĐŽƵůĚ ĚŽ ŶŽƚŚŝŶŐ ďƵƚ ŬŶĞĞů ĚŽǁŶ 
on the burning soil and gaze at it, half in fear lest a touch should prove it a figment of the 

ŝŵĂŐŝŶĂƚŝŽŶ͘͟ When the botanist Joseph Hooker formerly described the plant in 1863 he 

ƐĂŝĚ ͞A ĚŝƐĐŽǀĞƌǇ ƚŚĂƚ I ĚŽ ŶŽƚ ŚĞƐŝƚĂƚĞ ƚŽ ĐŽŶƐŝĚĞƌ ƚŚĞ ŵŽƐƚ ǁŽŶĚĞƌĨƵů͕ ŝŶ Ă ďŽƚĂŶŝĐĂů ƉŽŝŶƚ 
ŽĨ ǀŝĞǁ͕ ƚŚĂƚ ŚĂƐ ďĞĞŶ ďƌŽƵŐŚƚ ƚŽ ůŝŐŚƚ ŝŶ ƚŚĞ ƉƌĞƐĞŶƚ ĐĞŶƚƵƌǇ͙͘͟  
 

Welwitschia looks like a life form from another world. Huge sprawling plants in the desert 

consisting of only two leaves growing from a basal meristem with the ends of the leaves 

splitting and fraying in the harsh arid climate. They are gymnosperms, and the fruits are 

cones on separate male and female plants, with only one extant species in the order 

Welwitschiales. The fossil record testifies to their ancient lineage, there is a fossil seedling 

from northeastern Brazil that has been placed in the order, dated to 110 million years ago. 

The larger living specimens are probably more than a 1000 years old: phylogenetic relicts 

surviving in what is probably the oldest desert in the world. 

 

Can Welwitschia tell us anything that is important for policy? Firstly, that there is enormous 

biological diversity on our planet, some of which is incredibly ancient. Conservation needs to 

think phylogenetically as well as in terms of numbers of species. Deep relictual nodes 

require special attention as they tell us about the history of evolution of life on Earth. 

Secondly, iconic species attract public interest. Welwitschia only grows in the Namib, but it 

is world famous and is given due prominence in marketing for tourism in Angola. There are 

Welwitschia hotels and restaurants, and remarkably the airport in Namibe is called 



͚WĞůǁŝƚƐĐŚŝĂ ŵŝƌĂďŝůŝƐ͛. Thirdly, plants and animals adapt to survive in the harshest of 

environments, the Namib desert has a wealth of species, many of which are unique to the 

area. However, like so many places, these habitats are fragile, easy to disturb and 

impossible to restore. 

 

And what of ecological science in Angola? Decades of civil war had a terrible effect on 

AŶŐŽůĂ͛Ɛ ǁŝůĚůŝĨĞ͕ ƚƌĂŝŶŝŶŐ ŽĨ ĞĐŽůŽŐŝƐƚƐ ĂŶĚ ĞĐological field work. I did a search in the African 

Journal of Ecology for recent papers on Angola and they are starting to emerge, for example 

on vegetation (Rejmánek et al., 2017; Revermann et al., 2017; Smith and Figueiredo, 2017); 

birds (Cáceres et al., 2016); and large mammals (Baptista et al., 2013; Chase and Griffin, 

2011). A ŐƌŽƵƉ ŽĨ ŶĂƚƵƌĂůŝƐƚƐ ďĂƐĞĚ ŝŶ AŶŐŽůĂ ĂŶĚ ĞůƐĞǁŚĞƌĞ ŚĂǀĞ Ă FĂĐĞďŽŽŬ ŐƌŽƵƉ ͚Angola 

Ambiente͛ ƚŚĂƚ ƉŽƐƚƐ ƉŝĐƚƵƌĞƐ ĂŶĚ ŽďƐĞƌǀĂƚŝŽŶƐ ŽŶ AŶŐŽůĂŶ ŶĂƚƵƌĂů ŚŝƐƚŽƌǇ͘ National parks 

are being restored and tourism is developing, though there is still a way to go. There is a lack 

of trained staff, infrastructure was destroyed, visas are complex and larger wildlife was 

almost completely wiped out. BƵƚ ĐŚĂŶŐĞ ŝƐ ĐŽŵŝŶŐ͘ TŚĞƌĞ ĐĂŶ͛ƚ ďĞ Ă ďĞƚƚĞƌ Ɛignal of 

increasing ecological awareness than an airport being named with the Latin binomial of an 

iconic plant. 

 

Baptista, S. L., Pinto, P. V., Freitas, M. d. C., Cruz, C. and Palmeirim, J. M. (2013), Geophagy 

by African ungulates: the case of the critically endangered giant sable antelope of Angola 

(Hippotragus niger variani). Afr. J. Ecol., 51: 139ʹ146. doi:10.1111/aje.12020 

 

Cáceres, A., Melo, M., Barlow, J. and Mills, M. S. L. (2016), Radiotelemetry reveals key data 

for the conservation of Sheppardia gabela (Rand, 1957) in the Angolan Escarpment forest. 

Afr. J. Ecol., 54: 317ʹ327. doi:10.1111/aje.12283 

 

Chase, M. J. and Griffin, C. R. (2011), Elephants of south-east Angola in war and peace: their 

decline, re-colonization and recent status. African Journal of Ecology, 49: 353ʹ361. 

doi:10.1111/j.1365-2028.2011.01272.x 

 

Huntley, B.J. (2017), Wildlife at war in Angola. Protea, Pretoria. 

 

Rejmánek, M., Huntley, B. J., Le Roux, J. J. and Richardson, D. M. (2017), A rapid survey of 

the invasive plant species in western Angola. Afr. J. Ecol., 55: 56ʹ69. doi:10.1111/aje.12315 

 

Revermann, R., Wallenfang, J., Oldeland, J. and Finckh, M. (2017), Species richness and 

evenness respond to diverging land-use patterns ʹ a cross-border study of dry tropical 

woodlands in southern Africa. Afr. J. Ecol., 55: 152ʹ161. doi:10.1111/aje.12333 

 

Smith, G. F. and Figueiredo, E. (2017), Determining the residence status of widespread plant 

species: studies in the flora of Angola. Afr. J. Ecol., 55: 710ʹ713. doi:10.1111/aje.12368 


