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Namibia’s land comprises about 824,000 square kilometres and 
stretches 1,570 kilometres along the shores of the Atlantic Ocean 
from the Orange River in the south to the Kunene River in the north, 

straddling the Tropic of Capricorn. 
It is this position in southwestern Africa – where dry, high-pressure 

anticyclones influence the weather for much of the year, and the cold Benguela 
Current pushes northwards along the coast – that determines Namibia’s 
overriding aridity. Surface water is scarce, except along the country’s northern 
and southern borders. Namibia’s dry climate is characterised by rains that fall 
for only a short period each year and high evaporation rates. As a result, soils 
are shallow and poorly developed, vegetation cover is sparse and much of the 
land can support only low densities of wildlife, livestock and people.

Although the Benguela offers only a small contribution of water in 
the form of fog, it liberally provides nutrients that support a rich and 
productive marine environment and drives the sands of the Namib and 
diamonds from the Orange River onshore, all of which contribute much to 
Namibia’s economy.

The land that makes up Namibia has been arid for millions of years, but 
it was not always so. The country has a very much longer geological history 
that has seen it pushed and pulled and moved along – together and within 
supercontinents – across large areas of the southern hemisphere, through ice 
and heat, moisture and dryness. Evidence of this can be seen in the rocks and 
landforms that define Namibia today. These ancient landforms, together with 
the more recent windblown sands and sparse vegetation cover have shaped 
the country into many distinct landscapes.

Much more recently, humans have further moulded Namibia’s landscape 
through the activities they pursued to make a living and by defining the 
country’s borders. These and other important features and processes shape 
the character of Namibia as it is today and are described in this atlas.

Namibia hugs the south-western coast of Africa. From there the country extends inland for several 
hundred kilometres over most of its length, but to over 1,400 kilometres along its northern border. It 
is this position on Earth that largely determines Namibia’s character, the most telling of which is the 
arid climate. It is here that greens turn to browns, and most rivers are dusty, not watery. The number 
of people living here is also small, as is true in all dry environments around the world. Few city lights 
are thus to be seen, and Namibians can enjoy bright, starry skies at night.

1INTRODUCTION
Namibia’s position & 
landscapes
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Orientation

1.01 Namibia’s position in the world

Most of us are accustomed to seeing Namibia’s position on Earth 

as shown on the left-hand globe, where Angola is above, South 

Africa below and Botswana is to the right. This is how convention 
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places and sees Namibia. Norms are useful, but it is also worth 

– and fun – thinking in different ways, and seeing things from 

another angle, such as the upside-down globe on the right.1 
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1.02 Windhoek’s lengthy journey across Earth2

Namibia hasn’t always been where it is on Earth now. At times 

it was over the South Pole and at other times far to the west. 

This map traces how the approximate location of Windhoek has 

shifted over the last 550 million years, which is about the time 

that the supercontinent of Gondwana started to form (page 54). 

The continents then looked quite different from how they look 

today. For example, Africa and South America were joined as 

recently as 132 million years ago. Where will Namibia’s capital 

city be in 100 million years from now?

1.03 Map projections

Transferring the positions of places and objects that are arranged 

on a curved surface, such as that of Earth, onto a flat surface like 

the page of this book, is not easy. Some distortion must occur, like 

an orange peel being squashed onto a flat plate. Cartographers, 

the people who draw maps, use map projections to minimise these 

distortions. This is done by transforming – or projecting – the 

locations of places and objects on the surface of the earth (usually 

measured in degrees of latitude and longitude) into locations 

on flat paper. There are many types of transformations – or 

projections – each a balance between retaining and distorting 

the various properties of the surface as it is on the globe. Some 

projections reflect shapes or orientation quite accurately, but 

distort areas and distances significantly. Others preserve area, but 

distort shapes, for example.

The map on the left has not been projected, each degree of 

latitude and longitude being the same size as the next. On the right, 

however, the map has been projected and the shape of Namibia 

looks more realistic; southern Namibia appears narrower because 

the imaginary lines of longitude, which are about 111 kilometres 

apart at the equator, converge until they meet at the South and 

North poles. Horizontal lines of latitude are imaginary lines that 

form parallel rings around the earth, as they are depicted in the 

unprojected map on the left. In the projected map on the right, 

they curve a little because the projection attempts to correct the 

map for the fact that Earth is spherical. The straight line that forms 

the border between Namibia and Angola also curves slightly. 

All the maps in this atlas that show the whole of Namibia 

are drawn using an Albers equal-area projection. As the name 

suggests, this projection reflects true surface area for the entire 

country, and for smaller areas within it. The projection is 

based on the World Geodetic System 1984 (WGS 84) as its 

reference ellipsoid, with a central meridian of 18.5 degrees east, 

a reference and first parallel at 23 degrees south and a second 

parallel at 19 degrees south.



4
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1.04 Namibia’s borders3

Namibia gets its shape and area from a set of defined borders. 

How Namibia came to have those borders is a story stretching 

back almost 170 years, consisting of countless negotiations, 

multiple treaties, and many delimitation and geodetical 

commissions. Most of these involved the German, British and 

Portuguese governments during their scramble for colonial 

influence in Africa in the nineteenth century.

Beacon 24, about 230 kilometres due east of 
Ruacana Falls is one of 47 beacons erected in 

1927 and 1928 following an agreement between 
Portugal and South Africa. The agreement signed 

on 22 June 1926 read in part: 

… When this boundary follows a parallel of 
latitude or other straight line, the demarcation 
shall be made without any extensive deviation 

from that parallel or line. ln demarcating the 
boundary line from the Kunene to the Okavango 
(Cubango) River, the latitude of boundary marks 

shall be corrected by means of astronomical 
observations at distances of not more than fifty 
kilometres apart … permanent beacons shall be 

erected along the said boundary line at distances 
not exceeding 10 kilometres apart … The whole 

of the boundary line shall be cleared and kept 
free of bush and trees.4 
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Northern border It was in the German–Portuguese Treaty of 

December 1886 that this border was first defined as following 

the Kunene River to a point near Ruacana, and then due east to a 

point at Katwitwi, and then along the Okavango River to Andara. 

However, uncertainty and disagreement about the exact point near 

Ruacana led to the declaration in 1891 of a neutral zone 8 miles 

(12.9 kilometres) wide. A proper survey was completed in 1928 

and the neutral zone then fell away.

Caprivi Strip The idea of the Caprivi Strip was also first agreed 

in the Portuguese–German Treaty of December 1886 when the 

northern boundary was agreed to be a straight line from Andara 

to the rapids at Katima Mulilo. However, the general area in and 

around today’s Zambezi Region was under British influence at 

that time, and it was during the negotiations leading up to the 

Heligoland–Zanzibar Treaty of 1890 that the Caprivi Strip was 

first declared as being part of German South West Africa, and 

was named after Count Leo von Caprivi, Germany’s chancellor 

at that time. This treaty also fixed the width of the Caprivi Strip 

as 20 miles (32.2 kilometres). The survey and marking out of the 

northern boundary was only completed in 1931. The British and 

German governments interpreted the southern boundary’s position 

differently, especially where it was difficult to determine distances 

of 20 miles south of the Okavango River, and it was only in 1930 

that the position of the southern border was fixed. About half 

of the Caprivi Strip lies in present-day Kavango East Region; the 

other half is in Zambezi Region.

Kwando, Zambezi, Chobe and Linyanti river borders These 

borders were defined as the centre lines of the deepest channels 

of the four rivers. However, the depths of the channels change as 

the rivers meander, making it hard to determine which channels 

are deepest. Consequently, the sovereignty of certain islands in the 

rivers has been disputed.

Northeastern border This border was only demarcated with 

beacons in 1964. From the southwestern corner of the Caprivi 

Strip it runs due south along 21 degrees east to 22 degrees south, 

then due west to 20 degrees east. 

Southeastern border This border follows the 20 degree meridian 

from 22 degrees south to the Orange River. This border was first 

agreed in March 1885, and then ratified by Britain and Germany 

in their 1890 treaty. Beacons were placed to demarcate the border 

during a geodetical survey between 1899 and 1903.

Orange River The Orange River was confirmed as a border in the 

German–British Treaty of 1890, from the mouth of the river to 

a point where the river meets 20 degrees east. Contrary to usual 

practice where borders run along the midline of rivers, it was 

agreed that this border would follow the highest flood level on the 

northern bank, thus keeping all the river’s waters in South Africa. 

South Africa and Namibia agreed in 1991 to move the border to 

the centre of the river, but the governments have yet to implement 

this agreement.5 

Coastline The coastal border stretches approximately 1,570 

kilometres from the mouth of the Orange River northwards to 

the mouth of the Kunene River. This was agreed in the German–

Portuguese Treaty of December 1886, thus altering an earlier 

agreement between the British and German governments in March 

1885 that fixed the northernmost point of Namibia’s coastline 

at a latitude of 17.85 degrees south, a point approximately 66 

kilometres south of the Kunene River mouth.

The Walvis Bay enclave was proclaimed British territory in 1876, 

and then as part of the Cape Colony in 1884. It remained part of 

South Africa after Namibia’s independence, but South Africa ceded 

Walvis Bay and the offshore islands to Namibia in a treaty in 1994. 

Namibia’s eastern border with Botswana goes up 
and down over hundreds of dunes and hummocks 
of red Kalahari sand (page 41). 
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1.05 Namibia’s marine territory and exclusive economic zone6 

Namibia is separated from its neighbours by land borders, but 

sovereignty at sea is defined by distance. Namibia’s territory 

extends 12 nautical miles (22.2 kilometres) out to sea from the 

average low-tide line. An exclusive economic zone was established 

in 1990, which extends 200 nautical miles (370.4 kilometres) 
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offshore, giving Namibia sole rights to the exploration and 

exploitation of marine resources within this area of the Atlantic 

Ocean. In 2009, Namibia submitted a claim to the United Nations 

Commission on the Limits of the Continental Shelf (CLCS) to 

claim its rights over an extended area of continental shelf.

Namibia seeks to protect its rights to the country’s offshore waters and the fish and other marine life they support, as well as the rights to mineral and 
petroleum resources in this area of the Atlantic Ocean.
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Place names

OMUSATI:
Place of

the mopane
tree
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HARDAP:
Nipple

ZAMBEZI:
The river, possibly derived
from 'mbeze' (fish)

ǁKHARAS:
Stony

KAVANGO:
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KUNENE:
Lies on the right

KHOMAS:
Mountainous

OMAHEKE: 
Red sand sea
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‘Omusati’ is Oshiwambo for mopane (Colophospermum mopane), the 
abundant hardwood trees found in arid rocky areas of northwestern 
Namibia and on alluvial soils in the Cuvelai.

‘Oshikoto’ means ‘a deep hole’, a reference to Lake Otjikoto near 
Tsumeb. The lake was an underground aquifer which became exposed 
when its roof of rock collapsed.

1.06 The meanings of place names7

The name ‘Namibia’ is derived from the word ‘Namib’, which 

describes a vast open space in Khoekhoegowab, the Nama and 

Damara language. Some place names in Namibia have been in use 

for hundreds of years, while others were assigned more recently. 

The derivations of the names of the 58 places numbered in the 

map above are given in the table on pages 8 and 9.
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Place name Meaning

1 Arandis The place where people cry

2 Aranos ‘Ara’ (from the name ‘Arahoab’) and ‘nos’ (from the town’s location on the Nossob River)

3 Aroab Aro (Ziziphus mucronata) and ‘!ab’ (river)

4 Berseba Oath at the well; or seven wells

5 Bethanie House of misery

6 Bukalo Where people live

7 Divundu Marsh

8 Eenhana Stockade for calves

9 Gibeon After Gibeon, a city of the Old Testament 

10 Gobabis Place of strife or argument (from ‘Khoabes’)

11 Gochas Place with many Acacia hebeclada shrubs

12 Grootfontein Large fountain

13 Helao Nafidi After Helao Nafidi, a military commissar

14 Henties Bay After Hendrik ‘Henty’ van der Merwe, who came across the bay in 1929 on his search for water

15 Kalkrand Limestone ridge

16 Kamanjab The place of the big stones

17 Karasburg Stony mountain

18 Karibib From |karibi (nut grass)

19 Katima Mulilo To quench the fire

20 Keetmanshoop Keetman’s Hope

21 Khorixas Mustard tree (Salvadora persica)

22 Koës Place of villains; meat from the shin; or grey go-away-bird (Corythaixoides concolor)

23 Leonardville After Reverend EJ Leonard

24 Lüderitz After Adolf Lüderitz, who ‘bought’ the bay in 1883

25 Luhonono After the luhonono tree (Terminalia sericea)

26 Maltahöhe Malta’s heights

27 Mariental Maria’s valley

28 Nkurenkuru Old (or original) home

29 Okahandja Plain or flat place

Omaheke is named after the red windblown sands that cover 
much of eastern Namibia. In places the sands have been moulded 
by the wind into parallel dunes (pages 15, 41 and 82).

0 20 km
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yo Mungo
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Oshikuku
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Okalongo

Tsandi

ANGOLA

NAMIBIA

Ogongo

Oshana is the singular form of ‘iishana’ in Oshiwambo. It refers to a 
network of about 100 shallow channels of the Cuvelai drainage system 
that periodically flow with runoff from Angola (pages 13 and 120).
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Place name Meaning

30 Okahao Calabash

31 Okakarara Also known as Erari (flat area); rara or rar- denotes sleep

32 Okongo A place or a forest for hunting

33 Omaruru Place of bitter milk

34 Omuthiya Camel-thorn tree (Acacia erioloba)

35 Ondangwa Place of the Ndonga

36 Ongwediva Where leopards drink

37 Oniipa Thick skin, after fruits of the African ebony tree (Diospyros mespiliformis)

38 Opuwo Enough

39 Oranjemund Mouth of the Orange [River]

40 Oshakati Centre

41 Oshikuku Sandy place

42 Otavi Water spurting from the spring, like milk from a cow’s udder when a calf nurses roughly

43 Otjinene Large place

44 Otjiwarongo Beautiful place

45 Outapi Burning place (also Uutapi)

46 Outjo Small hill

47 Rehoboth Broad place or room

48 Ruacana The rapids

49 Rundu High place 

50 Stampriet Stamped reeds

51 Swakopmund Swakop after the Khoekhoegowab Tsoaxaub for excrement, probably because the Swakop River 
spews brown water into the sea when in flood. ‘Mund’ is German for river mouth.

52 Tsandi Named after Otsandi, a nearby water source

53 Tses Place of daylight

54 Tsumeb From tsoumsoub, to dig in loose ground, and otjisume, place of frogs

55 Usakos The place that grasps the hoof (from the clingy yellow clay at local water sources)

56 Walvis Bay Whale bay

57 Windhoek Windy corner; alternatively, might have been named after ‘Winterhoek’ in the Cape

58 Witvlei White marsh

The names Hardap Region and Hardap Dam come from the 
Khoekhoegowab term har’dup for nipple. Just behind Hardap Dam lies 
Mariental and green fields irrigated with water from the dam.

The names of the Erongo Region and Erongo Mountains are derived 
from the Otjiherero word oshirongo, which is a large home or settlement.
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  1 Kunene River mouth
  2 Etendeka Tablelands
  3 Hoarusib glacial valley
  4 Zebra Mountains
  5 Cuvelai System
  6 Angola–Namibia border
  7 Etosha Pan
  8 Okavango River
  9 Main road to Rundu
10 Cuito River in Angola
11 Kwando River
12 Zambezi River
13 Zambezi Floodplains
14 Otavi Mountains
15 Omuramba Omatako
16 Okavango Swamps in Botswana
17 Paresis Mountains
18 Waterberg
19 Makgadikgadi Pans in Botswana
20 Brandberg
21 Cape Cross
22 Erongo Mountains
23 Windhoek
24 Walvis Bay
25 Kuiseb River
26 Aminuis Corridor farms
27 Sossusvlei
28 Nossob River
29 Namib Sand Sea
30 Weissrand Plateau
31 Lüderitz
32 Karas Mountains
33 Orange River mouth
34 Orange River

A view of Namibia 
from space

Namibia is often clearly visible from 

the air or space because its landscapes 

are seldom obscured by clouds, dust or 

haze, and thanks to its arid climate there 

is little dense or tall vegetation to cover 

the ground. In a nutshell: there is much 

to see. Flying over Namibia, or studying 

aerial photos or satellite images, is like 

reading a book: each scene is packed with 

fascinating facts, stories and imagery; each 

image reveals an account of formation, 

climate, foundation, topography, life and 

how the land has been used. This view of 

Namibia from space is a mosaic of images 

captured from a Landsat satellite orbiting 

above the earth. It clearly shows many of 

Namibia’s major features and landscapes; 

some of them are labelled. 
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1.07 Landscapes8

Tectonic events, geological composition, water, erosion, 

deposition, climate, soil and vegetation all determine the visible 

features of an area of land, the landscape. These features and 

characteristics influence the animals that occur there and how 

people there make a living. 

Twenty-three iconic landscapes of Namibia are defined in 

this map, and described in the pages that follow. Almost all of 

these landscapes could be subdivided into smaller elements. A 

good example is the Namib Sand Sea, which could be divided 

into a number of dune fields, each characterised by the different 

types of dunes which have been formed by the local impacts of 

wind speed and direction, the supply of sand and surrounding 

topography and vegetation (pages 40 and 82). 

Landscapes



INTRODUCTION  |  13

This broad landscape stretches east from the Coastal Plain (right) across 
much of central Namibia. Elevations in this landscape rise gradually from 
about 500 metres above sea level in the west to approximately 1,000 
metres in the east. The plain is punctuated by many inselbergs, most of 
which are small granite hills, but it also encompasses the large granitic 
Erongo and Paresis mountains and the Brandberg and Spitzkoppe. 
Rock formations surrounding the inselbergs are mainly metamorphosed 
products of ocean sediments that were forced up during the formation of 
Gondwana (page 54). 

The Escarpment (below right) extended across this area before it 
was eroded and smoothed away by rivers into these plains. Such erosive 
forces are hard to imagine in today’s arid climate, but we are reminded of 
their power when the sizeable Khan, Omaruru, Swakop and Ugab rivers, 
which drain the landscape, occasionally flow.

East of the Erongo Mountains most of this landscape area is divided 
into large farms used for livestock, wildlife and tourism. Rainfall 
decreases towards the west and only the hardiest of plants, wildlife and 
domestic stock live in the plain’s most arid reaches. 

The Coastal Plain developed after Gondwana split up about 132 million 
years ago and the uplift of the marginal escarpment of southern Africa, 
possibly sometime in the Late Cretaceous (around 70–65 million years 
ago). The broad Coastal Plain forms an apron along the entire length of 
Namibia’s coast except where it is covered by dunes of the Namib Sand 
Sea (pages 40, 63 and 82). Away from those dune fields, the surface is 
underlain largely by gravel and thin layers of sand, granite outcrops and 
dolerite dykes and sills. These and other rocks have been planed off to 
form an even surface, possibly by the Atlantic when sea levels were much 
higher than they are at present.

This is the most arid area of Namibia. Rain seldom falls and the only 
regular precipitation comes in small quantities of fog (page 84). As a 
result, vegetation is extremely sparse, being limited to scattered tufts of 
grasses, and shrubs with special adaptations to conserve, collect and/or 
absorb moisture. Almost everyone on the Coastal Plain is urban, living in 
one of the four towns of Lüderitz, Walvis Bay, Swakopmund and Henties 
Bay. Most of the Coastal Plain is conserved in contiguous parks stretching 
between the Kunene and Orange rivers (page 261).

This unusual drainage system is characterised by a dense network of 
shallow channels known locally as iishana (oshana, singular). The 
landscape is extremely flat, leading the iishana to split and rejoin 
repeatedly. During the rainy season, flows of water from higher, wetter 
areas of the northern Cuvelai in Angola may be supplemented by local 
heavy rainfalls. About 100 iishana flow into Namibia spread across an 
area 170 kilometres wide, which gradually converge on the Omadhiya 
lakes. About a quarter of Namibia’s population lives in the Cuvelai in 
homes and smallholdings spread across the landscape. Significant numbers 
of people now live in several rapidly growing towns in the Cuvelai.

Large numbers of fish are harvested when the iishana flow and 
the Omadhiya lakes fill. Crops are grown for domestic consumption 
on relatively fertile soils around households, while livestock graze 
the commons in the iishana and outside the smallholdings. Fresh 
groundwater is available in hand-dug wells.

The Escarpment clearly and abruptly separates the Coastal Plain (above) 
from higher ground to the east. It is best developed in central and southern 
Namibia where it reaches its maximum elevation of 2,350 metres above 
sea level at the flat-topped Gamsberg, seen here. In northwestern Namibia, 
the Escarpment is not as well defined and is spread across a broader zone. 
Between Usakos and Khorixas erosion has largely removed the highlands 
and Escarpment, forming a much gentler slope inland. It is not clear if the 
Escarpment’s formation was a consequence of the break-up of Gondwana, 
or if it was formed earlier by some other process. Namibia’s Escarpment is 
part of the Great Escarpment that runs more or less continuously around 
the margins of southern Africa from the Congo River to the Zambezi.

The two permanent rivers on the northern and southern boundaries 
of Namibia, the Kunene and Orange, cut through the Escarpment, as 
do the ephemeral Kuiseb, Swakop, Huab, Hoanib and Hoarusib rivers. 
Environmental conditions change rapidly between the relatively wetter 
and more vegetated top of the Escarpment and the arid and sparse plant 
cover lower down.
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Viewed from high above the Kunene River Mouth, this area consists 
of two broad, relatively flat plains surrounded and separated by the 
rugged Kaokoveld Hills. As shown in this satellite image, the northern 
area slopes down towards the Kunene River. Ephemeral streams in the 
southern area flow southwards into the Hoarusib River. The geology 
underlying these plains is like that of the surrounding hills. At elevations 
of over 1,100 metres above sea level, these plains are high above the low-
lying Coastal Plain (page 37) to the west and are thought to have possibly 
formed as a result of glaciation.

Rural livelihoods and economic circumstances here are very similar 
to those in the Kaokoveld Hills (pages 12 and 15), with Etanga, Epembe 
and Okanguati being the only significant centres. Soils are shallow and 
vegetation is sparse in this arid environment. Fresh water is obtained from 
hand-dug wells in dry river courses, and from springs and boreholes.

These distinctive flat-topped mountains of northwestern Namibia are 
underlain by horizontal layers of solidified lava that erupted some  
132 million years ago when South America and Africa started to break 
apart (page 61). The tablelands are consequently made up of successive 
flows of basalt and volcanic rocks derived from explosive activity. The 
spectacular Grootberg and the surrounding flat-topped hills are good 
examples of this landform. The name ‘Etendeka’ is derived from the 
Otjiherero term for layered or stacked.

The Etendeka Tablelands is an arid landscape where rainfall is low 
and unpredictable and evaporation rates are high. Plant and animal 
life is thus sparse and limited to hardy types. A number of springs 
bring subterranean water to the surface in this area, which supports 
localised areas of greenery. The few people who live here make a living 
largely from remittances, grants, livestock and incomes derived through 
conservancies and tourism (pages 254 and 339).

Etosha Pan and the smaller pans around it lie in a very shallow basin. 
The pans are normally dry, but can fill from local downpours. The main 
pan sometimes receives water from the Cuvelai (pages 13 and 120) when 
there is sufficient water in its channels to collect in the Omadhiya lakes 
and flow down the Ekuma River into Etosha Pan. Etosha Pan covers 
an area of 4,800 square kilometres today. However, up until about 4 
million years ago the Kunene River used to flow into the Cuvelai drainage 
system, inundating a much larger area than today. At that time, Etosha 
was a giant lake that extended into southern Angola.

Salts in the pans and the surrounding soils have accumulated from 
dissolved minerals washed into the area by the Kunene and other rivers 
over the many eons. With nowhere farther to flow, the floodwaters 
evaporate leaving behind fine sediments and minerals. 

When Etosha floods, flamingos often arrive in great numbers to breed 
and feast on the abundance of tiny organisms – algae, cyanobacteria, 
diatoms, flies, shrimps and other invertebrates – that hatch from spores 
and eggs hidden in the salty clays. 

This landscape in southeastern Namibia is named after the Gamchab 
River, the largest of many small ephemeral rivers and streams that drain 
the basin. Rainfall is low, falling erratically in either summer or winter. 
Temperatures and evaporation rates are often very high, all of which 
makes this a harsh environment. The plant cover consists mainly of low 
shrubs and sparse grasses. Game and small-stock farming are the main 
economic activities in this remote corner of Namibia.

The Gamchab Basin is dominated by large, open valleys of 
gently south-sloping ground underlain with rocks of the Namaqua 
Metamorphic Complex and sediments and dolerites of the Karoo 
geological era (pages 50 and 59). Much of the rock has been eroded 
down to a flat surface, most likely by glaciers during the Karoo era 
(pages 37 and 59). This flat plain is crossed with ephemeral streams that 
drain into the Orange River along its southern boundary, where it drops 
into the rugged landscape of the Orange River Valley. 
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Most inselbergs (literally ‘island mountains’) are too small to map but 
are still prominent features of the landscape. Generally rounded in 
form, inselbergs are normally mounds of granites or gneisses that are 
the remainders of intrusions of magma that cooled over many years. 
Interlocking crystals make granite largely impermeable and thus resistant 
to erosion, preserving the forms of these intrusions as prominent rock 
masses as the softer rocks surrounding them are removed by weathering 
and erosion. Inselbergs are characteristic of arid and semi-arid terrains. 
Namibia’s most prominent inselbergs are Brandberg, Erongo Mountains, 
Paresis Mountain (seen above) and Spitzkoppe. The surfaces of those 
in the far west are dominated by bare rock, with soil and plants being 
restricted to valleys and crevices. Much more soil and vegetation cover 
the inselbergs in the east where they receive more rain than their western 
counterparts. Many of the plants and animals that occur in these isolated 
highlands are restricted to them and found nowhere else. 

Strictly, some isolated mountains such as Waterberg and Mount 
Etjo are not inselbergs because they were not formed from intrusions of 
igneous rock. 

The Kamanjab Plain is underlain by some of the oldest granitic and 
gneissic rocks in Namibia. It is relatively flat with scattered low, rolling 
hills of piled boulders formed through weathering of great blocks of 
granitic-gneiss rocks. The plain lies more than 1,000 metres above sea 
level, but is deeply incised in the west by the Huab and Ombonde rivers 
as they cut their ways towards the coast (page 110). 

Livestock and game farming, trophy hunting and tourism are the 
major economic activities across this landscape where the vegetation 
is dominated by mopane and acacia woodland. Total rainfall seldom 
exceeds 300 millimetres per year and is often extremely variable. 
Hilly ground is rocky, while Calcisol soils cover the extensive plain. 
Evaporation concentrates calcium carbonate in these soils into blocks of 
white calcrete which dot the surface.

This extensive flat area extending over most of northern and eastern 
Namibia is covered by largely unconsolidated sands of the Kalahari Basin 
(pages 26, 50 and 63). The sands have been moulded into dunes in many 
areas where they form long lines across the landscape. Dunes in the more 
arid areas are sparsely vegetated and more active, their shapes and sizes 
being moulded slowly by wind. Dunes in higher-rainfall areas of the north 
and northeast that were once arid are now covered in trees and shrubs. 

Watercourses that originate within the Kalahari Sandveld are 
normally dry because rain rapidly infiltrates the sands, and the many 
small pans scattered across the landscape only collect and hold water 
for short periods following thunderstorm deluges. In the northeast, the 
Okavango, Zambezi and Kwando rivers carry water from high-rainfall 
areas in Angola across the Kalahari Sandveld. 

Apart from holding little moisture, the sandy soils hold few nutrients. 
Only the soils along ancient watercourses and interdune valleys are 
somewhat fertile and are used to grow crops. Elsewhere, livestock and 
wildlife graze and browse the vegetation, although wildlife is mainly 
restricted to areas managed for conservation (page 256). The Kalahari 
Sandveld is sparsely populated by people. Modest yields of groundwater 
are widely available from porous aquifers (page 128).

This must be the most remote, rugged and mountainous landscape in 
Namibia. Elevations range between 1,000 and 1,900 metres above sea 
level. Few people live here and there are only a few tiny towns on its 
outskirts, such as Orupembe and Sesfontein. Livelihoods are based largely 
on small stock and cattle, which are often moved to areas where forage 
is available around northwestern Namibia and southwestern Angola. 
Almost all income in this arid environment is from occasional sales of 
livestock and from remittances, social grants and tourism revenue.

The landscape is underlain by some of the oldest rocks in Namibia, 
most being metamorphic and folded between 2,600 and 1,800 million 
years ago. That this is an ancient landscape is suggested by the presence 
of glacial valleys that cut through older topography more than 300 
million years ago. The best example is the Kunene Valley which cuts 
through 1,500 metres of older topography in places.
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Rising from the southern plains of the Nama Karoo (below right) 
and Kalahari Sandveld (previous page) are the Karas Mountains, two 
prominent landmarks which comprise uplifted blocks of metamorphic 
basement rocks that are about 1,200 million years old. These ancient 
rocks are overlain by a relatively thin veneer of sedimentary sandstones, 
limestones and shales. More recent erosion has dissected the blocks of 
basement rocks so much in some areas that it is difficult to imagine that 
the mountains originally had flat tops. 

Most rain here falls in the late summer with annual averages between 
150 and 200 millimetres, but it varies greatly from season to season. 
Because moist air is forced up over the mountains, they often receive 
slightly more rain than surrounding lower areas. Soil and vegetation are 
limited to valleys and clefts among the expanses of bare rock. Sheep and 
goat farming is the main economic activity in this area. Farms are large, 
and few people live in this rugged, harsh but impressive landscape. 

This satellite image views the landscape from southeast to 
northwest. The image has been draped over elevation data to illustrate 
the area’s topography.

The Karstveld is underlain exclusively by rocks formed from sediments 
deposited 750–600 million years ago in a shallow sea covered by mats of 
microbial organisms (page 55). These rocks are quite soluble in rainwater 
and thus slowly dissolve over time, leaving cavities that may develop into 
extensive aquifers, cave systems and underground lakes. Lake Guinas 
and Lake Otjikoto were such underground lakes before the ground 
above them eroded so thin that it collapsed (page 127). There is little 
surface runoff from rain in this area because most of it rapidly drains 
into the ground and underground cavities. Water that evaporates from 
the soil leaves behind dissolved calcium carbonate which aggregates into 
distinctive calcrete rocks that are abundant around the Karstveld, and in 
the adjacent Etosha National Park.

Some caves are important archaeological sites, with an early pre-
human primate, named Otavipithecus (page 287), being found near Berg 
Aukas. Many endemic species of insects and some fish species are also 
known from the Karstveld where they have evolved in isolated caves and 
lakes (page 233). Much of the landscape is used for livestock farming. 
Valleys in the higher-rainfall Otavi–Grootfontein–Tsumeb area, known as 
Namibia’s ‘Maize Triangle’, have relatively fertile soils that support the 
large-scale production of maize, cotton and sunflower, and the irrigated 
horticulture of high-value fruit and vegetables. 

These highlands were originally formed when the Kalahari and Congo 
cratons collided to form the continent of Gondwana about 550 million 
years ago. The rocks that dominate this landscape are mica-rich schists 
formed from sand and mud deposited on the ocean floor that had 
separated the two cratons. As they collided, the marine sediments were 
heated, squeezed and folded into mountains much like the Alps of Europe 
or the Andes of South America. 

More recently, rift valleys formed in these highlands, such as the one 
stretching between Okahandja and Windhoek. Along the edges of the 
rifts are faults in which water collects and feeds into aquifers, forming the 
major groundwater sources that enabled Windhoek to establish long ago. 
Windhoek with its large population and various economic activities is at the 
heart of these highlands. Much of the Khomas Hochland has been eroded 
into rolling hills. These hills are the sources of the westward-flowing Kuiseb 
and Swakop rivers that flow to the Atlantic, and the southeastward-flowing 
Black and White Nossob rivers that drain into the Kalahari Sandveld (pages 
15 and 110). The hills are largely covered in grasses and a sparse cover of 
shrubs and small trees. The tallest trees grow along drainage lines where 
their roots enjoy better access to groundwater. Livestock and game farming 
and tourism are the main economic activities outside Windhoek’s city limits.

This extensive, flat landscape that dominates much of southern Namibia 
is underlain by horizontal layers of sediments. One of the few breaks 
in the landscape is the well-known Brukkaros Mountain (also known 
as ‘Geitsi Gubib’), an extrusion of igneous rock that rises some 650 
metres above the surrounding plain. Sills of dolerite (dark volcanic rock) 
pushed through the sediments, especially around Keetmanshoop, and 
with weathering have given rise to the Giants’ Playground setting. The 
iconic quiver tree or kokerboom (Aloe dichotoma) thrives on the rich soil 
produced from the dolerites. To the east, the Nama Karoo Basin extends 
under the Weissrand Plateau and Kalahari Sandveld landscapes (pages 
18 and 15, respectively), while the Escarpment to the west separates the 
Nama Karoo from the Coastal Plain. 

The ephemeral Fish, Konkiep and Löwen rivers flow southwards 
across this landscape towards the Orange River (page 110). Vegetation 
is sparse as a result of the arid climate. Extensive farming with small 
stock is the predominant, widespread rural economic activity. Significant 
irrigation schemes are associated with the Hardap and Naute dams and a 
third is planned for development at Neckartal Dam. Economic activities 
concentrated in towns, especially the larger regional centres of Mariental 
and Keetmanshoop, are mostly related to agriculture.
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The Namib dune fields are probably Namibia’s most iconic landscape, 
attracting tourists from all over the world to its central Namib Sand Sea 
and Sossusvlei. Recognised for its uniqeness, the Namib Sand Sea is one 
of Namibia’s two World Heritage sites (the other being Twyfelfontein in 
northwestern Namibia); it is the largest stretch of Namib dunes and lies 
between Lüderitz and Walvis Bay, stretching some 400 kilometres from 
north to south and up to 150 kilometres inland from the coast. 

All of the Namib sands were transported by the Orange River from 
the interior of southern Africa to the Atlantic Ocean. From there, ocean 
currents moved the sand onshore and it was blown inland by strong 
southwesterly winds (page 80). The encroaching march of the dunes 
northwards from the main body of the Namib Sand Sea is halted by the 
Kuiseb River, which flows just often enough to wash the encroaching 
sand away. Further north, two smaller dune fields are likewise halted by 
the Hoarusib and Kunene rivers, respectively (page 110).

It is hard for plants to root and grow in the shifting sands. The 
extreme aridity adds another constraint, which also limits animal life. 
Most organisms that live here have special adaptations to this challenging 
environment, and occur nowhere else in the world.

Perched on the edge of the Escarpment (page 12), this massif of rock was 
shifted by tectonic forces from its original position, southwestwards, 
during the formation of the supercontinent Gondwana; it moved at least 
80 kilometres (page 57). The Naukluft Mountains rise steeply along their 
western margin, reaching 500 metres above the Coastal Plain (page 34). 
The tops of the Naukluft Mountains are surprisingly flat in places, and 
some evidence suggests they were eroded down by glaciers some 300 
million years ago (pages 37 and 59). The deep Büllsport Valley – that 
separates the two halves of the Naukluft Mountains, and along which 
the Tsondab River now flows to Tsondabvlei – may have been carved by 
a glacier. 

Both the Tsondab River and the Tsauchab River (which flows 
to Sossusvlei) have some tributaries that originate in the Naukluft 
Mountains. Most of the Naukluft falls within the Namib-Naukluft 
National Park and supports a diverse fauna and flora adapted to this 
rugged arid landscape. 

Low-lying areas alongside the Okavango, Kwando, Zambezi and Chobe 
rivers become flooded wetlands from time to time. Those of the Kwando 
can flood at any time (pages 114–117), while other floodplains are 
normally inundated in late summer. The floodplains comprise channels 
and oxbow lakes flanked by grasslands. Geological faults constrain the 
extent of the floodplains in the south (pages 39 and 124). Water from 
the Okavango Delta can augment the wetlands via the Selinda Spillway, 
which flows into the Kwando River and Linyanti Swamps. Lake Liambezi 
is often dry but becomes one of the most productive wetlands in Namibia 
when it fills with water from the Zambezi via the Bukalo Channel or 
Chobe River. The Okavango River forms Namibia’s border with Angola 
for some 450 kilometres, between Katwitwi and Andara, before crossing 
the Caprivi Strip to enter Botswana at Mohembo. 

Woodlands grow on the highest elevations of this landscape, beyond 
the reach of floodwaters, while grasslands and then reedbeds grow in 
successively lower, more frequently inundated habitats. The wetlands 
support a wealth of plants and wildlife, and are central to KAZA, the 
Kavango–Zambezi Transfrontier Conservation Area (page 261).

Fourteen small islands and numerous rocks lie just off the coast of 
southern Namibia. The largest of these is Possession Island in Elizabeth 
Bay, south of Lüderitz. Others are Albatross, Halifax, Hollam’s Bird, 
Ichaboe, Long North, Long South, Mercury, Penguin, Pomona, 
Plumpudding, Little Roastbeef, Seal and Sinclair islands (page 30). In the 
1840s the islands became the centre of an international dispute between 
Britain and Germany, both claiming the rights to the islands’ plentiful 
and valuable guano deposits. Up to 10 metres of guano was stripped off 
certain of the islands between the mid-1840s and mid-1890s.9 The islands 
remained under South African control up until 1994, when they were 
returned to Namibia. The islands are now protected as major breeding 
colonies for seabirds and seals within the Namibian Islands’ Marine 
Protected Area (page 256). The majority of the global population of 
breeding African penguins, Cape gannets, bank cormorants, crowned 
cormorants, Cape cormorants, African black oystercatchers and 
Hartlaub’s gulls breed on these islands.

Most of the islands are low-lying ancient metamorphic rock swept 
over by erosive waves and winds. Very little vegetation manages to grow 
in this tough, weather-beaten environment.
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The Orange River has cut deeply into much of its course between 
Namibia’s eastern border with South Africa and the river’s mouth near 
Oranjemund. The incision of the river has been caused by a change 
in its base level, either through a drop in sea level or the uplift of the 
subcontinent. The base level determines the rate of river flow and 
erosion: the greater the difference in altitude between upstream and 
downstream, the greater the gravitational pull on river water, speed and 
erosional energy.

Namibia owes much to the Orange River. It has transported diamonds 
to the coast from the interior of southern Africa; and it has provided 
plentiful water that supports irrigation schemes along its banks, which 
produce high-value table grapes and other export-quality products. 
The topography of the valley is extremely rugged, almost inaccessible 
in places. Summer heat is often extreme, rain is rare, evaporation is 
substantial and soil and plant cover are sparse away from the river’s 
floodplains and banks. This environment is harsh!

This highland plateau ranges between 1,400 and 1,700 metres above sea 
level. Elevations are highest in the north and west giving rise to small 
rivers that drain in a southeasterly direction. The source of the Fish River 
is in the Rehoboth Highlands. Ancient basement granites and complexes 
of metamorphic rocks (created under intense pressure and heat) underlie 
much of the plateau. Many igneous inselbergs and small volcanoes dot 
the landscape. The volcanoes erupted about 52 million years ago and 
their viscous lava flows solidified on the surface of the plateau, which 
therefore must have formed before the volcanoes erupted. 

Sheep, goats, cattle and wildlife are farmed here, while additional 
rural income is derived from tourism. Vegetation is dominated by acacia 
trees and shrubs, and grasslands, much of which grow on shallow 
Calcisol and Cambisol soils (page 151). Annual rainfall averages 
between 200 and 300 millimetres (page 88). The main urban centre in 
the landscape is Rehoboth. This image provides a view of the landscape 
(outlined in blue) from east to west.

The western edge of the Weissrand Plateau is a long, low but prominent 
cliff that runs for about 300 kilometres east of the road between 
Mariental and Keetmanshoop. East of the cliff, the plateau is underlain 
by Karoo-age rocks covered by a thin calcrete limestone layer before 
it disappears under dunes of Kalahari sand. The entire plateau is 
pockmarked with dolines, small circular depressions or sinkholes 
dissolved out of the calcrete with short drainage lines leading into them 
(page 48); they are a prominent feature of the landscape. Small remnant 
portions of this landscape are found east of Maltahöhe against the 
Escarpment that divides the Namib Desert and Coastal Plain from the 
rest of Namibia (pages 12–13).

Farmers in this area make an income from sheep, cattle, goats and 
wildlife; the latter through game meat, game sales, trophy hunting and 
non-consumptive tourism. Farms in the area are large because of their 
low carrying capacity, many comprising more than 10,000 hectares. 
Grasses and small shrubs dominate the vegetation, while larger shrubs 
and small trees grow around the dolines where they have greater access 
to water.

Although hidden, the Namibian continental margin has many notable 
features, including some of the world’s largest slumps, which are created 
when giant masses of sediment and rock slide down the slope of the 
continental shelf into the ocean depths. The northernmost part of the 
continental shelf is relatively narrow, being less than 50 kilometres 
wide. Immediately south of this zone is the Walvis Ridge, a submerged 
mountain chain that rises more than 3,000 metres from the seabed and 
extends for over 2,500 kilometres in a northeast–southwest direction. 
Isolated flat-topped volcanic seamounts (known as guyots) also occur. 
One, the Tripp Seamount located near Namibia’s border with South 
Africa, rises from depths greater than 800 metres to within less than 100 
metres of the surface (page 28).

The marine environment is driven by two powerhouses: the Benguela 
Current and strong, southerly winds (pages 77 and 80). Together they 
bring nutrient-rich water from the depths of the sea up to the sunlit 
surface. Here, these waters nourish and sustain tiny plants and animals, 
which in turn feed bigger marine organisms, fish, birds and mammals, 
including humans across the world that consume marine foods from this 
biologically rich ocean environment.
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Some essentials
Certain fundamental features and processes have wide-ranging 
effects. Without them, Namibia would look and function quite 
differently. These basic features are: the country’s physical 
relief; the Benguela Current and the associated southerly 

winds; the aridity; the easterly winds; fire; the rivers; the soils; 
and the impacts of people. The shaping of the country by these 
features and processes often happens in interconnected ways, 
many of which are discussed in the chapters and pages ahead. 
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Physical essence of Namibia

Namibia comprises three main landscapes or land shapes: the 

coastal margin, a slowly rising plain inland of the shoreline; a 

central ridge of hills and mountains that runs north–south; and 

an eastern plateau, a sandy flat region that stretches to Namibia’s 

eastern extremities. Namibia’s only perennial rivers flow along 

its borders: there are two westward-flowing rivers along the 

northern and southern border and three that flow eastwards in 

Namibia’s northeast.

In separating the Atlantic Ocean from much of the hinterland, 

the coastal margin has elements that come from the sea (such as 

sand dunes and saline soils) and elements from inland (ephemeral 

rivers and their linear oases of riparian vegetation and alluvial 

sediments). Erosion has created and expanded the plain’s even 

surface over the past 132 million years, when the coastline was 

formed following Namibia’s split from South America (page 61). 

The central ridge is mostly hilly and rocky with shallow soils, 

and is deeply dissected by rivers that are now ephemeral (pages 

110 and 118). The catchments and watersheds of these rivers are 

well defined (page 110). The waters of these rivers are erosive and 

fast moving when they occasionally flow from the highlands down 

to the coastal margin, where they lose energy and slow down on 

its gentler slope. Some surface water on the central ridge is held 

back by dams, of which almost 8,000 have been constructed 

in this hilly landscape (page 139). Groundwater moves along 

fractures between and within blocks of rock, from which about 

2,500 small springs bring water back to the surface (page 122). 

Most of Namibia’s mines are in the central ridge and, to a lesser 

degree, in the coastal margin.

The eastern plateau of Namibia is very different to the rest of 

the country. Deep sands blown in mostly from the east and north 

blanket the eastern plateau (page 63). Many watercourses here 

have not flowed any distance in living memory because almost 

all rainwater seeps rapidly away into this sandy and very flat 

landscape. When the rivers do have water, flows are sluggish and 

soon disappear into their sandy beds. The catchments of these 

rivers are vaguely defined and few dams have been built on the 

eastern plateau, but there are about 25,000 pans (page 122). 

Groundwater percolates between grains of sand into porous 

aquifers (page 128). 

The Cuvelai in the far north of the eastern plateau, is somewhat 

different. Here a network of drainage channels continues to 

periodically carry water, leaving sediments behind after the water 

evaporates (page 120). It is these salty sediments that form the 

foundation of Etosha and the many smaller saltpans nearby.
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Benguela Current and southerly winds

The coastal margin is arid for reasons of its location being in the 

west, below the escarpment, and adjacent to the cold waters of the 

Benguela Current (pages 77 and 86). The cold Benguela Current 

and its associated southerly winds drive upwelling processes that 

bring nutrients from the ocean depths to the surface; these nutrients 

nourish the tiny plants and animals that sustain the rich offshore 

fish stocks, which support the development and economy of coastal 

towns (page 200). These rich waters and the wealth of fish also 

sustain great numbers of marine mammals, and seabirds that 

produce guano while nesting and roosting on Namibia’s islands;  a 

resource that was mined in the second half of the nineteenth century 

(page 31).9 Guano and whale industries flourished at one time in 

Namibia and seals and fish are still harvested. More recently there 

has been a controversial proposal to mine phosphates from the 

ocean floor, and diamonds have been mined there for some decades. 

The winds have also whipped the Atlantic into a fury causing the 

wreckage of hundreds of ships, giving Namibia’s northern coast its 

name, Skeleton Coast (page 293). 

The combination of humid maritime air and the cool ocean 

brings fog to Namibia’s coast, and this is the most dependable 

source of fresh water for many plants and animals found here. 

The Benguela and southerly winds bring energy to the coast, 

but the energy ultimately comes from two bigger engines. First 

is the power of the Coriolis force in driving water and air 

anticlockwise in the southern hemisphere, dragging cold water 

northwards to wash Namibia’s shores (page 77). The second 

is the South Atlantic Anticyclone, a giant turbine that drives 

air and pushes water northwards, towards and then along the 

Namibian coast (page 74). Economists and environmentalists 

keen on measuring the value of ecosystem services would be 

hard placed to find greater powerhouses of Namibia’s economy 

than the South Atlantic Anticyclone and Coriolis force. To these 

dynamos, Namibia owes its riches of diamonds and marine 

resources, and the formation of the tourist-attracting Namib 

Sand Sea (pages 63 and 66).

Aridity 

Namibia is generally arid for two major reasons: limited rainfall 

and high rates of evapotranspiration. Low humidity adds to the 

dry climate. Northeastern Namibia receives the most rain (more 

than 600 millimetres a year, on average) and the earliest rainfalls 

of the season. This is because this area is closest to the source of 

moist tropical air from which most of Namibia’s rain is derived 

and which steadily diminishes to the south and west. The direct 

and indirect consequences of aridity are many. For example, soil 

moisture and soil fertility are low (pages 154–156), and vegetation 

is sparse and often has to endure long periods of drought in 

various forms of dormancy (pages 166 and 179). Animals cope 

with aridity by being opportunistic and moving over large areas 

(pages 226 and 229), having low metabolic rates and/or being 

dormant for much of the time (pages 91, 160 and 231). The arid 

climate also dictates the land’s suitability for farming and, as a 

result, large areas of the country are used for pastoral livestock 

keeping and production (pages 244–249 and 331), rather than for 

crop farming (pages 250–252). Namibia’s aridity also gives it the 

distinction of having some of the clearest skies and, consequently, 

perfect opportunities for stargazing.
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Easterly winds

Easterly winds have multiple effects on Namibia. They are most 

common during the dry winter months when the Botswana 

Anticyclone lies inland. As air descends over the Escarpment, it 

dries and heats up, bringing the highest temperatures of the year 

to the coast in the winter months (page 98)! These winds can 

blow enormous quantities of sand and fine sediments hundreds of 

kilometres across the country and into the Atlantic Ocean (page 

82). Elsewhere, these easterlies mix aeolian and fluvial sediments 

to create locally fertile soils on which people settle to grow crops 

(pages 82 and 150). During more arid eras, easterly winds scoured 

sands from the dry riverbeds of the Okavango and Kwando rivers 

and the Omatako Omuramba and moulded them into linear dunes 

west of these rivers (pages 40 and 82). Etosha and other saline 

pans were formed by the scouring action of easterly winds, and 

lunette dunes have been formed where easterly winds dumped fine 

sediments on the western margins of Etosha Pan (page 82). 

Fire

Easterly winds cause leaf litter to collect on the western, leeward 

side of the trunks of large trees in northeastern Namibia. When 

bushfires sweep across the landscape the dry leaves burn fiercely, 

in the process creating hollowed scars in the trees’ trunks. The 

hollows enlarge after each fire, which then progressively hold 

more dry leaves. The fires become hotter and hotter until the trees 

die, contributing to the conversion of large areas of tall woodland 

into shrubland (page 186). Other large areas of Namibia are 

covered by dense bush or shrubs (page 182), but this bush 

encroachment is mainly due to a lack of fires on farms managed 

for commercial livestock production. Fire thus has substantial 

effects on woody vegetation.

Rivers

Namibia has only five perennial rivers, but hundreds of 

ephemeral rivers and streams. The perennial rivers delineate or 

cross Namibia’s northern and southern borders. Two of them are 

aggressive: the west-flowing Orange and Kunene rivers, at times 

delivering particularly powerful flows during the rainy season 

because they drop steeply to sea level from elevations of 1,600 

metres and more. Both contribute much to Namibia’s welfare. It 

is the Orange that sorted and exported the best diamonds from 

Lesotho, South Africa and perhaps Botswana to Namibia (page 

66), and it is the Kunene that supplies up to 45 per cent of the 

electricity produced in Namibia (page 341), and water to about 

35 per cent of its population (page 143).

Both the Kunene and Orange can be very muddy, carrying 

huge sediment loads eroded off their upland catchments. By 

contrast, waters of the Okavango, Kwando and Zambezi rivers 

are clear and placid because most of their catchments of deep, 

infertile sand are only hundreds of metres higher than their 

watercourses at the northern borders of Namibia (page 113).

Namibia’s ephemeral rivers are dry most of the time and seem 

to offer the country little. Yet, all of Namibia’s impoundments or 

storage dams are on these rivers (page 139). Their rich belts of 

riverine vegetation are linear oases that support many animals, 

and both man and beast are supplied with water by natural 

springs, hand-dug wells and deeper aquifers along their courses.

The Orange River along Namibia’s southern border is placid for much of the time. However, following heavy rain in southern Africa’s interior, the 
Orange carries raging flows of water and mud down to the Atlantic Ocean (page 66).
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Soils

Soils in Namibia are largely a product of its arid and semi-arid 

environment. Most are shallow, saline or extremely alkaline soils, 

or inert windblown sands – all qualities that limit soil fertility. 

These features together with high rates of evapotranspiration and 

low rainfall limit the biomass of plants and animals, agricultural 

production, the quality of rural livelihoods, population size and 

national wealth. Minerals of potential value are covered over 

by the deep sands that blanket more than a third of the country 

(page 63), with the result that almost all of Namibia’s mines are 

on exposed areas of the Coastal Plain or the central ridge of hills 

(page 262).

Namibia’s people and the economy

People lived as hunters and gatherers in Namibia for several 

hundred thousand years, if not more. Most household economies 

changed with the introduction of farming by immigrant 

agropastoralists about 1,000 or more years ago. At that time, 

farming largely supported subsistence livelihoods, with farm 

produce being used for domestic consumption and livestock as 

capital savings. Another major change began with the start of 

the colonial era about 140 years ago and has since accelerated 

as households became increasingly reliant on monetary income. 

Increasing demands for financial security, combined with the 

limited productivity of rural soils and the weather, have had many 

effects on Namibia’s people and land. The most obvious has been 

the movement of people from rural to urban areas in recent times, 

attracted there because cash incomes are more readily available in 

towns and cities. Consequently, in the last decade urban centres 

have grown rapidly, at about 4 per cent per year on average, while 

rural populations have become smaller. 

High demands for housing, and the absence of tenured land 

on which migrants to cities can settle, has led to the substantial 

growth of informal shack housing. The informal economy in 

towns has also expanded rapidly, providing more sources of 

income than formal jobs. Substantial sums of money move from 

urban to rural areas as remittances, resulting in an increase in cash 

incomes from non-farming sources in rural areas. As a result, rural 

households are becoming wealthier and less dependent on local 

natural resources, retail trade in rural areas is expanding and rural 

homes are increasingly built from materials purchased with cash, 

rather than with labour using locally harvested plant materials 

(pages 312–313).

While the distribution of Namibians and their livelihoods 

has been changing rapidly, tenure arrangements have hardly 

changed from those established when most Namibians had rural 

homes and were assumed to subsist on local harvests. Thus, the 

supply of land for housing in urban areas has been far lower than 

demand, and the great majority of residents in communal areas 

lack tenured rights of ownership that would facilitate measures 

to develop financial security. Commonage is largely used to keep 

livestock, which in most areas are kept as security or savings. The 

division of communal land into large private farms that began in 

the 1880s continues (pages 280–281).

These are among the most important drivers that make 

Namibia so varied, rich and fascinating. The pages and chapters 

ahead will illustrate many other linkages and processes that have 

built, and continue to build, the country. 

Gabis is one of several small, little-known villages in southern Namibia. It is situated in ||Kharas Region along the ephemeral, but well-vegetated, Hom 
River a few hundred metres downstream of the Dreihuk Dam; it falls within the ||Gamaseb Conservancy. Some residents farm goats or chickens and/or 
tend small gardens, and most households generate some income through piecework, such as sheep-shearing and fencing, on commercial farms. Making a 
living in this remote, extremely arid and often hot area is not easy.
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What should, but could not, be mapped
A considerable variety of topics are mapped, described and 
illustrated in this atlas. However, and with some regret, there 
are several important topics that could not be covered – mostly 
because of an absence of appropriate information. Attempts to 
fill these gaps in the future should be encouraged.

1. Although a proxy for bush encroachment is presented on 
page 183, this does not do justice to the need for reliable 
answers to the crucial questions of how bush cover has 
changed and how it varies spatially across Namibia, 
and what plant species predominate encroachment in 
different areas. 

2. Information on the distribution and status of many smaller, 
less conspicuous animals is lacking. These organisms 
constitute a high proportion of the fauna. The absence of 
more comprehensive information limits perspectives on the 
diversity of species, especially those endemic to Namibia. 

3. Reliable, mapped information on the areas of jurisdiction 
of traditional authorities is not available. 

4. Information of the number of livestock is presented on 
pages 247 to 249, but systematic information on the 
purposes of livestock (i.e., for revenue production or 
savings and capital investment) in different areas is lacking. 
Such data would have considerable value in casting light on 
appropriate land tenure systems, the use of public funds for 
drought relief and the provision of services to encourage 
livestock production, for example. 

5. The tourism sector is probably second to mining in its 
contribution to the formal economy. Some information on 
the distribution of tourism is presented on page 254, but 
much more information should be available. For example, 
how many households are supported by jobs in this sector, 
where are those jobs, what is the nature and extent of 
industries that support tourism, and how much money is 
spent by tourists inside and outside Namibia?  

6. Economic surveys and analyses normally report on revenue 
production, but savings and other capital are crucial to 
all Namibian families. Data on and understanding of the 
nature, uses, sizes and distribution of these components of 
household economies are, however, largely absent. 

7. Some comments on the nature of the growing informal 
economy are offered on page 330. This is a substantial part 
of the national economy for which information should 
be available on its characteristics, scale and growth in 
different areas, sectors and societies, for example.


