
What can be done to reduce 
these pressures?

 Promote integrated land-use management and planning

 Increase conservation areas according to hotspots of endemism and
biodiversity

 Promote trans-boundary natural resource management and conservation

 Promote the development and implementation of non-traditional land uses
such as conservancies, tourism- and wildlife-based land uses, including
wildlife production, trophy & sport hunting, cropping and live sale.

 Promote research and the use of environmental assessment techniques

 Create incentives for biodiversity conservation, by ensuring that endemic
species are properly valued

 Ensure that ecological systems are open to allow movement in response to
climate change

 Put political pressure on industrialised countries to dramatically and rapidly
reduce their emissions of greenhouse gasses.

Why are endemics 
important to 

Namibia?
 Namibia is dependent upon natural

resources. Endemic species play vital
roles within ecosystems, many of which are
not currently understood. Endemics must
be conserved to maintain the health of
Namibia’s ecosystems.

 Endemics have a high tourism value; many
visitors are interested in viewing endemic
species (i.e. birds and plants) in their
natural habitats.

 Commercial markets exist for endemic
plant species such as succulents. The
legal propagation and exporting of these
species could be economically beneficial.

 Certain endemic species have known
medicinal or agricultural uses and new
uses will be discovered. These species
may have the potential to be commercially
grown, harvested, processed and exported.

 In the language of biologists, a biodiversity “hotspot” 
is where lots of different plant and animal species 
occur.  A “hotspot” for endemism is an area where a 
large number of endemic species occur.

 The majority of Namibia’s endemic species are 
distributed outside of National Parks and state 
protected areas.

 Species are not neatly distributed according to 
international political borders.  Many species occur 
across country borders.  For those species with the 
major part of their population and range in Namibia, 
the term “near-endemic” is used.

 In Namibia, areas of high endemism do not 
correspond to areas of high species diversity, except 
with plants and arachnids.  High species diversity is 
usually found in areas with high rainfall and large 
wetland systems, while Namibia’s hotspots of 
endemism are in the arid or semi-arid west, centre 
and south of the country.

 Namibia’s endemic species are important to local, 
regional, and global biodiversity. 

What are endemic species?
Endemics are species of plants and animals that occur only within a certain area, habitat, biome, country or region.

 Species can be endemic to an area as specific as a mountain 
range or inselberg, or over broader areas such as the Namib 
desert or the arid lands of southern Africa. 

 A species is classified as being endemic to Namibia if all or a 
major part (+75%) of its range is found in Namibia.  The 
percentage depends on which group or taxa the species belongs 
to.  Biologists working on mammals, amphibians and reptiles 
usually use 75%, those working on birds usually use 90%, while 
for plants, fish, insects and arachnids only species with 100% of 
their populations and ranges in Namibia are considered to be 
endemic. 

 The proportion of endemic plants, insects, reptiles and frogs is 
fairly high in Namibia. Endemism in mammals, birds and fish is 
lower, as these species tend to be more mobile and are distributed 
over wider areas.

 The majority of Namibia’s endemic species are distributed in a belt 
along the western edge of the escarpment (escarpment zone).  
This region is a transition zone between the desert, karoo and 
savanna biomes and represents a hotspot of endemism.

 Another endemism hotspot for succulent plants, reptiles and 
insects is the succulent karoo biome in the southern Namib, 
predominantly located in the Sperrgebiet. 

How do endemic 
species develop?

 Centres of endemism or endemic hotspots
have developed due mainly to climatic
changes. Changes in climate such as
increases or decreases in rainfall or
temperature can radically change
landscapes and isolate populations.

 Habitats such as dunes, gravel plains,
woodland and grassland areas, rocky
outcrops, inselbergs, caves and wetlands,
can be formed through changing climatic
conditions. Isolated populations adapted
and evolved in these habitats, creating
endemic species.

What are the 
pressures on 

Namibia’s endemics?
 Human population growth and poverty

 Habitat destruction or alteration by mining operations,
agriculture, infrastructure and human settlement

 Overexploitation of species (i.e. collectors)

 Overgrazing, desertification, bush encroachment and
deforestation

 Pollution from domestic, agricultural or industrial
sources

 A future pressure will be rapid climate change from
greenhouse effect due to industrial gasses and
pollutants.
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What is Namibia’s responsibility to its 
endemic species?

 Namibia has a special responsibility to conserve endemic species as an essential part of its
biodiversity, because these species occur nowhere else on earth. If we allow them to go extinct
here, they are lost forever to the world. Endemic species are a unique biological heritage.

 Namibia’s Constitution states that we have a responsibility to conserve the country’s biodiversity.
This can be achieved through the promotion of integrated planning and management policies at
all levels. Commercial markets exist for endemic plant species such as succulents. The legal
propagation and exporting of these species could be economically beneficial, and reduce
pressure on wild populations.

 Namibia is a signatory to the international United Nations Convention on Biological Diversity.
Through this convention, Namibia has an international responsibility to conserve its endemic
species and biodiversity in general, to ensure its contribution to global biodiversity protection.

 We have a responsibility to all the species in Namibia, including those that we share with many
other countries.

 More research on endemic species and biodiversity in general is required. Only a fraction of
certain groups, such as insects and arachnids, have been identified. With more research and
study, many more endemics may be discovered.

 Conservation priorities should be set according to biodiversity indicators. Endemic hotspots,
being areas rich in endemic species, should be a conservation priority. This would include areas
in the northwest and southwest of Namibia.

 Innovative ways to protect endemic species and their habitats should be promoted, such as
private protected areas and conservancies, and partnerships between these and state protected
areas.

Plants
 708 endemic plant species in Namibia – 17% of all 

species

 275 species are near-endemic (75 in the Namib 
extending into Angola, 200 in the succulent Karoo, 
extending into South Africa

 Hotspots of plant endemism are the succulent 
Karoo in the Sperrgebiet and Kaokoveld

 Most endemic species are arid-adapted

 4269 species are recorded for Namibia and 
ongoing research is adding to this figure all the time

Amphibians
 The only amphibians found in Namibia are frogs

 Six endemic frog species in Namibia – 12% of all 
species

 Four species are endemic to the escarpment zone

 Most are arid-adapted

 Total of 70 species recorded in Namibia

 More endemics may be identified – most species 
are only visible for short periods of time, 
immediately after the rains

Fig. 1 Total number of endemic species 
compared to the number of total species

Fig. 2 Percentages of endemic groups in 
the total number of endemic species

Birds
 14 endemic bird species in Namibia – 2 % of all 

species

 Four species are endemic to the Namib

 Highest endemism occurs along the escarpment 
zone – ten endemic species

 Endemic species are arid-adapted 

 644 species of bird are found in Namibia, over 100 
of which are endemic to southern Africa

 Birds are the most well-recorded group

Fish
 Low endemism in fish – only five 

endemic species in Namibia out 
of 114 total fish species

 Many fish species are “river 
endemics” meaning that the 
population is endemic to a river 
which is shared as an 
international border

Insects
 1541 endemic insect species in Namibia – 24% 

of all species – most numerous of all organisms

 It is predicted that less than 25% of all insect 
species have been recorded – there are an 
estimated 35,000 species in Namibia 

 Insects are under-recorded, but new species 
and endemics are being described regularly

Mammals
 16 endemic mammal species in Namibia –

7% of all species (excluding marine 
mammals such as whales, dolphins and 
seals)

 11 endemic species are rodents (e.g. mice) 
and small carnivores

 Only one species of large mammal, the 
mountain zebra, is endemic to Namibia

 The majority of mammals are endemic to the 
Namib or the escarpment zone

 The area of the Brukkaros Crater, in 
southern Namibia, supports up to 64% of all 
endemic mammal species

Reptiles
 71 endemic reptile species in Namibia 

– 28% of all species

 Majority are endemic to the 
escarpment zone, in particular the 
Brandberg and surrounding area as 
well as the succulent karoo

 Total of 256 species recorded in 
Namibia

This map was compiled by Carole Roberts using data from the 
Atlas of Namibia Project, Directorate of Environmental Affairs, 

www.dea.met.gov.na

Welwitchia mirabilis 
(NBRI/H. Kolberg)

Aloe asperifolia (NBRI/H. Kolberg)

Acacia montis-usti (NBRI/H. Kolberg)

Euphorbia damarana (NBRI/P. McGrath)

Damara dik-dik (D. Shaw)

Dassie rat 
(M. Griffin)

Golden mole 
(M. Griffin)

Rüppell’s parrot 
(P. Burger)

Dune lark (P. Burger)

Marbled rubber frog (M. Griffin)

Damara dwarf toad (M. Griffin)

Zebra snake 
(M. Griffin)

Damaraland banded gecko 
(M. Griffin)

Nama padloper (M. Griffin)

Sand diving lizard (M. Griffin)

Monteiro’s hornbill (P. Burger)

Whitetailed shrike 
(P. Burger)

Hartmann’s mountain zebra (H. Victor)

Thoracochromis buysi (South 
African Institute for Aquatic 
Biodiversity/P. Skelton)

Tilapia guinasana (South African Institute for 
Aquatic Biodiversity/P. Skelton)

Tyrannophasma gladiator                      
(E. Marais/National Museum of Namibia )

Scorpion 
Distribution

Arachnids
 At least 68 endemic spider species in Namibia –

11% of all species

 57 endemic scorpion species in Namibia (see 
distribution) – 47% of all species

 71 endemic solifugid species in Namibia – 59% of 
all species

 Most endemic species are arid-adapted

 Biologists predict that less than 25% of all arachnid 
species in Namibia have been discovered by 
scientists, who predict that there are likely to be 
about 5650 species in Namibia 

Lisposoma joseehermanorum 
(R. Mercurio & L. Prendini)

Mole solifugid – family 
Hexisopodidae (C. Bird)

Dancing white lady 
(K. Birkhofer)

Stone grasshopper –
family Lathiceridae  
(J. Irish)

Cauricara eburnea –
tok-tokkie beetle     
(J. Irish)


