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IN NAMIBIA2001 – 2009

The wealTh of Namibia’s flora
 
The total Namibian flora is estimated at approximately 4000 
different taxa. Of these, about 585 or 15% are endemic to 
the country i.e. occur nowhere else in the world except 
within the political borders of Namibia. Another 530 plants 
(14%) occur mainly in Namibia with a small part of the world 
population occurring just over its borders (near-endemic). 
According to present documented knowledge, uses are 
known for at least 1800 (47%) of these plants, but since 
there are considerable gaps in the knowledge of plant 
properties useful to man or the environment, this figure 
is likely to be a gross underestimate. The most recent 
evaluation of about 1300 of Namibia’s indigenous plant 
species has shown that 29 (0.8%) fall into the threatened 
categories according to the IUCN system.This again 
is probably an underestimate of real figures, because 
not enough is known about all plant populations in the 
country and most of these evaluations are not based on 
intensive fieldwork. The number of species evaluated as 
Data Deficient (+ 295 or 8%) is an indication of this. 

Namibia’s flora represents a wealth of resources, both 
for livelihoods and economic development.  Traditionally 
plants have played an important role in the lives of 
people and to a large extent continue to do so.  Even 
modern, urban man is dependent on plants for food, 
medicine and raw materials although often indirectly 
and therefore not that noticeable to the average person. 
A large proportion of Namibia’s population depends 
directly on plants:  livestock and crop farmers, tourism 
operators, traditional healers, rural people gathering 
food, fuel construction material or medicine directly from 
the veld, food industry, cosmetics industry, exporters of 
natural products, environmental managers to name a 
few examples.  Already the indigenous natural products 
industry in Namibia is estimated to be worth several 
million Namibian Dollars, a large proportion of which is 
in foreign earnings.  However, loss of Namibia’s natural 
vegetation and plant species due to various factors, is 
an increasing concern.  To safeguard this rich resource, 
conservation measures to protect our indigenous plants 
and the habitats in which they occur, have to receive 
top priority.  This is an important part of national strategies 
like Vision 2030 and the National Biodiversity Strategy and 
Action Plan.
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CONSERVATION MEASURES

Different approaches to conservation of plants are generally employed.  The most important 
approach is conservation of habitats which conserves not only individual species but the entire 
system in which these interact and function.  This ideal is, however, not always attainable and 
complementary conservation strategies that look at maintaining species outside their natural 
habitat, have to be considered.  Seed collecting and conservation is one of these strategies.  
One of the reasons why conservation measures can often not be implemented successfully, is 
the scarcity of basic knowledge about species and the environment in which they live.  There is 
still a great need for basic research in Namibia to enable us to fully understand and successfully 
manage our natural environment and its components.  Other important reasons that hamper 
conservation are indadequate skilled manpower and financial resources.  The MSBP has 
contributed towards filling these gaps.

MSBP PARTNERSHIP

In 2001 the National Botanical Research Institute of the Ministry of Agriculture, Water and Forestry 
entered into a 5-year Agreement with the Millennium Seed Bank Project of the Royal Botanic 
Gardens, Kew, U.K., to address seed conservation.  This Agreement was extended in 2006 to last 
to the end of March 2010.  Although the focus of the project in Namibia was on seed collecting 
and conservation, some other benefits included access to knowledge and expertise, equipment, 
research and training.   

The Namibian MSBP’s objectives concentrated on the following:
 

ACHIEVEMENTS

TARGET SPECIES

The project decided to target species that are found only in Namibia or just over its borders 
(endemic and near-endemic species), threatened and rare species as well as those with known 
use.   In order to support efficient seed collecting, the target species had to be identified and 
all available information on these brought together.  Sources of this information were herbaria 
locally, regionally and internationally, literature and the internet.  A seed collecting guide for 
Namibia was compiled containing all this valuable information.  For each species a photo of 
a herbarium specimen was accompanied by information on any collections already made.  
Where possible, phenology data on the specimens was used to determine a time during the 
year that would be best for seed collecting.  A distribution map of the species was also included.  
A printed copy of this collecting guide is taken to the field to assist in locating and identifying 
target species.  The guide contained over 950 species and more than 18000 database records 
and specimens of 1450 species were evaluated for their inclusion in the guide.  It was found, that 
about 180 of these species were know from 2 or fewer collecting sites.  Through working with this 
data, a lot of mistakes were found which could be corrected, thus adding value to it.

collection and storage of seed,herbarium specimens and data of 
threatened, rare, endemic (species occurring only within the political 
borders of Namibia) and useful indigenous plants
compilation of all available information on target species to assist in 
collection of their seed
contribution by MSBP-Namibia staff to other conservation initiatives in 
Namibia, particularly red data listing (plants threatened with extinction) 
and rehabilitation of disturbed areas
training and capacity building of Namibian partners involvement of other 
Namibian partners in seed conservation
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box 1:  Lotononis macroloba  - a new species discovered by the msbP team
This new legume, described by Van Wyk & Kolberg in 2008, was first found in north-western Namibia in May 
2005 by the MSBP team.  The very large and obvious population was flowering at the time and growing 
right next to a main road.  The species has since been found on only one other mountain peak about 20 
km south of the type locality.  It seems to prefer disturbed sites with calcrete soils.  The shrubby plants are 
annual or weakly perennial, up to 30 cm high and 40 cm in diameter.  The foliage is a striking yellow-green 
and the fairly large yellow flowers arise from between the very prominent sepals – for which it was named 
“macroloba”.  Seed was banked in 2006.

box 2:  Plectranthus unguentarius  - foUND at long last!
This plant was collected for the first time near Kaoko-Otavi in 1957 and described as a species in 1975.  
The only other collection besides the type is from 1959.  It has been evaluated in Namibia as Vulnerable 
according to the IUCN criteria.  The first collection reported use of the roots by local people for cosmetic 
purposes.  Various efforts were made to re-locate this species in this rather difficult terrain.  The first success 
was achieved by South African scientists in 2005 and the same population was independently discovered by 
the MSBP team in 2006.  This population occurs in surroundings rather different from those described on the 
first two specimens and a distance further north.  The first collection reported it to be growing on dolomite 
mountain slopes, whereas here they were growing among granite rocks on a river bank.  The population 
consists of about 120 plants in an area of approximately 4500m.  There was no sign of any use of the plants 
and the people living nearby which we asked, did not know of any use for these plants – although that may 
have been a problem of communication!  We had to take on the rather arduous journey to this site twice 
more to get flowering specimens and mature seed.
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SEED COLLECTION AND CONSERVATION

Since 2001 a total of 1749 herbarium vouchers was collected under this project.  For 944 of these, seed was also 
collected  and stored at the National Plant Genetic Resources Centre (Namibia) and the Millennium Seed Bank 
(U.K.) (Fig. 1).

                Fig. 1:  Herbarium specimens and seed accessions collected under the MSB Project

Among the collections were many highlights (see Boxes 1 to 6).  There were 99 collections made of species 
which were considered rare (2 or fewer specimens in the National Herbarium [WIND]), considerably extended 
the range of the species within the country, were a new record for Namibia or a new species altogether.  Seed 
was not collected for all of these special species, but attempts continue to get these banked, now that we know 
where to find them.  The target species for seed collection under the MSBP were those that were endemic to 
Namibia (or nearly so), threatened or useful (of economic value).  A high percentage of these target species 
could be collected as shown in Table 1.  Only species that were not yet represented in the collection of the MSB 
were duplicated there.  Due to the fact that collected material could be identified locally and updated lists of 
species already banked were received from MSB on a monthly basis, the percentage of collections new to MSB 
among those sent, was high (Fig. 2).

Table 1:   Target species collected for each category. Note:  some species may fall into more 
than one category.  Species were listed for only one category.

 

2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009
total seed 
collections

45 67 14 62 182 207 147 137 133

threatened 0 1 1 0 2 4 1 1 0
endemic or 
near-endemic

15 51 6 46 151 170 97 115 38

useful 12 9 4 12 19 18 20 12 24
Total target spp 27 61 11 58 172 192 118 128 62
% of target spp. 60 91 79 94 95 93 80 93 47
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box5

box 4:  Suessenguthiella caespitosa – elusive since 1923
This tiny, perennial plant is known from only four specimens from 1922 and 1923 – none of which are in the 
herbarium in Windhoek.  When compiling the Collecting Guide for Namibia, some of these specimens 
were seen in the South African Museum herbarium (SAM).  The specimen notes indicated that the plants 
occurred in cracks of granite plates.  This was the clue to finding this species again in the hills north of Aus.  
In April 2008, after some good rains, the MSBP team found many individuals of this long “lost” plant and 
could return in May 2008 to collect the minute black seeds.  This illustrates the value of good field notes 
and good preparation before fieldtrips  - know what you are looking for and where.

box 3:  Polemanniopsis sp. nov. – looking for a name since 1977
This yet undescribed species of Polemanniopsis was first discovered by the late Hermann Merxmüller and 
Willy Giess in 1977 in the Sperrgebiet of south-western Namibia.  The material collected was sterile and 
any future attempts at getting flowering or fruiting specimens to be able to describe this plant, failed until 
2007 when a colleague found some flowering shrubs.  The reason why plants of this were mostly found 
with leaves only is, that this species flowers “out of season” for the Sperrgebiet.  Most plants in this area are 
in a reproductive state in August to October, after the winter rains.  This scraggly shrub, however, flowers 
in February.  Botanists have for obvious reasons always visited the Sperrgebiet during the peak flowering 
season and therefore missed this species in flower.  Following good cooperation with people in the area, 
the MSBP could collect seed in March 2008.  Now that flowering and fruiting specimens are available, this 
plant can finally get a name.
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TRAINING AND TECHNOLOGY TRANSFER

Training of Namibians on both a formal and informal level was supported by the project.  One NBRI staff member 
attended the Botanic Garden Management course in 2004 and a second spent 10 days at the MSB to learn 
seed cleaning techniques in 2006.  The MSBP team obtained training in the use of the BRAHMS database in 
2008.  The MSBP country co-ordinator  was also supported to attend the “Seed Conservation: Turning Science 
into Practice” conference at Wakehurst Place (2001) and the XVIIth International Botanical Congress in Vienna 
in 2005.  Presentations were made at both these conferences.  Knowledge obtained during these occasions 
was passed on to others locally through in-service training, advice and mentoring.  Advice and support was also 
received from staff at the MSB.  Knowledge generated on seed duplicated at the MSB, like viability, germination 
conditions, storage behaviour, are fed back to the local seed bank which does not have the means of generating 
all of this information.  This adds to the value of the seed in storage.

RESEARCH

Research activities concentrated on seed physiology and behaviour and rehabilitation methodologies.  The 
rehabilitation activities are described below.  As a part of this, research was done at the MSB in Wakehurst Place 
on the seed of Salsola nollothensis.  It was found that this shrub did not re-establish naturally in over 20 years 
following disturbance.  A possible cause could have been characteristics of the seed itself, like low seed set, low 
viability, rapid loss of viability, special germination requirements or dormancy.  This was investigated at the MSB 
and locally.

Fig. 2:  Species not yet represented at the MSB as a percentage of total seed collections
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box 5:  Cromidon pusillum – is it really threatened?
The first specimen of this delicate little herb was contributed to the National Herbarium by the MSBP in 
2007.  About 15 very small plants were found at Nama Pan, a locality where it was recorded in 1955.  With 
abundant signs of trampling by elephants, these few plants did not have a great chance of survival for 
long enough to set some seed.  The IUCN Vulnerable status seemed to be justified at that stage.  In 2008 
while seed collecting just north of Grootfontein, the MSBP team stumbled upon this species again – only this 
time there were at least ten times the number of plants, they were larger (10 cm high) and looked much 
healthier.    They were found in a seasonally flooded shallow pan with black clay-loam soil in an area with 
calcrete rock.  Still we were happy that this species may be threatened given the small number of plants 
and the fact that this habitat is not extremely abundant in Namibia.  During the 2009 seed collecting season, 
the team found another population of this species near the type locality of 1938, which co-incidentally 
we always overlooked because the name consisted of only 3 letters which got “lost” between the district 
name and collector’s number.  The calcrete area had a number of shallow pans and this population, right 
next to a road, was at least 500 individuals strong.  In the two latter populations we could not detect any 
serious threats to the species.  These plants were always found very late in the season (May/June) when 
botanists don’t normally go collecting, which may have led to the scarcity of specimens of this species in 
herbaria on the basis of which it was evaluated as threatened.  Given the new information,  this species will 
now be re-evaluated and has the MSBP made another important contribution to the threatened species 
programme.
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REHABILITATION

When planning this project, rehabilitation and restoration activities, which are a logical continuation for the 
use of seed collections, was not included.  It soon became clear that there was a need in Namibia to look at 
methods of rehabilitation and restoration and generate some baseline knowledge.

Initiated through the Royal Botanic Gardens, Kew, contact was established with Namdeb Diamond Corporation 
and Rössing Uranium Limited (Rio Tinto).  Rio Tinto agreed to fund a project that would assist Rössing in developing 
a biodiversity strategy.  Involvement by the Namibian MSBP was limited to some seed collecting, training of 
mine staff in seed collecting, identification of collected specimens and compilation of a seed collecting guide 
for use on the mine concession area.  The major part of the project was completed by the NBRI and revolved 
around assessment of two red data species, Lithops ruschiorum and Adenia pechuelii on the mine area and 
nationally.

Namdeb also agreed to fund some work on rehabilitation of mined areas, involving the MSBP.  Experiments were 
initiated at two sites that were still to be mined.  At Bogenfels, this involved seed collecting and storage, re-seeding 
and re-establishment of one of the key plant species in the area, Salsola nollothensis.  At the Sendelingsdrift site, 
work focused on re-establishing the threatened succulent Juttadinteria albata after mining will destroy a large 
part of the known world population.  Results for the Namdeb work are still pending.

How does this fit in with Namibia’s development and conservation goals?

As a signatory to the international Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD), Namibia has agreed to fulfil its role 
in conserving biodiversity.  The Global Strategy for Plant Conservation (GSPC) was adopted by the Parties to 
the Convention in 2002 with the overall aim to stop the current loss of plant diversity globally.  The GSPC has 16 
targets and the MSBP in Namibia contributes to 8 of them (marked with * in Box 7).  

The National Biodiversity Strategy and Action Plan is Namibia’s national strategy towards implementing the CBD.  
The MSBP in Namibia contributes to several of the Strategic Aims of this plan, notably the following:  

- Strategic Aim 1.4:  Address the needs of endemic and threatened species. 
- Strategic Aim 1.5:  Strengthen ex situ and in situ conservation capacity.
- Strategic Aim 3.10: Develop and apply appropriate rehabilitation and restoration     
 methods to degraded ecosystems.
- Strategic Aim 8.2: Wisely use international assistance, while improving national     
 capacity for sustainable environmental management.
- Strategic Aim 9.5: Strengthen and develop Namibian centres of excellence in     
 biodiversity-related fields.
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box 7:  GsPC Targets
 *1  – A widely accessible working list of known plant species, as a step towards a  
   complete world Flora
 *2 – A preliminary assessment of the conservation status of all known plant species,  
   at national, regional and international levels
 *3  –   Development of models with protocols for plant conservation and sustainable  
   use, based on research and practical experience
   4  –  At least 10 percent of each of the world’s ecological regions effectively   
   conserved
   5  –  Protection of 50 percent of the most important areas for plant diversity assured
   6  –  At least 30 percent of production lands managed consistent with the   
   conservation of plant diversity
   7  –  60 percent of the world’s threatened species conserved in situ
 *8  –  60 percent of threatened plant species in accessible ex situ collections   
   preferably in the country of origin, and 10 percent of them included in   
   recovery and restoration programmes
 *9  –  70 percent of the genetic diversity of crops and other major 
   socio-economically valuable plant species conserved, and associated   
   indigenous and local knowledge maintained
   10  –  Management plans in place for at least 100 major alien species that threaten  
   plants, plant communities and associated habitats and ecosystems
   11  –  No species of wild flora endangered by international trade
   12  –  30 percent of plant-based products derived from sources that are sustainably  
   managed
 13  – The decline of plant resources, and associated indigenous and local   
   knowledge, innovations and practices that support sustainable livelihoods,  
   local food security and health care, halted
 *14  –  Promoting education and awareness about plant diversity
 *15  –  The number of trained people working with appropriate facilities in plant   
   conservation increased, according to national needs, to achieve the targets  
   of this Strategy
 *16  –  Networks for plant conservation activities established or strengthened at   
   national, regional and international levels
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New for Namibia:
Bulbine abyssinica  Colchicum exiguum subsp. vogelii  Drimia marginata   
Foveolina albidiformis  Ledebouria glauca    Leipoldtia lunata   
Ornithogalum pruinosum  Tephrosia disperma    Zygophyllum fusiforme 

first specimen at the National herbarium:  
Cromidon pusillum   Lessertia cryptantha  Oligomeris linifolia  
Plectranthus unguentarius  Schwantesia ruedebuschii  Stoeberia carpii  
Suessenguthiella caespitosa Trichodiadema littlewoodii  Trichodiadema sp. (Nauchas)  

box 6:  some of the re-discoveries and New records for 
Namibia

Petalidium huillensis – known from Angola and now found in Namibia 
just south of the common border. 

Polygala lasiosepala – 1st specimen from southern Namibia; may 
have been mis-identified as P. teretifolia in the past.

Lotononis bainesii – recorded for Namibia, but this is the first specimen for 
the National Herbarium; only a few plants were found in the Kombat area 
on the road verge; they were subsequently destroyed when the road was 
graded.

Wahlenbergia thunbergiana – known to occur in Namibia, but until 
now there were no specimens locally; found on a mountain peak in the 
Sperrgebiet. 

Indigofera microcarpa – recorded for Namibia but no specimens in the 
national collection; found in a densely populated and overgrazed area 
of northern Namibia. 

Eriospermum namaquanum – known from a limited area in South Africa, 
found on Namibia’s southern border. 
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The MSBP falls under the auspices of the Ministry of Agriculture, Water and Forestry (MWAF).  In the recent 
Strategic Plan 2008/09 to 2012/13 of the MAWF, the project contributes towards Strategic Objectives “Improved 
and integrated natural resources management” and “Coping mechanisms in place for addressing adverse 
effects of climate change on production”.

The MSBP in Namibia has a role to play in some medium- to long-term development strategies in the country.  
Vision 2030 specifically mentions the maintenance of biodiversity, ecological processes and natural habitats 
to provide diversity for rural and urban livelihoods.  The aim is to have sustainable development where there 
is no conflict between the use and conservation of natural resources.  Forming partnerships on all levels and 
enhancing capacity in especially science and technology, are seen as some of the ways of realising this goal.  
The MSBP in Namibia is such a partnership where capacity is built to ensure the conservation of plants.

Namibia’s National Development Plan 3 (NDP3) is a strategy that aims to address, amongst others, the United 
Nations’ Millennium Development Goals and  contains one Key Result Area (KRA) to which  the MSBP contributes.  
The KRA: Productive Utilisation of Natural Resources and Environmental Sustainability, aims to achieve its 
goals through several strategies and the MSBP contributes in particular to the strategies of strengthening the 
management of natural resources and biodiversity, ensuring healthy, diverse and productive wildlife populations 
and economically important species outside State-owned lands and mitigating the effects of pollution, waste, 
urban and industrial development on the environment.  

VisioN 2030:  
A prosperous and industrialised Namibia, developed by her human resources, enjoying peace, 

harmony and political stability

Contact Address
Country Co-ordinator, MSBP - Namibia

c/o National Botanical Research Institute
Private Bag 13184, Windhoek

Tel: +264 - 61 – 202 9111   
Fax: +264 - 61 – 258 153

email: hertak@nbri.org.na

Photos: RBG, Kew; H. Kolberg; T. Tholkes
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