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Biodiscoveries
Borneo’s Botanical Secret




Although Borneo’s soils are poor in nutrients, they have, over millions of years, spawned
a rich biodiversity. The island enjoys a humid tropical climate with temperatures ranging
between 25°C and 35°C at sea level and a yearly rainfall of between 2,000 and 4,000
millimetres (MacKinnon et al., 1996). More importantly, it has maintained its tropical
position uninterruptedly over almost 100 million years. Whereas continental drift has
pushed Borneo’s neighbours like the Philippines, Sulawesi, and New Guinea to and
from different climate zones, Borneo has stayed put at its balmy equatorial location and

1] evolution has been able to develop an immensely varied flora and fauna (Hall & Holloway,
1998; Hall, 2006).

Sadly, the past decades have put an end to Borneo as a pristine tropical paradise.
Large-scale logging of tropical hardwood and, later, clearing of forest for oil palm and
other plantations have increased to such an extent that a large part of Borneo is expected
to have lost all of its lowland forest (the richest forest type in the world) by 2010
(Jepson et al., 2001). With destruction pushing higher and higher up the

mountain slopes, immediate action is needed to save as large an area

of forest as possible. The Heart of Borneo is an initiative aimed at

preserving a continuous 220,000-square-kilometre area in the

centre of the island, which combines parts of all three countries

(Brunei Darussalam, Indonesia, and Malaysia) that share

Borneo. This report describes the plant biodiversity

in this area, its value and future generations’

orneo has always been the crown of the 25,000 islands that make up losses if it were to disappear

what 19th-century naturalist Alfred Russel Wallace called ‘the Malay
Archipelago’. Its 746,000 square kilometres make it the second largest
after New Guinea. The 4,095-metre-tall Mount Kinabalu is the highest
peak in a 3,000-kilometre radius. And where surrounding areas like Java, the Philippines,
and the Malay Peninsula have been cultivated and densely populated for centuries,
Borneo has always resisted much human interference and has remained a bastion
of impenetrable forest and untameable highlands until just one or two generations ago.

Even today, the island’s population of less than 20 million on an area twice the size

of Germany is meagre compared with all neighbouring regions. Moreover, most people
live along the coast, leaving large parts of the mountainous, forested interior almost
uninhabited. Besides the rugged character of the land, this low human population

I Forest cover on Borneo in 2005.

The heart of the island is the only area
can be blamed on Borneo’s infertile soils, which made that farming was traditionally where contiguous forest survives.

only possible in the coastal plains and by shifting cultivation in the hills (MacKinnon
et al., 1 996) Image Credit : 2 WWF Germany
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