
 

What will happen to baobab trees in
Madagascar in the future?
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The distribution of potential suitable habitat for six baobab species in
Madagascar at the present and the years 2050 and 2070. Credit: WAN Junnan

Madagascar is an important world conservation "hot spot" that supports a
large number of endemic species. It is home to six endemic baobab
species, the most remarkable trees in Africa. What will be the effect of
global climate change to these ecological keystone species in
Madagascar?

To answer this question, Wan Junnan, supervised by Prof. Yang
Qingfeng from the Wuhan Botanical Garden of the Chinese Academy of
Sciences (CAS), obtained the current distribution data of the six baobab 
species from both open databases and field surveys, and modeled the
suitable habitat in the current and that in the years 2050 and 2070 based
on distribution and environment data.

The modeling indicates that the distribution pattern of baobabs is
temperature-sensitive, and distribution of the three baobab species
endemic to the dry forest in southern Madagascar are also affected by
precipitation. The potential effects of climate change on suitable baobab
habitat differ for each species.

For A. suarezensis, A. perrieri and A. rubrostipa, the total area of
suitable habitat in 2050 and 2070 is predicted to increase, whereas the
total area of suitable habitat for A. grandidieri is likely to remain static.
However, the area of the suitable habitat for A. madagascariensis and A.
za may decrease significantly.

Despite the predicted increase in habitat area for three baobab species,
the current distribution of suitable habitat of all six species is predicted
to undergo a contraction, and the original habitats of A. za, the mostly
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widespread baobab species, will be reduced by 40%. Moreover,
distribution of several baobab species will be fragmented due to the loss
of the original habitat.

Large baobab trees are generally old and are viewed as keystone species
in dryland forests. It takes hundreds of years for young baobab trees in
new habitats to restore the economic value of baobabs for Malagasy
people and ecological value of related biocoenosis. So, for baobab
conservation, the contraction of the original habitat should be given great
attention. Thus, in suit conservation should be the main conservation
strategy for those baobab trees in areas predicted to contract in response
to climate change.

The research, titled "Modeling impacts of climate change on the
potential distribution of six endemic baobab species in Madagascar," was
published in Plant Diversity.

  More information: Jun-Nan Wan et al, Modeling impacts of climate
change on the potential distribution of six endemic baobab species in
Madagascar, Plant Diversity (2020). DOI: 10.1016/j.pld.2020.07.001
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