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GENERAL ACCOUNT
OF FLORA

Meekiong Kalu and Mohd Effendi Wasli

iah National Park, located in Sarawak, Malaysia, is a remarkable

site for its archaeological history and diverse ecosystems. Covering

approximately 3,140 hectares, the Park is renowned for its limestone
hills, rainforests and an intricate network of caves. The climate is tropical, with
high humidity and rainfall throughout the year, creating an ideal environment
for its flora. Further, the Park’s elevational diversity and geology contribute to
the distinct vegetation zones present within its boundaries.

The lowland rainforest is the dominant vegetation type in Niah National
Park. This zone is characterized by towering trees, such as Dipterocarpus
costulatus, Hopea beccariana, Shorea foxworthyi, Vatica dulitensis and Vatica
micrantha, representing the family of dipterocarpus trees, which form a dense
canopy. The forest floor is rich with understory plants, including ferns, palms,
gingers and orchids. The resultant environment supports a vibrant ecosystem,
providing habitats for many animal groups, including monkeys, birds and
insects.

Along the rivers and streams that meander through the Park, riparian
forests play a crucial role in maintaining the health of aquatic ecosystems.
These forests are characterized by a mixture of tree species such as Saraca,
Pometia, Barringtonia and Ficus, which thrive in moist conditions near
water sources. The vegetation in riparian zones provides essential habitat for
wildlife, stabilizes riverbanks and filters pollutants from runoff, contributing
to the overall health of the Park’s waterways.

Areas that have experienced disturbance, through human activities, have
naturally regenerated into patches of secondary forests. These are characterized
by a mixture of pioneer species and younger trees, which create a different
habitat compared to undisturbed lowland rainforests. Secondary forests are
vital for wildlife, providing food and shelter as they recover over time.

Limestone forests are perhaps the most prominent of the forest types
in the Park, aside from being an important archaeological site in Sarawak.
Limestone forests differ from other forest types, such as lowland forests,
mountain forests, or kerangas forests, in appearance and in the composition
of plants found. Limestone forests are only found in limited areas, but many
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Fig. 2. Fruits of ‘Keruing Kipas’, Dipterocarpus costulatus (top left); Epithema
sarawakense, endemic to Sarawak (top right); Begonia kachack, endemic to Niah
limestone (bottom left); and Begonia niahensis, endemic to Niah limestone (bottom
right).

plants are specific to these regions and sensitive to environmental changes.
The limestone forest plant species richness is attributed to the occurrence of
microhabitat differences, including sheer cliffs, boulders, crevices, caves and
so on. Many plants are restricted to the limestone forest of the National Park.
Several species of Begonia and Epithema sarawakense thrive in the cracks
of the limestone. Pandanus and several species of ferns are abundant on the
slopes, and two species of Paraboea (P. speluncarum and P. culminicola)
are found hanging on sheer cliffs. Borneocanthus grandifolius, an endemic
species in Borneo, grows at the foot of the limestone hills.
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Niah National Park boasts a diverse range of endemic and significant
plant species, highlighting its ecological importance. Notably, the genus
Begonia is particularly rich in Borneo, with many species having limited
distribution, with nearly 85% of the Bornean Begonias confined in a single
location. These plants are easily identified by their asymmetrical leaves, and
there are five endemic species in Niah: Begonia kachak, B. kasutensis, B.
niahensis, B. stichochaeta and B. subisensis. They typically flourish in the
shaded understory, playing a vital role in the Park’s diverse ecosystem.

gurita, endemic to Borneo (top right); Paraboea speluncarum and P. culminicola, both
endemic to Niah (bottom left); and Asplenium phyllitidis, a litter-trapping lithophyte
fern (bottom right).
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Then come the orchids. The number of species recorded in the Park is
surprisingly lower than those in other limestone areas of Sarawak. In all, 21
genera, with 32 karst species have been documented, reflecting a similar trend
observed in other locations, where Bulbophyllum and Dendrobium are the
most prevalent genera. Additionally, several Borneo-endemic orchid species
have been found in the Park, such as Adenoncos triloba, Didymoplexiella
borneensis and Dossinia marmorata.

The family Araceae, which includes genera such as Alocasia,
Amorphophallus, Homalomena and, Rhapidophora, is well-represented in
the Park. Aroids are known for their unique leaf shapes and structures, often
thriving in the humid, shaded environments of the rainforest. Some species
have fascinating inflorescences that play a role in attracting pollinators, further
enhancing the ecological complexity of the Park.

These endemic and notable species not only enrich the biodiversity of
Niah National Park but also play essential roles in their respective ecosystems,
contributing to the overall health and stability of the environment. The diverse
vegetation of the Park plays a critical role in maintaining the ecological balance
of the region. In addition to providing vital habitat for many animal species,
rainforests also serve as carbon sinks and aid in local climate regulation.
The riparian forests contribute to water quality and stability, showcasing the
interconnectedness of the Park’s ecosystems.

Recognizing the ecological and cultural importance of Niah National
Park, conservation efforts are underway to protect its unique vegetation and
biodiversity. Initiatives include sustainable tourism practices, reforestation
projects and community engagement to promote environmental awareness.
These efforts are essential for preserving the Park’s natural heritage for future
generations. Niah is a treasure trove of biodiversity, with its varied vegetation
and unique plant life contributing to the ecological richness of Borneo. The
preservation of this remarkable environment is vital not only for the flora
and fauna that inhabit it but also for the cultural heritage of the region. As we
continue to explore and appreciate the wonders of Niah National Park, we
must commit to protecting this invaluable resource for the future.
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ABOUT THE SERIES

‘Life from Headwaters to the Coast’ is a series of illustrated guides to the
biological diversity of the State of Sarawak, published by the Institute of
Biodiversity and Environmental Conservation, Universiti Malaysia Sarawak
(UNIMAS).

Starting in 2015 with Tanjung Datu National Park, with support from
the Niche Research Grant Scheme of the Ministry of Higher Education,
Government of Malaysia, the production of subsequent volumes in the series
have been funded by governmental and non-governmental agencies.

The volumes cover geology, flora and fauna as well as sociological aspects
of areas covered and are written by specialists, including staff, students and
associates of the Institute, the Faculty of Resource Science and Technology
in UNIMAS and other experts when relevant, with naturalists, students,
conservationists, administrators and decision-makers in mind.
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