
WHAT’S SO SPECIAL ABOUT  
NEW CALEDONIA? 



The southwest Pacific Ocean Island of New Caledonia  
has an unusually high diversity of conifers. 



New Caledonia formed about  
65 million years ago when it  

separated from Australia.  



Parts of the island became submerged under the ocean surface  
several times over millions of years and were slowly covered  

by a layer of oceanic crust. 



After the island re-emerged, the layer of oceanic crust  
created soils very low in nutrients and high in metals.  
Plants adapted to grow even on these very poor soils. 



New Caledonia’s geological history resulted in an island  
with a remarkable mosaic of features and plant life.  



The island’s long isolation from 
other landmasses allowed the 

evolution of many plants found 
nowhere else in the world. 
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New Caledonia’s flora is special because it is the richest in the world, per 
unit area, with nearly 8% of all conifer species on earth. 

Dacrydium guillauminii 



Araucaria humboldtensis Araucaria muelleri Araucaria scopulorum 

ALL New Caledonian conifer species are endemic,  
meaning they occur nowhere else in the world! 



Humboldt’s araucaria (Araucaria humboldtensis)  
at 1,450 meters on Mt. Humboldt, one of only two 
sites where this high elevation species grows. 



The Cook pine (Araucaria columnaris)  
was first classified by botanists during 
Captain Cook’s second voyage  
of exploration (1772-1775).  



Corail (Parasitaxus usta) is the world’s only known parasitic conifer.  
It lacks chlorophyll and obtains all its nutrients through its roots. 



The conifer Falcatifolium taxoides is the host plant for Parasitaxus usta. 



The long leaves and large seeds 
distinguish it from yews  

in the genus Taxus. 

The New Caledonia yew 
(Austrotaxus spicata)  

is the sole species of yew  
in the genus Austrotaxus. 



Neocallitropsis pancheri is the  
sole species in the genus Neocallitropsis.  
It is found in small, scattered populations 

along rivers in New Caledonia. 



Threats to New Caledonia biodiversity include  
urbanization, fire, and nickel mining. 



Garden staff continue to work in New Caledonia to organize information for 
conserving the unique vegetation of the country. 



Garden curator Dr. Pete Lowry 
works to assess the threat status 

of New Caledonia’s conifers.  
 

This provides a foundation for 
making informed decisions about 

conserving biodiversity. 


