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AFGHANISTAN
ii. Flora

Ecological conditions. Meteorological records on Afghanistan have been
available since the late 1950s. The findings of the meteorological centers have
been applied in climatic studies, maps, and tables of precipitation (see
bibliog.); and these have shown the importance of precipitation and altitude as
conditioning factors for the diversity of Afghanistan’s flora. Precipitation
patterns define two main climate and vegetation zones. Ninety-five percent of
Afghanistan’s territory belongs to the “Mediterranean” zone; and the greater
part of its flora pertains to the greater “Turkestan” and “Iran-Turan” regions
(see Safiq Yanos 1353 $./1974). A limited area—about five percent of the
country, in the east and southeast—receives the impact of the Indian
monsoons and belongs to the sub-tropical zone. Altitude, throughout both
zones, may allow for the development of different strata of vegetation.

The importance of precipitation is evident. In the southwest, where altitude
varies from 300 to 1,000 m above sea level, total annual precipitation does not
exceed 100 mm. Hence the area (i.e., Régestan and the region south of the
Helmand river) is desert. By contrast the northern plains at a similar altitude
experience continental weather conditions and receive more than 200 mm of
precipitation. The vegetation of this area is comparable to that of Central Asia
and the Uralo-Caspian region. In Afghanistan’s mountainous central regions,
plains vegetation occurs between 1,200 and 2,400 m altitude, particularly in
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Kabul province. Above 2,500 m, cool-climate vegetation is observed. In the
higher altitudes, where little precipitation is received, only a few forms of
Alpine flora occur.

Flora. Afghanistan experiences a real winter, and thus much of its small
vegetation has an annual life. With the spring rainfall is observed the growth
of terophytes (Ranunculaceae, Brassicaceae) and, more especially, geophytes,
including such bulbs as Muscari (grape hyacinth, galagak), Eremurus (desert
candle, si¢, serés-e kahi), Tulipa (lala), Merendera (lalak-e gorg), and Gagea
(zardpiaz). This vegetation disappears with the coming of summer and the
drying up of the plains. Only the xerophytes, which are generally thorny, resist
the dry, warm weather of summer. Afghanistan’s climate is suitable for
halophyle vegetation, especially that of the families Chenopodiaceae,
Polygonaceae, and Compositae. Afghanistan’s flora (outside of the small
subtropical area) belongs generally to the holarctic and floristic group termed
“Irano-Turkestanian.”

The following are the families of flora chiefly represented in Afghanistan, in
order of numerical importance: Of the family of Compositae, more than 400
species are known, including about 100 species of Artemesia (terk, kerm-botta,
mast-yar; A. absynthium: darawna, afsantin). The Cousinia (paSmak-kar,
bargas) and Lactuca orientalis Boiss. (oriental lettuce, hiiza, sandran, sandrezd)
are also present in significant number. The family Leguminosae is attested
with about 350 species. The genus Alhagi (camelthorn, Sotor-kar) is most
numerous; the gum-producing Astragalus (loco, milkvetch, gic-kar, bandi-
botta, jirak, biiya, anzarut) and Glycyrrhiza glabra L. (licorice, Strinbuya; a
significant item in foreign trade) are also represented. In the Cruciferae family
about 200 species are found, especially Brassica (cabbage, owri; mustard,
(kardel) and Raphanus (radish, molll), which provide foodstuffs. In the
Gramineae family are more than 150 species, including such important
cultivated ones as wheat, rice, barley, maize, and sugar cane. Others include
the genera Agropyron (wheatgrass, kabal, cem), Poa (bluegrass, ‘alaf), Arundo
(giantreed, ney), Cymbopogon (lemongrass, gurgiah), and Andropogon
(bluestem, ezkar). In the Labiatae family, more than 160 species are recorded
from Afghanistan, e.g., Perovskia (kengt, sin-sobe), Stachys (betony, padola),
Phlomis (Jerusalem sage, calpo), Nepeta (bozbas) , Salvia (ganda-bagal,
kanowsa, malangan), Hyssopus (hyssop, zifa), Thymus (thyme, kakoti, padina-
ye kohl), Ziziphora (kakoti), Mentha (mint, na'na’, pidina), and Origanum
(marzanjus, azul). The family Umbelliferae attests about 100 species; most
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notable is Ferula assafoetida L. (heng, alqoza), an item of export to India.
Chenopodiaceae halophyles are common, especially Salsola (Russian thistle,
‘alaf-e sora), Arthrophytum (stahsorak, oslan), Halostachys, and Halocaris.
Besides the Apiaceae, other short-lived terophytes are found: over forty species
of Euphorbiaceae, especially Crozophora tinctoria L. (qaraboraq), which
furnishes dyes for the carpet industry; over seventy species of Ranunculaceae;
about eighty

species of Scrofulariaceae; more than sixty species of Boraginaceae; Rubiaceae;
Plantaginaceae; Solanaceae, especially such Hyoscyami as H. muticus L.
(bangdeévana-ye kohi), H. senecionis Willd. (bang-dana ye kohi), H. pusillus L.
(bangak-e dévana), and also Datura L. (datiira). The family Zygophyllaceae is
represented mainly by Zygophyllum fabago Boiss. (Syrian bean-caper, qic) and
Peganum harmala L. (espand, sarmal). The Ephedra species attests the
Ephedraceae (called hom in Herat).
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