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anywhere else in the world. Its particular location also means it serves as an important 
breeding and resting point for hundreds of both local and migrating birds, while the 
surrounding turquoise waters are home to a recorded 730 species of fish, 300 species of 
crab, lobster and shrimp, and hundreds of types of reef-building corals. It’s no surprise 
that Socotra is often described as the most alien-like place on Earth. 

Yet this delicate haven of biodiversity is at risk. The widespread but fragmented 
dragon’s blood tree is listed as ‘vulnerable’ by the International Union for Conservation 
of Nature and Natural Resources, threatened by hungry goats that have been introduced 
to the island, a gradually increasing drought, and occasional deforestation as locals 
explore alternative industries, such as the keeping of bees. Furthermore, the illustrious 
history of dragon’s blood may be small in relative terms, but any potential rise in demand 
could place the few trees on Socotra under intense pressure, as harvesters, their eyes fixed 
on the profits to be made by exporting this product around the world, extract the resin 
in ever larger quantities. Numbers of dragon’s blood trees are declining; while they were 
once found all over the island, now they are located only in sporadic patches. Socotra’s 
unique ecosystem may already have experienced its golden years, as the outside world 
turns up knocking at its door.

In 2011, it was widely reported that Somali pirates were using Socotra’s strategic 
location as an offshore base for refuelling and launching their crafts in pursuit of 
profitable cargo ships. Villainous criminality and dubious politics aside, it’s a nod to the 
ancient history of the island, which has been a favoured hotspot for piracy on the high 
seas for over a millennium – a real-life Treasure Island. ‘A multitude of corsairs [pirates] 
frequent the Island,’ recalled the famous thirteenth-century traveller Marco Polo, ‘they 
come there and encamp and put up their plunder to sale; and this they do to good profit.’ 
For centuries, Socotra earned a sinister reputation as a brutish den for pirates and their 
nefarious deeds. Hence, while the modern pirates may have been banished from the 
island for now, the prime location of Socotra, at the end of the Gulf of Aden, and its 
unique environment that has fascinated and attracted people for millennia, continues to 
play by its own rules.

RIGHT: Socotra Island is famed for the iconic 
‘dragon’s blood tree’, but is also home to a variety of 
unusual flora.


