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Despite now being fair ly well  known in cultr-
vation, the Madagascar "triangle palm" Dypsis
decaryi (Jum.) Beentje & J. Dransf. (formerly

known as Neodypsis decaryi Jum.) is very nar-
rowly restr icted in i ts native range in southeast-
ern Madagascar (Fig. l) .  I t  is known principal ly
from parcel number 3 of the Andohahela nature
reserve (R6serve Naturel le Int6grale d'Andoha-
hela), a 500-ha port ion ofthe reserve that was es-
tabl ished by the French colonial government in
1939 specif ical ly to protect this palm species
(Fig. 2). Parcel number 3 is just west of the vi l-
lage of Ranopiso and about 40 km northwest of
the provincial capital of Fort Dauphin. More im-
portantly, and perhaps explaining the tr iangle
palm's narrow range, the palm is found in an area
of transit ion between the spiny forest to the west
and the humid forest to the east. Isolated indi-

viduals ofthe palm exist beyond the reserve bor-
ders for several ki lometers, but the number of
palms outside the reserve continues to diminish.
Dransfield and Beentje (1995:187) recently est i-
mated that a mere 1000 trees exist in the wild.

During the course of anthropological f ield
work, one of us (WW) l ived in various Tatsimo
vil lages in southern Madagascar from 1994 to
1996. While the focus of this f ield work was ro
compare Tatsimo or indigenous concepts of na-
ture to Western ideas regarding conservation,
there was ample opportunity to observe how vi l-
lagers interacted with specif ic plants in their en-
vironment. The local populat ion of the Tatsimo
ethnic group, which inhabits the perimeter of
parcel number 3 of the Andohahela reserve,
places its own value on trees of Dypsis decaryi,
which they know as ld,fa. Althorgh recent stud-
ies (Ratsirarson 1993, Ratsirarson et al.  1996,

Ratsirarson and Silander 1997) ofthe populat ion
biology and conservation of D. decaryi have al-
luded to this, few detai led descript ions of Tatsi-
mo or other indigenous uses of the palm exist.
Oliver (1886:83) included ldfa among the native
plants used for making rope and twine, but he
neither identi f ied the plant nor provided detai ls
as to i ts provenance. Decary (1964) simply noted
that the leaves of D. decaryi were formerly used
for thatching roofs, while Dransfield and Beentle
(1995:187) reported without elaboration that the
leaves are used for thatching, the fruits are eaten
by chi ldren, and the fruits were formerly used to
prepare a fermented drink. Presumably the
sources of Dransfield and Beentje's information

were local contacts whom they interviewed in
l9B9 and 1992 when they col lected herbarium
material in the reserve and Ranopiso. In addi-
t ion, they noted that almost al l  the seed of D. de-
caryi now is harvested for export to satisfy the
hort icultural trade (and undoubtedly to create a
source of cash income for those l iving near the
reserve). We can confirm that the Tatsimo indeed
rse D. d,ecaryi for the construction of houses, as
a source of food, and more recently, as a com-
modity. That the economic value assigned to this
palm has changed over t ime, in large part due to
the palm's status as a protected species, is an im-
portant, and usually neglected, piece of informa-
t ion to add to a broader understanding of the his-
tory of conservation and human-environmental
relat ions in Madagascar.

The Tatsimo vi l lages that now surround parcel
number 3 of the Andohahela reserve were f irsr
establ ished at the turn of the century. Famil ies
moving up from the southern coast, some 20 km
away, in search of new lands for farming and cat-
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1.  TheMadagascar " t r iang lepa ln r "D lps ls  t lecary i .2 .  Dyps isdecary imark ing theboundaryo fparce lnumber3of theAndoha-

he la  reser r ,e .  3 .  A ' la ts imo house tha tched w i th  Dyps is  decary l .  Note  the  pa lm beh ind  the  house and the  maize  (corn)  d r "v ing  in

the sun. 4. 
' l 'aLsimo 

children eating the fruits ofDypsls decorfi, wluch they have gathered in a basket.
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ie grazing, were the pioneers. These settlers

used ihe wood ofDypsis decaryi for the construc-

t ion of houses. The outer walls of their tradit ion-

al one-room rectangular houses (normally 3 x 4

m) were made of palm planks that villagers val-

ued for their physical characterist ics. These

planks are very l ight and durable when dried,

they are porous and "breathe" well  in the hot cl i-

mate, and they are labor effect ive, since the trees

are easy to fel l .  The petioles and leaves of the

palm were used to thatch the roofs (Fig. 3), pro-

viding shelter from the sun and protection from

the misty rains that fal l  during the winter months

of June to August. Beyond their ut i l i tar ian mer-

i ts, the palm trees also created a valued sense of

egal i tar ianism and uniformity among the Tatsi-

mo. They provided vi l lages with a shared raw

material that villagers transformed into an aes-

thetic and an architecture characterist ic of this

part icular corner of Madagascar.
The 1939 French colonial decree that created

the Andohahela nature reserve also establ ished
a new set ofrules that forbade the cutting of Dyp-

sis decaryi within the reserve boundaries. More

recent state forestry regulations have made it

mandatory for people to get permits to cut trees

for construction. In many cases the permits must

be purchased, and so wealth and access to

money have increasingly become factors deter-

mining the types of houses being constructed,
and have had an impact on other community and

personal values as well .  Although houses

thatched with ldfa leaves are cooler, corrugated
iron roofs are sought today for their durability

and because they consti tute evidence of wealth.

A ld,fa-thatched house, ironically, has now be-

come a sign of a person or family without means.

At the same t ime, the abi l i ty to gather palm

leaves has also been hindered by the fact that

few palms remain outside of the reserve.
While Dypsls decaryi is less frequently used

now by the Tatsimo for construction, i t  continues

to be used in another and rather different way. It

is a favorite sweet and snack for children and oc-

casional ly adults. Young boys who tend to the

family catt le, head each morning into the hi l ls

and col lect large baskets ofthe fruits (during the

months of January-March). The small  green

fruit ,  which is about the size of a large marble,
has a smooth, thick epicarp that peels away to

display a thin, custard-l ike mesocarp covering

the f ibrous endocarp. Children either gnaw on
the fruit  as a snack (Fig.  ) ,  or bring home the

baskets of fruit  and empty them into a large r ice

mortar. Small amounts of water are added to the

mortar, and as the fruits are pounded, the epi-

carp separates and the custard-l ike mesocarp is

loosened and mixed. After al l  the fruits have

been opened and thus processed, the mixture is

served in large bowls and eaten with spoons. I t

tastes l ike a sweet vani l la-coconut custard.
In the past l0 years, a new source of demand

for Dypsis decaryi has been created that extends"
well  beyond the reserve's meager boundaries.

With the growth in popularity of D. decaryi as an

ornamental, villagers have often been ap-
proached by outside middlemen to col lect the
seeds for overseas markets. In 1995, the price
received per large basket of seed (roughly 2 kg)

was 2000 FMG or 50 cents US. This is a phenom-

enal price when compared to the price of r ice,

the staple crop in Madagascar, which at the same
time sold in local markets for 500 FMG per

kapok. (A kapok is an unusual, but fairly stan-
dard measure throughout Madagascar for dried
rice. Often an empty tin can, a kapolt is more or
less equivalent to an B-oz cup.)

We do not know when D. d,ecaryi was first in-

troduced into cult ivat ion. The f irst herbarium
specimens date from 1928 and the species was
first described in 1933. The Fairchi ld Tropical

Garden in Miami acquired material from Mada-
gascar in July 1947 and the palm quickly
showed its ornamental potential (Read f961).

Collect ions in other botanical gardens such as

the Longwood Gardens, I(ennett Square, Penn-

sylvania, can be traced to material provided by
Fairchi ld. I t  is only in recent years that seed of
D. d.ecaryi has become more widely avai lable in

the  hor t  i cu  l tu  ra l  l rade.
Western interest in Dypsis d'ecaryi, whether it

be for i ts conservation or hort icultural potential,
is but one recent development in the history of

this species as i t  relates to both the human and
natural environment. What is remarkable is that
not only are the small  native populat ions of D.

decaryi in Madagascar affected by the use the
Malagasy make of the palm, but also that foreign
definit ions of the value of the palm and the pro-
script ive behavior patterns that are dictated by
conservation concerns have an impact on the
cultures and societ ies of the area. As we have
tr ied to suggest with this example, the history
and social aspects ofplants, while often neglect-
ed by botanists and conservationists, are, or
should be, very much part of the ethnobotanical
and conservation picture.
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As a oast chairman of the now-defunct Inter-
national Council on Lethal Yellowing. I am
aware of the benefits of international confer-
ences and happy to review this workshop. A
workshop is an opportunity for scientists work-
ing on these diseases, and for administrators re-
sponsible for dealing with the social and eco-
nomic consequences, to record research and
experience that would not be published in scien-
tif ic papers. These particular proceedings are
interesting reading and a valuable reference.
The information is, however, two years old.

The papers presented describe much informa-
tion that is already well known to those of us in-
volved in Lethal Yellowing (LY) but the basic
facts l isted below bring us up to date, inform us
on how much progress has been made with this
difficult problem, and enable us to determine
the next steps.

LY-like diseases are caused by phytoplasms
(previously known as mycoplasma-like organ-
isms or MLO) in the phloem. The incubation pe-
riod for Caribbean LY ranges from 3-9 months in
young coconut palms to 7-I5 months in mature
palms.

The symptoms briefly comprise (a) yellowing

or browning of fronds commencing with the old-
est .  (b)  absciss ion of  immature nuls.  (c)  necrosis
and drooping ofyoung inflorescences, (d) necro-
sis and wilt of the "spike" (youngest frond), and
(e) death.

The vectors of phytoplasms are phloem-feed-
ing leafhoppers and planthoppers. The vector of
LY in Florida was found tobe Myndus crudus van
Duzee, which is common in coconut areas and
breeds on the roots of several tropical lawn
grasses. One might comment that searching for
the vector(s) of other LY-like diseases of coconut
is very onerous and not l ikely to lead to a cure.
LY does not appear to be transmissible in co-
conut seeds.

LY-like diseases have so far been found in the
Bahamas, Belize, Cameroons, Cayman Islands,
Cuba, Dominican Republic, Ghana, Haiti, Ja-
maica, I(enya, eastern Mexico, Mozambique,
Nigeria, Honduras, Tanzania, Togo, and main-
land USA. History indicates that more countries
will soon be added to this l ist, e.g., the Ivory
Coast and Nicaragua. Of importance but seldom
mentioned are countries where LY-like disease
DOES NOT occur, e.g., Benin, Sao Tome, the
Ivory Coast, St. Lucia, Costa Rica,.Puerto Rico,
and the Pacific coast of Central America. Such
countries might constitute a source of coconut
germ plasm without the taint of LY-like disease,
provided that no other coconut disease or pest is
l]resent.

Diseased palms exhibit many physiological
and biochemical abnormalit ies, some of which
have been studied historically as causes of the
disease and are sti l l  being studied. However, it
seems probable that these abnormalit ies are
caused by the disease rather than causing it.

(Continued on p. 144)




