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BREWER: THE PALMS OF BELIZE

The Palms of Beltze= Species
Richness and a Key Based on
Vegetative Characters
Srnvnu W. Bnownn
Section of Euolution and Ecology, One Shields Aaenue
Uniuersity of Califurnia, Dauis, Califurnia 95616
F ax : 53 0 -7 5 2 - 1 449 : e-mail : swbren er @ucd,aais. edu

Belize (formerly British Honduras) lies be-
tween 15'53' and 18'30' N latitude and is the
second smallest country in mainland America.
When its small area is taken into account, Belize
is above average for number ofpalm species and
well above average for number of genera among
tropical American countries (Figure la and b re-
spectively). Six of Belize's 38 palm species are
restricted in their range to one or two neighbor-
ing countries. One of these $pecies (Schippia
concolor) is endemic, and Pseud,ophoenix sargen-
tii is considered endangered in the Yucatan
peninsula (Durr4n 1995). Colpothrinax coohii has
a very patchy distribution among Guatemala,
Costa Rica, and Panama.

Perhaps the relatively high species richness
of Belize is due to a great variety of vegetation
types packed into a small area, from savanna and
drought-deciduous scrub to evergreen wet
forests. Annual rainfall and topography is also
highly variable in Belize, ranging from approxi-
mately 1350 mm in the lowland north to well over
4000 mm in the mountainous south.

Furthermore, Belize is politically stable, is
sympathetic to conservation and scientific re-
search, and gives a large proportion of its land
some degree of protected status. Consequently,
this sparsely populated country has experienced
a great increase in biological research and eco-
tourism. Unfortunately, an increase in the re-
sources available for identification of woody
plants in Belize using vegetative characters has
not accompanied the growth of biological re-
search and visitor interest, A notable exception
is Balick and Johnson's (1994) vegetative key to
the palmate-leaved palms of Belize.

The following key is a result of my work on a
vegetative key to the trees of Belize. Nomen-
clature follows Henderson et al. (1995), and
this key is meant to complement that compre-
hensive work. The key was developed from
field observations, plus data and descriptions
from Standley and Record (f936), Standley
and Steyermark (1958), Balick and Johnson
(1994), and Henderson et al. (1995). Those
species reported by Henderson et al. (I995) for
Belize (37 plus Colpothrinax coolri i , reported
by Meerman and Will iams 1995 and reported
as possibly in Belize by Henderson et al. 1995)
are included in the key. Those species with
reasonable potential to be found in Belize (B)
are also included. Potential species are
marked with an asterisn.

Although this key emphasizes vegetative
characters, fruit characters (and occasionally
inflorescence characters) are included in caFes
where persistent fruits (or inflorescences/in-
fructescences, on the palm or ground beneath)
are l ikely to enhance identif ication to species.
Flower characters are included when useful
vegetative characters may be weak or few. All
identif ications using this key should be con-
firmed with herbarium specimens, especially
for the difficult genera Chamaedorea and
Geonorna. It is strongly encouraged that sug-
gestions for improvements to the key, new
species records for Belize, and more consistent
and/or easily observed vegetative characters
for separating species in the field be sent to the
author. Updated versions of the key based on
such suggestions wil l be posted on the World
Wide Web.
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A Key to the Palms of Belize
x denotes potential species

l .  Leaves palmate (or "costapalmate"), i.e. fan-shaped

2
I. Leaves pinnate, i.e. feather-shaped, or pinnately

veined (in simpleJeaved taxa) . . . 9
2. Stem armed with slender, often branched spines . . .

. . Cryosophila stauracantha
2 .  S t e m u n a r m e d . . . . . .  . . . . . . . . .  3
3. Petioles armed with thorns or spines 4
3 .  P e t i o l e s u n a r m e d . . .  . . . . . . . . . .  5
4. Stems clumped in groups ol 2-15+, covered with

persistent leaf bases; savannas and pine forests, of
low elevation in wet soils; leaves bright green above

Stems solitary (rarely clumped), only apicaliy cov-
ered with persistent leaf bases; on hill sides; leaves
du l l g reen  ( t o  g l aucous )  above  . .  . . . . . . . .B rahead ,u l c i s
Leaves with a long rachis on which the segments at-
tach (costapalmate); leaf sheaths and petioles con-
spicuously split lengthwise at the base; ripe fruits
b l a c k . . .  6
Leafblades with a very short rachis, or rachis absent;
leaf sheath split or not at the base; ripe fruits
black or not

7.

Segments joined for almost their entire length in
groups of 2-3, the groups joined for about one-third
their length; stem swollen at the base; inflorescence
branched to 4 orders; widespread, south of Corozal

. . . . . Sabal mauritiifornis
Segments joined for one-half their length in groups of
2 Qarcly 3), the groups joined for about one-sixth
their length; stem not swollen at the base; inflores-
cence branched to 3 orders; northern Belize (Corozal
d i s t r i c t )  . . . . . . S a b a l y a p a
Stem 20-35 cm diameter, often conspicuously
swollen near the middle; leaf sheaths not split; ripe
fruits brown or black . . . . Colpothrinax cooldi
Siem smaller, usually 5-13 cm diameter, not swollen
near the middle; ripe fruits white. . . B
Leaf sheath and petiole conspicuously split length-

8. Leaf shearh and petiole inconspicuously split
Iengthwise at the very base; blade divided to the base
into2 lobes;  bark of tencorky . . . . . . .  Schippiaconcolor

9 .  S t e m s a n d / o r l e a v e s s p i n y . . .  . . . . . . . . . . .  t 0
9 .  S t e m s a n d l e a v e s w i t h o u t s p i n e s  . . . . . . . .  1 5

10. Climbing palms; leaves with a whip-like extension of
the rachis (cirrus) containing barb-like hooks . . . . .

. . Desmoncus orthacanthos
10. Arborescent palms to 4 m tall (or taller in the culti-

va l ed  Bac t r i s  gas lpaes ) ,  c i r r us  absen t  . . . .  . . . . . .  . .  1 l
I l. Stems clumped, rarely solitary, mostly 6 cm diameter

( I O - 2 S c m i n B a c t r i s  g a s i p a e s ) .  . . . . . . . . .  1 2
S t e m s  s o l i t a r y .  . . .  . . . .  1 4
Found only in cultivation; stems )6 cm diameter

wti; ;;i*.; ;;; ; ;; ;i;-;;; ; . . ...u.::.':.:::': 
";;

Leaflets glabrous beneath, regularly arranged and
spreading in the same plane; spines on sheath, peti-
ole, and rachis <9 cm long; found in relatively dry,
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Acoelorraphe wrightii n e n t  l e a f  s c a r s ) "  s o l  i l a r y  o r  c l u m p e d

13. Leaflets often pubescent beneath, clustered and
spreading in different planes; spines on sheath, peti-
ole, and rachis to l5 cm long; in wet forest; fruits or-
angetored .  -  - . .  -Bactr isnexicana

14. Stems to B cm diameter. with whorls of flattened,
black spines; fruits bristly; in lowland moist to wet
forests . . Astr o c aryum me xic o,num

14. Stems )I0 cm diameter, spines not f lattenedi fruits

smooth; in open and/or disturbed areas of seasonal

r a i n f a l l  .  . - . . . . A c r o c o m i a a c u l e a t a

15. Stems tall and stout, often much >15 cm diameter,

never cane-like (i.e. stem more or less uniform in o

c o l o r a n d l e a f s c a r s n o t p r o m i n e n t ) , s o l i t a r y . . . . . . .  1 6

15. Stems slender (<15 cm diameter) and usually cane-

like (i.e. with conspicuous, and contrasting or promi-

16- Cultivated, or naturally-occurring and most often
found along beaches; stems often markedly curved;
woody "coconuts" >20 cm diameter . . - . Cocos nucifera

16. Naturally-occurring in a variety of habitats, rarely
along beaches; stems usually straight; fleshy or
woody fruits (6 cm diameter . . . . 17

17. Crownshaft, of closed (or partially closed) leaf
sheaths, present; leaflets spreading in different
p l anes (appea r i ngp lumose )o rno t . .  . . . . .  18

17. Crownshaft never present; leaflets not spreading in
d i f f e r e n t p l a n e s  . . . . . . 2 3

lB. Leaves plumose, with leaflets spreading in different
n l a n e s . .  . . . .  1 9

18. Leaves not plumose, leaflets in I row per side, not
spreading in different planes (the tips may be pendu-
l o u s , b u t n o t p l u m o s e ) . .  . . . . . . . 2 2

19. Stems generally >30 cm (to 60 cm) diameter; crown-
shaft conspicuous, of closed leaf sheaths; inflores-
c e n c e s b o r n b e l o w t h e l e a v e s  . . . . . . . . . . .  2 0

19. Stems usually smaller; crownshaft open, short; inflo-
rescences born among the leaves - . . . . . . . 2I

20. Peduncular bract shorter than the crown-shaft; on
wet soil in forest or open savanna, disturbed areas,
also cul t ivated . . . .  Roystonearegia

20. Peduncular bract ) the crown-shaft; found on flood-
ed soils in coastal swamns and estuaries

leaflets somewhat glaucous, with brown scales be-
neath: inflorescence branched to 5 orders.

P seudophoenix s ar gentii srlJtsp. s argentii

Widespread palms; leaflets not glaucous, without
brown scales; inflorescence branched l-2 orders

. Gaussia maya
Montane palms with a partially closed (for Il3 to Il2
the length of the leaf sheaths), purplish or purple-
qreen crownshaft; stem brownish

. .  . . .  . * P r e s t o e a  a c u m i n a t a

22. Montane or lowland palms with conspieuously
closed, green or yellowish crownshaft; stem gray . . .

. . . . . . . Euterpe precatoria var. longeaaginata
Leaves irregularly divided into wide leaflets with
serrated apical margins; stems to 20 cm diameter;
fruits covered with pyramidal protrusions.

. . . . . Manicoria saccilera
Leaves regularly divided into many narrow, entire
Ieaflets; stems usually >30 cm diameter; fruits
s m o o t h .  . . . . 2 4
Margins of leaf sheath and petiole naked; male flow-

25
4.

7.
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ering branehes short, >15 cm; endocarp fibers in
c l us te r s .  . .A l l a l eacohune

24. Margins of leaf sheath and petiole with stout fibers;
male flowering branches long, 30-50 cm; endocarp
f ibers scat tered .*Analeabutyracea

2 5 .  L e a v e s  s i m p l e  .  . .  . . . .  2 6
25. Leaves compound .  .  . .  33
26. Stems <l cm diameter, clumped via rhizomes. . . . . .

.  -  - .  -  -  -*Chamaedoreabrachypoda
26. Stems solitary, often >l cm diameter . . . . . 27
27. Stems 3-5 cm diameteror acaulescent aduhs;  leaves

B-15 ormore,  usual lybi f id,  leaf  sheaths brownish. .  28
27. Stems <2 cm (to 3 em in Chamaetlorea pinnatif,rons)

diameter; leai,es mostly-8, bifid or not; leaf sheaths
g r e e n .  . .  . . . .  2 9

28. Apparently acaulescent (stems short, underground);
leaves usually not simple; inflorescences spicate
and with a deciduous bract (leaving a conspicuous
scar) near the apex of the peduncle; fruits obovoid to
2 cmdiameter, green to black

C alyptro gyne ghies hr e ghtiana
28. Stems not underground (as adults),3-5 cm diameter;

leaves bifid; inflorescences branched, fruits reddish
. . . . . Asterogyne martiana

29. Leal blades bilid, leathery, rigid, with a velvety as-
pect, blue-gray-green; Iemale infl. spicate, male infl.
with 2'..�10 branches . . . . . . . . Chomaedorea adscentlens

29. Leaf blades bifid or not, thin, not blue-gray-green . . 30
30. Leaves bifid for l/3 oftheir length, but usually some

leaves pinnate; stem <0.75 m tall, often apparently
stemless; female infl. spicate or bifurcate, male infl.
with 10-25 branches *Chamaedoreapygmaeo

30. Leaves bifid for )l/3 of their length; stem conspicu-
o u s , p o t e n t i a l l y ) 0 . 7 5 m .  . . . . . . 3 1

31. Leafblade obscurely nerved above, more or less ob-
long; female infl. usually with up to 3 flowering
branches, male infl. with l-6 branches

. - - . - . Chamo"dorrn ges2spifsvp i.'
31. Leaf blade prominently nerved above, more or less

obovate; female infl. with >3 flowering branches or
s p i c a t e .  . . . . 3 2

32. Blades thick, simple, with >12 major veins per side;
female infl. usuaily spicate, rarely with up to 4
branches,  male inf l .  wi th .13-25 branches.

. - - . - - Chamaedoreu ernesti-augusli
32.  Blades th in,  rarely a l l  s imple,  wiLh <10 major  veins

per side; female infl. usually with up to 20 flowering
branches, rarely spicate, male infl. with 2-45
branches Chom.uerlorea pinnatifrons
S t e m s s o l i t a r y . . . .

S te rns  c lumped.  .  .

Apparently acaulescent (slern short- underground);
n  i t h  B - 2  I  l e a r  e s  i n f l o r e . c e n . e -  r p i l a l e

Co I lpt nt/! | nP gh i osbre gh t i u n u
34. Stems evident in mature palms; leaves usually SB (Lo

12 in Synechantlrus) inflorescences branched (ex-

c e p t i n C h a m a e d o r e a n a t i o n s i a n a )  . . .  . .  .  . .  .  . .  . . .  3 5
35. Stems green; leaves clustered at stem apex, often <7 36
35. Stems not green, and/or leaves spread loosely along

t h e s t e m ; l e a v e s o f t e n > 7  . . . .  . . . . . . . . - .  4 5
36. Leaflets many (>10) per side and arranged in groups

of 2-6; sub-apical leaflets with one principal vein;
monoecious; f lowers arranged in rows along the flow-
errng axes Synechanthus fibrosus

[Vor .43

of 2-6, sub-apical leaflets without one principal
vein; dioecious; Ilowers solitary or in groups . . . . . . 37

37. Leaves leathery and leaflets <3.5 cm wide, leaflets
2-6 per side, rigid and with a velvety aspect, blue-
gray-green; female infl. spicate, male infl. with 2-10
branches . Chamuedorea ad,scendens

37. Leaves thin and/or leaflets wider, rigid or not, green
i n c o l o r .  . . . .  3 8

38. Leaflets mostly <10 per side; stems usuaily <2 cm
d i a m e t e r .  . . . . . . . . . . . 3 9

38. Leaflets >10 per side, stems variable. . . . . 42
39. Leaflets thick, leathery, lanceolate to oblong; leaflets

with a dominant midrib and 2 submarginal, obscure,
unkeeled l0 nerves; apex of leaf sheath whitish; infl.
w i t h6 -25b ranches  . . . .  . . . . .  ChamaerJo reu  ob longo ra

39. Leaflets thin, sigmoid or lanceolate, l0 nerves con-
spicuous and/or keeled; leaf sheath apex green . . . - 40

40. Leaflets sigmoid, with <7 l0 nerves; inflorescences
b r a n c h e d  . . . . . . . . . . .  4 1

40. Leaflets lanceolate with B-9 prominent l0 nerves;
femaie, male inflorescences spicate; {lowers green-
ish . . . .  *Chamaedoreanat ionsiaru

41. Leaflets 4-Blside \|iLh 2-7 angular l0 nerves; stem
to 3 cm diameter; female flowers greenish; female,
male infl. mostly with 5-20 branches.

4r L""n"t. ; iir.iai ;;,;; ; 3::#::i,"::11:il";"{:*'
nerves; stem to 1.6 cm diameter; female flowers or-
ange; femal e infl. with 4-B branches, male infl. to 20
branches . . . . *ChamaerJoreasartor i

42. Small, slender palms <2 cm diameter and >2 m tall;
leaf sheaths tubular near base; leafiets 11-2I/side,
linear 1o lanr:eolate, contracted at base; female, male
infl. with.5-35 branches Chumaedorea e legans

42. Smal l  lo medium-sized palms, 2-10 cm diameter,
2-12 m tall; leaf sheaths tubular for a entire length;
l e a f l e t s n o t c o n t r a c t e d a t b a s e  .  . . . . . . . . .  4 3

43. Leaflets linear-lanceolate or lanceolate: female inIl.
w i t h c . 5 0 b r a n c h e s , o r s p i c a t e  . . . . . . . . . .  4 . 4

43. Leaflets sigmoid, to 25 per side; female infl. with
5-20 flowering branches, male inll. with 7-50
branches . . . Chumaedorea Lepeji lote

44. Leal sheaths >30 cm long, smooth, green to thinl,v
brown-edged; leaflets linear-lanceolate, to 36 per
side; {emale infl. with c. 50 {lowerins branches. . . . .

45.

.  -  - .  -  - .  Chamaedoreauooc lson iana
Leaf sheath to 30 cm 1ong, rough, conspicuously
brown-edged; leaflets lanceoiate, to I I per side; in-
f lo rescences  sp ica te  .  . . .  .  . *ChamaerJoreuna l , ions iano
Leaves 7-18, loosely spread apart along the stem;
s tems brown or  g reen,  usua l ly  r : lumped.0 .5-3  cm d i -

(]eonoma d,euersa

PALMS

44 .

34

ameter

4.5. Lear,es

usua l  l y

6+. clustered at stem apex; stems not green.

solitary and )3 cm diameter (except Rein-
h a r d t i a l  . . . .  4 6

46. Leaflets 4-ranked, spreading in 4 different planes
and g iv ing  leaves  a  p lumose appearance;  s tem to  15
cm diamel.er; leaves 6-8; crown open; frui[s red;
palm ofrocky places over l imestone at 1or. elevations

. - -Gaussia matu
4 b .  L e a f l e t .  g e n e r a l l l  s p r e a t l i n g  i n  l - 2  p l a n e s :  s t e m <

large or small; leaves often (B; crown usually dense;
f r u i t s r e d o r n o t ;  o n l i m e s t o n e s o i l s o r n o t  . .  - .  -  -  -  - .  4 7

47. Leaves with brown scales on lower surface; salt-tol-
erani, found near the sea; stem to 30 cm diameter;36. Leaflets few or many per side, not arranged in groups
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fruits red . . . . Pseudophoenix sargentii stbsp, sargentii
Leaves without brown scales beneath; most common-
ly found in wet or moist forest; fruits brown or black-
i s h . . . . .  . .  . .  4 8
Leaves very large (2-B m long), erect and irregularly
divided into wide leaflets with serrated apical mar-
gins, persistent and forming a skirt around the stem;
stems 15*20 cm diameter; fruits large (4-6 cm diam-
eter), brown, covered irr pyramidal protrusions; on
we t , l ow landso i l s . . .  . . . .Man i ca r i asacc i Je ra
Leaves smaller, generally <3 m long, arching or
erect, regularly divided, persistent or not, but never
forming a skirt around the stem; leaflets not serrated
(but apically toothed in Reinhard,tia gracilis); stem
diameter large or small; fruits small, <2 cm diame-
t e r , b l a c k o r p u r p l e - b l a c k , f l e s h y . . . . . .  . . . . . . . . . .  4 9
Leaflets few, usually 2 per side; slender palm <2 cm
diameter, leaf sheaths closed but not forming a
crownshaft (forming interwoven fibers instead) . . . . 50
Leaflets many, often >l0/side; stem much latger;
c r o w n s h a f t p r e s e n t i n E u t e r p e  . . . . . . . . . .  5 1
Leaves large: leaf rachis I l-23 cm long, with 14-22
nerves on each side; the lower pinnae 14.5*25 cm
long . . .  . . . .  Reinhardt ia graci l isvar.  graci l is
Leaves small: leaf rachis 3.5-6 cm long, with B*ll
nerves on each side; the lower pinnae 8.5-12 cm
long . . .  . . .Reinhardt iagraci l isvar.graci l ior
Stem gray, wiih a green crownshaft formed by closed
lea{ sheaths; tall (to 20 m), to 23 cm diameter; leaves
5-10; leaflets linear; fruits 1 cm diameter, purple-
black . . . . - . . - .. Euterpe precatoria var. Iongeuaginata
Stem brown, with a (purplish) crown shaft only in
Prestoea, <10 m tall, to 20 cml leaves 6-20; fruits <7
m m . b l a c k .  . . . . . . . . . . ' 5 2
Crownshaft open, purplish or purple-green; stem to
20cm diameter . .  - .  -  -  -*Prestoeaacuminata
Crownsha f t absen t :  s t emto  15  cm d iame te r  . . . . . . .  53
Montane rainforest palm; rare; leaflets + linear; pits
in flowering branches with a lower and upper lip . . .

. - - G e o n o m a u n d a t a

Most common in lowland and pre-montane forests as
well as on mountain slopes, sometimes in disturbed
areas; leaflets sickle-shaped; pits in flowering
branches without a distinct upper lip. . . .

. . .Geonoma interrupta var- interrupta
Stems green and leaves tightly clustered at stem
a u e r . . .  . . . .  5 5
Siems not green or leaves loosely clustered at stem
a p e l . . .  . . . .  5 7
Stems, sheath, petiole, and rachis often glaucous;
leaflets 22-42 per side; stems 2-3 cm diameter; fe-
male, male infl. with 10-35 branches

. . . . . . . .Chamaedorea graminifolia
No tg l aucous ; l ea f l e i susua l l y )22pe rs i de .  . . , , . . .  56
Stems sometimes clumped,2-10 cm diameter, to 7 m
tall; leaflets wide (3.5-10 cm) and long (16-70 cm),
6-25 per side, with several prominent I0 nerves
above; female infl. with up to 20 branches, male infl.
with up to 50 branches Chamaedorea tepejilote
Stems always clumped, 1-2 cm diameter, to 3 m tall;
leaflets narrow (<3 cm) and short (20-35 cm), 5-18
per side, with one 10 nerve; female, male infl. with
4 - l 2b ranches  . . .  " . . .Chamaedo rease i f r i z i i
Leaflets numerous (usually >2Olside, at least >3/

side), without "windows'2 between the folds and the
r a c h i s  . .  . . . .  5 8
Leaflets usually >4 per side, or 2-3 compound
leaflets with small windows between the folds on ei-
t h e r s i d e o f t h e r a c h i s  . . . . . . . . .  6 0
Crownshaft formed by closed, or partially closed leaf
sheaths present, stem to 20+ cm diameter; ieaflets +
u n i f o r m i n s i z e , l i n e a r .  . . - - - - - . 5 9
Crownshaft absent; leaflets sickle-shaped, broad
ones intermixed with narrow ones; stems 2-I2 cn
diameter .  .  Geonoma interrupto var.  intcrrup|o
Montane palms with a partially closed (for 7/3 to Il2 "

the length of the leaf sheaths), purplish or purple-
green crownshaft; stem brownish

. .  .  . *Presroea acuminata
Montane or lowland palms with conspicuously
c l osed .  g reen  o r  l e l l ow i sh  c rownsba f t ;  s t em g ray  .  .  .

. . . . . . . Euterpe precatoria v at. Iongeaaginata
Leaves clustered at the apex, with compound leaflets
having smali windows between the folds on either
s i d e o f t h e r a c h i s . . . . . .  . . . . . . . 6 1
I-eaves loosely spread apart along the stem, without
windows; stem (3 cm diameter . . .. . . Geonoma d,eaersa
S tems  t h i ck ,  c .  6 -7  cm  d iame le r ;  l ea I  b l ades  ) I  m
long  . . .  , , . , . .Re inha rd t i a l a t i sec ta
Stems c. 1.5 cm diameter; leaf blades >1 m. (usually
< 0 . 5 m ) .  . . . . 6 2
Leaves large: leaf rachis 1 l-23 cm long, with 14-22
nerves on each side; the lower pinnae 14.5-25 cm
long . . .  . . . .Reinhardt ia.graci l isvar.graci l is
Leaves small: leaf rachis 3.5-6 cm long, with B*11
nerves on each side; the lower pinnae 8.5-12 cm

Reinhardtia gracilis v ar. gracilior
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