Chamaerops humilis

Chamaerops is a genus of flowering plants in the palm family Arecaceae. The only currently fully
accepted species is Chamaerops humilis, variously called European fan palm or the Mediterranean
dwarf palm. It is one of the most cold-hardy palms and is used in landscaping in temperate
climates.

Taxonomy

Apart from the fully accepted Chamaerops humilis, there are a few taxa of unresolved status plus
numerous species synonymised under Chamaerops humilis.

The genus Chamaerops is closely related to the genus Trachycarpus. The genera differ in
that Trachycarpus lacks the clumping habit only forms single stems without basal suckers), the
spiny leaf stems (spineless in Trachycarpus), and in small details of the flower anatomy.

Description

Chamaerops humilis is a shrub-like clumping palm, with several stems growing from a single base.
It has an underground rhizome which produces shoots with palmate, sclerophyllous leaves.

The stems grow slowly and often tightly together, eventually reaching 2-5 m (10-20 ft) tall with a
trunk diameter of 20—25 cm (8—10 in). The petioles are armed with numerous sharp, needle-like
spines; these may protect the stem growing point from browsing animals.



The flowers are borne in dense, short inflorescences at the tops of the stems. The plants usually,
but not invariably, are dioecious with male and female flowers on separate plants. The number of
flowers per inflorescence is highly variable for both male and female plants, depending on the size
of the inflorescence. The seed (usually 0.6-0.8 g) contains a small cylindrical embryo, which is
surrounded by several layers, from inner to outer as follows:

e a nutritious endosperm,

e a wide woody layer or endocarp,

o afleshy and fibrous mesocarp (the pulp), and
e the thin outer layer or exocarp.

Distribution

Chamaerops humilis is one of only two palm species native to continental Europe, the other

being Phoenix theophrasti. It is mainly found in southwestern Europe (Malta, Sicily, Sardinia, over
all the Mediterranean coast of Spain and Portugal, central and southern Italy, some parts of the
southern Mediterranean coast of France and Monaco, as well as northwest

Africa (Morocco, Algeria, Tunisia). It is the northernmost naturally occurring palm in the world, with
the northernmost standing at Hyéres-les-Palmiers, at 43° 07’ N.

Cultivation

Chamaerops humilis is valued in gardening and landscaping in many parts of the world. It is very
drought-tolerant once established. It is hardy to =12 °C (10 °F), but does prefer hot summers. It is
a very slow-growing plant. The blue form of the species, native to high elevations of the Atlas
Mountains, has recently been introduced into the trade and early reports indicate that it may be
-12 °C (=22 °F) or more degrees hardier than the green form.

Ecology and interactions with animals

Chamaerops humilis flowers in spring, typically from April to May. The plant also may be

partly anemophilous, that is to say, wind-pollinated, but it is at least partly entomophilous, that is to
say dependent on pollination by insects. Only one insect species is known to pollinate it, namely a
specific weevil, Derelomus chamaeropsis in the family Curculionidae. The nature of the
relationship with the weevil is a version of nursery pollination mutualism with the weevil; the form
this takes is that once pollinating weevils have found a satisfactory plant, whether male or female,
they usually stay on the same plant until the end of its anthesis, finding shelter, egg-laying sites,
and food in the inflorescences.

The ripe pulp of C. humilis has several important functions.

e When ripened, the pulp smells strongly of rancid butter and thus acts as a foraging cue for
nocturnal frugivores that commonly are fundamentally carnivorous mammals such as badgers
and foxes.

e The pulp inhibits germination, ensuring that the seed does not germinate until has been
dispersed.

e The pulp also acts as a chemical or physical barrier against invertebrate seed predators,
typically beetles, and in particular weevils.

Because of the combination of such functions in the pulp, the palm both benefits and suffers
adverse consequences when carnivores feed on the fruit and thereby remove the pulp. On the one
hand, the seeds that carnivores swallow, germinate more frequently than seeds in entire fruit. On
the other hand, ingested seeds are more frequently destroyed by invertebrate pests than non-
ingested seeds. However, because of the mobility of carnivores, their dispersal service is important
to the palmetto, given the severe fragmentation and isolation of most populations across the
increasingly densely populated Mediterranean basin.



Uses and threats

Chamaerops humilis has a wide distribution in uncultivated land, and it is adapted to regimes of
frequent burning, which it survives largely by re-sprouting from underground rhizomes and from
fire-damaged stems. Such factors make the species ecologically important in

preventing erosion and desertification and in providing shelter and food to many species of
animals.

Apart from its material benefits, this palmetto is of emotional value as a charismatic component of
the "garrigues" and "macchias" of the Mediterranean coastline.

The leaves of the adult plants have been used to make brooms and for weaving mats, carrier
baskets, and similar articles. For finer work the young, unopened leaves are treated with sulphur to
soften them softer and provide supple fibre.

The husk, known in southern Spain as "higa", is edible before it becomes too tough to eat as it
matures. Because of their bitterness and high tannin content, the fruit are not used for human food,
but in traditional medicine they have been used as an astringent.

Urbanization and other human activities are making such rapid inroads into the natural habitat of
palmetto that they are raising concerns about its future and that of its environment. Accordingly,
there is an increase in regulations to protect both its stands and those of associated Mediterranean
endemics.

Another conservation problem is that particularly in the northernmost parts of its natural

range, Chamaerops humilis is seriously threatened by an introduced South

American moth Paysandisia archon. Also, this Mediterranean native palm is affected by the
introduction of related ornamental species because of the concurrent introduction of seed
predators (such as Coccotrypes dactyliperda and Dactylotrypes longicollis) that feed on both the
introduced and native palms.



Chamaerops humilis

La palma nana (Chamaerops humilis), comunemente nota anche come palma di San Pietro, &
una pianta della famiglia delle Arecaceae, unica specie del genere Chamaerops.

E una specie tipica della macchia mediterranea.

I nome del genere fa riferimento alla morfologia della pianta (dal greco xapai chamai, "a terra" e
pwy rhops, "cespuglio"). | greci la chiamavano phoenix chamaeriphes, che significa letteralmente
"palma gettata per terra".

Descrizione

Portamento

Si presenta come un cespuglio sempreverde che raggiunge normalmente altezze sino a 2 metri,
ma puo raggiungere l'altezza di alcuni metri.

Fusto

Il fusto e di diametro variabile (10-15 cm), ricoperto da un tessuto fibroso di colore bruno.
Generalmente & corto, visibile solo negli esemplari vetusti. E ricoperto in basso dai residui
squamosi delle foglie morte (con un diametro complessivo fino a 25-30 cm).

Corteccia

La corteccia é di colore marrone scuro o rossastra.



Foglie

Le foglie sono larghe, robuste, a ventaglio, rigide ed erette, sostenute da lunghi piccioli spinosi
riuniti a ciuffi sulla sommita del fusto; di colore verde sulla pagina superiore e quasi bianco sulla
pagina inferiore.

Fiori

| fiori sono portati da infiorescenze a pannocchia, corte e ramificate, di colore giallo, con peduncoli
brevi. E usualmente (ma non invariabilmente) una pianta dioica con fiori maschili e femminili su
piante separate. | fiori maschili hanno 6-9 stami che sovrastano un calice carnoso, i fiori femminili
racchiudono 3 carpelli apocarpici carnosi.

Frutti

| frutti sono drupe, globose o oblunghe, di lunghezza variabile (12—45 mm) con polpa assai fibrosa
e leggermente zuccherina, di colore verde nelle prime fasi, successivamente giallo-rossiccio,
marroni a maturita.

Distribuzione e habitat

E diffusa in tutto il Mediterraneo occidentale dal sud del Portogallo a Malta (in Europa) e
dal Marocco alla Libia (in Africa).

In Italia si trova lungo tutta la fascia costiera occidentale, dalla Sicilia alla Toscana centro-
meridionale, comprese alcune isole del Mar Tirreno, mentre piu a Nord &€ conosciuta solo per
alcuni nuclei relitti nel territorio del Parco di Portofino (Liguria); & comune soprattutto

in Sicilia, Calabria e Sardegna, regioni in cui si puod allontanare di diversi chilometri dalle coste o
risalire le prime pendici dei rilievi montuosi.

E un tipico elemento della fascia pitl termofila della macchia mediterranea. E diffusa soprattutto in
zone calde, vicino alle coste; predilige esposizioni soleggiate e teme il freddo intenso. In ambiente
naturale cresce principalmente su terreni rocciosi o sabbiosi.

All'interno del giardino di Villa Cipressi vi sono alcuni densi gruppi nella zona delle terrazze.

Usi

o Ornamentali: questa specie di palma & largamente usata come pianta ornamentale, specie
per formare grandi cespugli, favorendo la tendenza naturale della pianta a formare

numerosi stipiti. L'uso era particolarmente diffuso nell'epoca dei giardini romantici (fine '800) e
continud sino ad oggi.

e Alimentari: il germoglio, biancastro e midolloso, & edule ed era usato in tempo di carestia in
sostituzione della patata oppure per farne dolci.

o Artigianali: La fibra ottenuta dalle foglie viene utilizzata per la fabbricazione di scope,
ventagli, funi, ceste, panieri, stuoie, cappelli e corde.

Altre notizie

o Ecologicamente & molto utile contro I'erosione e la desertificazione, si rigenera dopo gl
incendi con successivi ricacci.

e Presenta somiglianze con il genere Trachycarpus, tipico dell'Asia

o La pianta & seriamente minacciata dalle larve della farfalla Paysandisia archon, di origine
sudamericana ma oramai presente anche in Europa

e Vegeta con una temperatura superiore ai 10 °C; resiste a temperature fino a =12 °C ma
solo per periodi brevi. La temperatura ottimale di crescita & tra 22 e 30 °C.

o Nei paesi costieri dell'Europa meridionale & spesso utilizzata come pianta ornamentale.



e La pianta piu antica dell'Orto botanico di Padova & un esemplare di Chamaerops
humilis piantato nel 1585; € comunemente nota come "Palma di Goethe", in quanto Johann
Wolfgang von Goethe, che la vide durante il suo viaggio in Italia, le dedico alcuni scritti.
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