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Attalea speciosa, babassu, occurs in savannahs in the dry regions of northern Brazil and

in dense humid forests in the state of Para. It s proliferation is favored by agriculture,

and its invasion of pa sture may even cause abandoning of the land. Th e success of this

species is partly due to the negative geotropism of its terminal bud in the early stage of

development, which offers the plant protection agains t fire .

The bab assu pal m , A tta lea spec iosa Mar t. ex
Spreng. , belongs to the coco id subtribe Attaleinae.
The pa lm has had a co mp lex nomencla tura l
his tory and was until recently known as Orbignya
pha letata Mart. wit h th e following synonym s:
Orbignya martiana Barb. Rodr., Orbigrtya speciosa
(Mart. ) Barb. Rodr ., Orbignya barbosiana Burret,
Orbignya macropetala Burret and Attalea speciosa
Mart. (Anderson & Balick 1988, Anderson et al.
1991, Glassma n 1999). Now the four very closel y
relat ed genera Attalea, Maximiliana , Orbignya and
Scheelea h ave been m erged with Attalea, and
babassu is corre ctly named Attalea speciosa Mart.
ex Spre ng . (Henderson 199 5, Henderson et al.
1995 , Uhl & Dran sfield 1999 , Loren zi 2000).

Babassu occurs in the Amazonian region
(Anderson & Balick 1988) in both humi d den se
forests and savannas (Uhl & Dransfield 1987) . In
th e first stage of development (29 to 38 years) , it
is acaulescen t (Anderson 1983). The stem , once
erect, can reach up to 30 m in height, but retains
a subterra nea n part (Uh l & Drans field 1987). The
in fru ctescences m ay co n ta in up to 300 frui ts
(Moli on 1992). Each fruit has 1-7 seeds and is
characterize d by a thin to th ick epicarp, very hard
and fibro us or a sometimes pulpy me socarp and

a thin or us ua lly very thick, h ard and bo ny
endoc arp (Uh l & Dransfield 1987). Germ ination
is remote-tub ular and cryptogeal (Anderson 1983);
th e term inal meristem has negative geo tropism
in the first stage of developme nt (Uhl & Drans field
1987, Anderson & And erson 1985, May et al.
1985a, b), an d shows a specific seed lin g
m ech anism known as "saxoph one" ax is
(Tomlinson 1979, 1990).

In primary forests th e density of adult palms is Iow
(Anderson & May 1985, Peters et al. 1989, Barbosa
an d oth ers pers. corn .) in contrast to the hi gh
seed ling de ns ity (Kahn & Granville 1992). The
origin of babassu in primary fore st is not certain.
The r are two hypot heses.Th e babassu could be a
naturally occurring species in th e primary forests
and, in fact , does complete its life cycle in this
environ -men t (Anderson et al. 1991, Anderson
1983). It is also possible that babassu was
in troduced by Ind ian populations, and the fact
th at it occ urs in considerable dens ities in an cient
inhab ited zones supports this idea (Balee 1988).
Neither of the two hypotheses can be excl ud ed
with cu rren t knowledge. However, we can say th at
man encouraged the esta blish ment or
pro lifera tion of babassu by open ing clearings or
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