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INTRODUCTION

This paper documents the rediscovery, distribution and status of Pinanga simplicifrons (Miq.) Becc. in Singapore (Fig.
1). The genus Pinanga belongs to the family Arecaceae (also Palmae), and consists of 152 species distributed from
India and southern China, through Southeast Asia to New Guinea (Govaerts & Dransfield., 2005; Dransfield et al.,
2008).

Fig. 1. Pinanga simplicifrons is a small palm with simple, long, oblong leaf blades with forked tips. Length of leaf blade (arrowed) =
29 cm. (Photograph by: Alvin Francis Lok Siew Loon).
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Pinanga is best represented in Southeast Asia, with the greatest species diversity centred in the wetter areas of the
Sunda Shelf (Dransfield et al., 2008). Pinanga species are distinguished from most other palms by the entire margins of
the leaf blades of leaves or leaflets (as opposed to being abruptly broken off), a single floral bract encasing the
inflorescence, the rachillae of the inflorescence bearing male and female flowers in triads throughout the rachilla length,
the usually slightly hollowed basal attachment of the ruminate seed, and the usual presence of a prominent crownshaft
(Dransfield et al., 2008). Thirty-two species of Pinanga are known to occur in Peninsular Malaysia and Thailand (Lim,
2001).

PAST AND PRESENT RECORDS

Six Pinanga species are known to be native to Singapore—Pinanga disticha (Roxb.) Blume ex H. Wendl., Pinanga
limosa Ridl., Pinanga malaiana (Mart.) Scheff., Pinanga singaporensis Ridl., Pinanga simplicifrons (Miq.) Becc., and
Pinanga subruminata Becc. (Table 1) (Keng et al., 1998; Chong et al., 2009). However, only the nationally endangered
Pinanga malaiana is still extant, with all other species being listed as being nationally extinct in Singapore (Tan et. al.,
2008). Native Pinanga species were noted to occur in Bukit Mandai, Bukit Timah, Choa Chu Kang, Kranji, and Seletar,
all known to be moist forest habitats in Singapore (Keng et al., 1998).

Table 1. Singapore collections of native species of Pinanga Blume deposited in the Herbarium, Singapore Botanic Gardens (SING).

Bar Code

S/No. Species No Collector Collector’s No. Date Collected Locality

1. Pinanga disticha (Roxb.) 0014943 C. X. Furtado s.n. 12 Sept.1932 Botanic Gardens
Blume ex H. Wendl.

2. Pinanga disticha (Roxb.) 0014944 C. X. Furtado s.n. 13 Sept.1932 Botanic Gardens
Blume ex H. Wendl.

3. Pinanga disticha (Roxb.) 0058286 Sidek 605 22 May 1995 Botanic Gardens
Blume ex H. Wendl.

4. Pinanga limosa Ridl. 0014945 H. Kelsall s.n. 1890 -

5. Pinanga limosa Ridl. 0014947 Anonymous s.n. 1907 Bukit Timah

6.  Pinanga limosa Ridl. 0014949 H. N. Ridley s.n. Apr.1902 Bukit Timah

7. Pinanga limosa Ridl. 0014946 J. S. Goodenough s.n. 15 Apr.1890 Chan Chu Kang

8. Pinanga limosa Ridl. 0014948 H. N. Ridley s.n. 1909 MacRitchie Reservoir

9. Pinanga limosa Ridl. var. 0058030 H. N. Ridley S.n. 21 Jan.1892 Seletar
limosa Ridl.

10.  Pinanga malaiana (Mart.) 0014910 C. X. Furtado s.n. 27 Nov.1932 Botanic Gardens
Scheft.

11.  Pinanga simplicifrons 0014911 C. X. Furtado 26130 16 Dec.1932 Botanic Gardens
(Miq.) Becc.

12.  Pinanga simplicifrons 0014912 C. X. Furtado 26130 14 Dec.1932 Botanic Gardens
(Miq.) Becc.

13.  Pinanga singaporensis 0058032 H. N. Ridley s.n. 29 Oct.1900 Bukit Mandai
Ridl.

14.  Pinanga singaporensis 0058033 H. N. Ridley s.n. 1900 Bukit Timah
Ridl.

15.  Pinanga singaporensis 0058031 H. N. Ridley s.n. 1901 Stagmont
Ridl.

DETAILS OF THE REDISCOVERY
Pinanga simplicifrons is a short, clumping palm, usually growing below 1 m tall (Whitmore, 1985; Jones, 1995; Keng,

1998; Lim, 2001) (Fig. 2). The stems are slender, about 8 mm in diameter with overlapping dry leaf sheaths throughout.
The leaf blades are 25-35 cm long, simple, oblong in shape, deeply forked at the apex and prominently veined from the
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Fig. 2. This plant grows together with other swamp forest Fig. 3. Scarlet fruits emerging from the dried prophyll. Lower
species such as Aglaonema nitidum (bottom left). Plant height to fruit lengh = 0.8 cm. (Photograph by: Alvin Francis Lok Siew
tip of crown shaft = 97 cm. (Photograph by: Alvin Francis Lok Loon).

Siew Loon).

mid rib to the margins (Fig. 1). The inflorescence is encased in a rigid prophyll, and bears flowers on both sides of the
rachis. When fruiting, the prophyll splits open to reveal 2-cm long, curved fruits that ripen from green to scarlet (Fig. 3).
Pinanga simplicifrons is distinguished from other Pinanga species by the lack of a crownshaft and the extraordinary
inflorescence which bursts through the marcescent leaf bases and where the prophyll is persistent. This small palm is
known to occur from southern Thailand, through Peninsular Malaysia, Singapore, Sarawak, Brunei Darussalam and
Sumatra. Pinanga simplicifrons thrives in lowland forests, often in swampy areas with rich alluvial soil under canopy
(Jones, 1995; Whitmore, 1985) and is said to be common in the swamp forests of Sedili region in Johore (Corner,
1978).

On 4 Feb.2010, in a survey carried out at the edge of the Nee Soon Swamp Forest, a small clump of Pinanga
simplicifrons was rediscovered at a single locality in a primary freshwater swamp forest fragment between the
Singapore Armed Forces Nee Soon Firing Range I and the Executive Golf Course Driving Range, to the East of a
service road off Mandai Road Track 7 (Fig. 4). The plant was in fruit (Fig. 2) and was found growing in the shade
beneath dense canopy cover, together with other characteristic swamp forest plants such as Aglaonema nitidum and
Dracaena cantleyi (Fig. 2). No other clumps or individuals were found within the area, although it is highly likely that
there are other individuals or viable populations of this palmlet in the deeper reaches of Nee Soon Swamp Forest, since
the small palm discovered was in fruit, assuming cross-pollination and another plant as the pollen parent. Dispersal of
this palm is likely to be carried out by frugivorous understorey forest birds, as this species is rather short, and the scarlet
fruit probably attracts bird species that forage through the undergrowth.

The swampy, shaded forest habitat that Pinanga simplicfrons thrives in has declined substantially throughout
Singapore. Nee Soon Swamp Forest is the last of primary freshwater swamp forest in Singapore, yet it is encroached by
a golf course, military training area, and a pipeline (Fig. 4). The forest’s plants and animals are also still very much
under-surveyed and studied (Ng & Lim, 1992), hence, there is a good possibility that it still contains many rare species,
including those now thought nationally extinct. Relevant agencies that have ownership to properties adjacent or within
the boundaries of the forest should also exercise caution and due diligence to ensure that disturbance to this remnant,
relic habitat is minimal. About 30% of Singapore’s native vascular plants are considered globally or nationally extinct
(Chong et al., 2009). While this staggering figure may seem contradictory to Singapore’s Garden City reputation, the
occasional rediscovery of deemed nationally extinct plants over the years brings hope for Singapore’s biodiversity.
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Fig. 4. The site of the rediscovery of Pinanga simplicifrons is the forest fragment on the left. The central road (a service road off
Mandai Road Track 7) leads to the Singapore Armed Forces Nee Soon Range I and cuts through part of Nee Soon Swamp Forest. A

pipeline belonging to the Public Utilities Board lies on the right side of the road. (Photograph by: Alvin Francis Lok Siew Loon).
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