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Abstract

Scafidi, F. & Raimondo, F. M.: First record of Pilea microphylla (Urticaceae) in Sicily. — Fl.

Medit. 28: 79-84. 2018. — ISSN: 1120-4052 printed, 2240-4538 online.

Pilea microphylla (Urticaceae) is a species native to Mexico and tropical South America that

has been collected for the first time in Sicily in the surroundings of the city of Palermo.

According to our observations, this species is to be considered as a casual alien.
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Introduction

Pilea is the largest genus of the Urticaceae and one of the largest genera in the Urticales
(Monro 2006). It includes over 600 species (Adams 1970; Burger 1977; Monro 2004), that

are mostly distributed throughout the tropics, subtropics, and warm temperate regions

(Monro & al. 2012). The majority of species are succulent herbs, epiphytes or small shrubs

growing in heavy shade (Monro 2009).

In June 2017, during the study of the alien urban flora of Palermo (Ciccarello & al.

2016) a remarkable population, identified as Pilea microphylla (L.) Liebm., was discov-

ered. This new alien species had not previously been reported in any Italian and Sicilian

floristic literature (Fiori 1926; Pignatti 1982; Giardina & al. 2007; Raimondo & al. 2010;

Celesti-Grapow & al. 2016; Domina & al. 2018; Galasso & al. 2018). Recently, it had been

founded as weed in the greenhouses in Lombardy (Northern Italy) (Acta Plantarum 2017:

http://www.floraitaliae.actaplantarum.org/viewtopic.php?t=98852 ).

Therefore, the new finding represents the first record for Sicily and the second for

Italy as well.

Material and Methods

Plant material was collected in the field. Herbarium specimens were deposited in FI,

PAL and PAL-Gr (acronyms according to Thiers 2011).

The taxonomical identification was made on the basis of the descriptions by Standley

(1937), Wagner & al. (1999), Monro (2001) and Bhellum & Hamid (2016). The protologue

by Linnaeus (1759) was also examined.
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Data about the habitat and the population size of P. microphylla are based on personal

observations in the field. The evaluation of the invasive status was defined according to

Pyšek & al. (2004).

Results and Discussion

Pilea microphylla (L.) Liebm. in Kongel. Danske Vidensk. Selsk. Skr., Naturvidensk.

Math. Afd. ser. 5, 2: 296 (1851).

Typus: Jamaica? (LINN 1220.8! – lectotype) designated by De Rooij (1975).

≡ Parietaria microphylla L., Syst. Nat., ed. 10, 2: 1308 (1759).

=Urtica serpyllacea Kunth in Humb., Bonpl. & Kunth, Nov. gen. sp. 2: 37 (1817).

=Pilea muscosa Lindl., Coll. hot.: t. 4 (1821), nom. superfl.

=P. serpyllacea (Kunth) Liebm. in Kongel Danske Vidensk. Selsk. Skr., Naturvidensk.

Math. Afd. ser. 5, 2: 296 (1851).

=P. portula Liebm. in Kongel. Danske Vidensk. Selsk. Skr., Naturvidensk. Math. Afd. ser.

5, 2: 297 (1851).

Pilea microphylla, commonly known as artillery weed, rockweed or gunpowder plant,

is native to Mexico and tropical South America (Monro 2001). It is mainly utilized in gar-

dens and landscapes as foliage or groundcover ornamental plant (Saha & al. 2017), but also

for many ethnobotanical uses (Bhellum & Hamid 2016). 

At present, it is considered as a problematic weed affecting tropical and subtropical

environments worldwide (Pacific Island Ecosystems at Risk 2010). 

In Europe, P. microphylla is known as casual alien in Belgium, introduced as weed via

plant nurseries (Verloove 2006); naturalized in the Balkan Peninsula (Ball 1976),

Archipelago of Madeira (Vieira 2002), or doubtfully naturalized in the Canary Islands

(Otto & Verloove 2016). 

During our field surveys, P. microphylla has been ascertained occurring in the Favorita

Park of Palermo (Sicily, Southern Italy), that is placed on the southwestern foothills of Mt.

Pellegrino, at 36 a.s.l. (38° 08' 58.98'' N  13° 20' 50.80'' E).

Climate can be referred to thermo mediterranean type, with an average annual temper-

ature of 18°C and rainfall of 642 mm (Buffa & al. 1986).

P. microphylla was found on shady surrounding wall. Overall there are many hundreds

individuals covering an area of approximately 20 m2 (Fig. 1).

The vector of introduction is uncertain. Probably, P. microphylla, escaped from

nearby gardens, where, probably, originally was introduced as weed in several pots of

ornamental exotic plants.

In the growing site considered here, flowering has been observed only in the year 2017,

from June up to September (Fig. 2); fruits, however, were not produced. It seems likely

that at present the spread of this species entirely depends on vegetative reproduction.
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Fig. 1. Habitat of Pilea microphylla in the Favorita Park in Palermo (Sicily, southern Italy), Photo by

F. Scafidi (18.07.2017).

Fig. 2. Individuals of P. microphylla in blooming. Photo by F. Scafidi (18.07.2017).



Because the observation period is very short, further field research are necessary to fully

assess the proper behaviour of this plant. Therefore, at this state of knowledge, according

to Pyšek & al. (2004), it must be considered a casual alien.

For this reason, P. microphylla in Sicily should be permanently monitored, taking into

account that it could represent a future threat to natural and semi-natural habitats.

The discovery of this new taxon is added to other records in the last years for the urban

area of Palermo (Scafidi & al. 2016a, Scafidi & al. 2016b, Scafidi & al. 2016c, Raimondo

& Spadaro 2017, Scafidi & Raimondo 2017, Spadaro & Raimondo 2017).

Specimina visa

ITALY: Sicily, Favorita Park (Palermo), shady surrounding wall, 38° 08' 58.98'' N  13°

20' 50.80'' E, 36 m a.s.l., 12 Jun 2017, F. Scafidi s. n. (FI, PAL, PAL-Gr).
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