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8 PALMS WITH DEVELOPMENT POTENTIAL 

To assess the potential for development of economic palm species it is worthwhile to consider 
whether individual species currently have either greater domestication potential or 
management potential. These two categories are established for analytical purposes; they are 
not mutually exclusive. In fact, in some cases palm management is a useful initial step toward 
palm domestication.  

Domestication potential implies that the products of a palm have enough promise of 
becoming commercialized at a scale sufficient to justify the costly and lengthy effort 
involved. Certainly that was and is the case of the five fully domesticated palms (arecanut, 
coconut, date, African oil palm and pejibaye) discussed in Chapter 2.  

The chief obstacle to palm domestication is that many years are required to select and breed a 
superior palm for a particular product or set of products. The age of sexual maturity among 
the palms varies considerably from species to species, ranging from about 3-40 years. An 
essential part of any new palm domestication effort would include detailed studies of the 
reproductive biology of the candidate species, because so little is known about this aspect of 
wild palms. A domestication program would also need to have a clear definition of its 
objectives in terms of the chief commodities to be produced. If the candidate palm for 
domestication is a multipurpose species, there must be consideration of primary as well as 
secondary products. Secondary products can play an important role in providing employment 
and income to local people.  

Coradin and Lleras (1988) reviewed research directed at domestication of New World palms 
with economic potential. The authors also presented a model of how to characterize native 
populations in order to design successful domestication or management strategies. The model 
is applicable to palms in Asia and Africa.  

Breeding and domesticating a palm is one thing, propagating an improved palm quite another 
because of the time necessary to the initiation of flowering and fruiting. Any palm which can 
be vegetatively propagated, such as most species in the genus Phoenix, has a major natural 
advantage over palms which can only be grown from seed. However, three of the five 
domesticated palms mentioned in the previous paragraph are seed propagated, i.e. arecanut, 
coconut and African oil palm. Tissue culture is a technological alternative to seed propagation 
but research on palms has not yet solved all of the problems that would permit large-scale 
reproduction by this means at a reasonable cost.  

Management potential is possessed by many more palm species because costs are 
significantly lower, the time required is much shorter and production continues as 
management practices are adopted. In addition to wild species, also included in this category 
are palms which are often referred to as being "semi-domesticated." This term implies that 
selection of wild seed or suckers for informal cultivation has taken place, but no actual 
breeding program undertaken. Semi-domesticated species in most cases are very promising 
candidates for a formal domestication effort.  
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Promising Palms 

Reviewing the material presented within this report, a global list of palms with development 
potential was compiled. Table 8-1 presents information on 18 palms; the list is not exhaustive. 
As can be seen, most often a palm is represented by a single species, but in some instances it 
is represented by two species, or all or most species in a genus. This is simply a reflection of 
the differing circumstances from one palm to another. The palms in Table 8-1 were selected 
without regard for their native areas. Nevertheless, the palms included do reflect the Asian 
region as being foremost in economic species, with Latin America a strong second and Africa 
a distant third.  

Discussion 

The candidate palms in Table 8-1 are annotated as to whether they have more management or 
domestication potential. The approach taken with respect to realizing the development 
potential of individual palms will be determined to a significant degree by the magnitude of 
the economic potential of the product or products to be realized. Whether the option chosen is 
domestication or management, these palms should be developed within a broad context to 
benefit local people as well as financial investors.  

Palm domestication highlights the importance of wild genetic resources in selecting genetic 
material for an initial breeding and improvement effort. Conservation of wild germplasm has 
equal value in maintaining and further improving domesticated palms. The African oil palm is 
a perfect example.  

Comparing the palms in Table 8-1 reveals that sap and seed oil are major products common to 
several species. From a practical standpoint, an expensive and lengthy domestication program 
cannot be mounted for each palm. Instead, it will be necessary to evaluate the sap-producing 
palms and select one of them for possible domestication; the species not selected should be 
considered for management improvement. A similar approach could be used for seed oil and 
other major products.  

The ideal mechanism for deciding which palms should be given priority for domestication or 
management development would be to convene a technical panel of palm specialists to make 
recommendations.  

A key factor in palm development is that it should be done so that management and 
domestication efforts are not narrowly focused on individual species. There is much to be 
gained from a palm development program which consists of management and domestication 
efforts involving several palms in different countries. Major benefits would include an 
integrated research strategy, sharing of results from several locations on different palm 
species, as well as the advantage of sharing of general costs.  
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Coordination of Activities 

Informal and formal information networks exist for research and development of the five 
domesticated palms (African oil palm, arecanut, coconut, date and pejibaye); as well as for the 
sago palm and rattans. In some cases formal organizations exist such as the International 
Network for Bamboo and Rattan; in other instances information networking is achieved 
through technical conferences and journals, as with the African oil palm.  

Another important source of information on specific palm products comes from looking at a 
particular product from an industrial point of view. An excellent example is the palm sugar 
workshop organized by the Asia Regional Cookstove Program and held in Indonesia in 1994 
(ARECOP, 1994). Participants from six Asian countries shared experiences and discussed 
ways in which small scale industries could be promoted. These types of industrial activities 
need to be linked to enhancing production through management and domestication.  

An information networking mechanism is needed for all of the economic palms not yet 
covered in some way. This would serve to coordinate and bolster efforts to realize their full 
development potential. There is considerable benefit to be derived from an exchange of ideas 
and examples from region to region (Johnson, 1992).  

The IUCN, Species Survival Commission, Palm Specialist Group represents a means to fulfill 
this networking need. The Palm Specialist Group has published its Action Plan (Johnson, 
1996) which is aimed at both palm conservation and utilization. The Group is headquartered 
at the Royal Botanic Gardens Kew, which possesses palm library and herbarium resources 
that can answer any question. With an outside source of funding, the Palm Specialist Group 
could take on the role of coordinating palm development activities in an efficient manner.  In 
support of such an effort, there should also be formed a sub-network of institutions (other 
botanic gardens or research organizations) located in the Asia, Pacific, Latin America and 
Africa regions, to serve as local points of contact. 


