Discovery of second site for one of the rarest plants in the world – the Critically Endangered Madagascan Suicide Palm Tahina spectabilis
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A decade after it was originally discovered, a completely new population of one of the rarest plants in the world, the Critically Endangered ‘Madagascan Suicide Palm’ Tahina spectabilis, has been confirmed by researchers from the Royal Botanic Gardens, Kew (Kew), Parc Botanique et Zoologique de Tsimbazaza, Antananarivo (PBZT), and the University of the Sunshine Coast, Australia (USC). 
Published this week in the conservation journal Oryx, Tahina was previously only known from a single site in the wild in Madagascar, on a remote peninsula approximately 80 km northwest of the new site. Growing up to 18 metres tall and with leaves up to 5 metres across, when the palm flowers, it produces tens of thousands of fruits, and then dies afterwards, hence the nickname ‘the Madagascan Suicide Palm’. At the original location, with fewer than 30 adult plants in a tiny fragment of vegetation, and threatened by grassland fires, grazing, habitat loss, and pests, the species was assessed as Critically Endangered – a species with the highest possible risk of extinction. 
Reports and several images taken on a mobile phone taken by a local person looking for unusual plants reached Kew in late 2014, showing an unidentified palm tree with enormous fan-shaped leaves. But it wasn’t until September 2016, with funding from the Mohamed bin Zayed Species Conservation Fund, that the international team were able to set out to find the new site, and were finally able to confirm the identity of the magnificent but extremely rare palm. Unlike the original population, which is extremely remote and takes two to three days of off-road travel to get to, the new site is just a few hours hike from the main highway from the capital city Antananarivo to the northern town of Ambanja. Close to the stone tombs of local peoples’ ancestors, the fragment of sacred forest where both tombs and palm are found a degree of protection from slash-and-burn agriculture and disturbance. Kew decided to keep the new Tahina population secret until initial conservation measures to ensure the continued protection of the palm had been put in place, especially since unscrupulous plant-hunters (effectively poachers) are known to be active in the area. 
Even including the new population - which only contains 2 adult palms, in a population of just 25 plants in total (including seedlings) - the species Tahina spectabilis is still considered to be Critically Endangered and at extremely high risk of becoming extinct within a short space of time. However, the existence of the second site is extremely significant for the species, and positive for conservation in Madagascar, showing that the fragments of remaining vegetation in even the less remote parts of the country can contain important, rare, and threatened species which need our protection. Kew’s work with local people in such places is discovering, documenting, and protecting these often extremely small but significant plant species from extinction.
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Tahina spectabilis: 
· Discovered 10 years ago - was a species (and genus, Tahina) completely new to science
· Stunned the horticultural and scientific world – and attracted a lot of international press attention
· Enormous palm up to 18 m high, with leaves 5 m across
· So big you can see individual trees on GoogleEarth images
· When it flowers (rarely), it produces an enormous flowering structure (inflorescence) with millions of flowers, and when the seed have been produced and dispersed, the whole tree dies – hence the nickname ‘Madagascan Suicide Palm’
· Seed from the original population were collected from several of the very rare flowerings and sold internationally to raise funds which went back to the local community to build and school and water well and to pay for conservation measures at the site to protect the Tahina plants
· Nearest relatives to Tahina in the palm world found in Asia – genetically completely distinct from any other plants on Madagascar
Madagascar: one of the richest ‘hotspots’ for species found nowhere else on Earth, and yet one of the most threatened – with deforestation and over-collection of useful and commercially valuable plants driving many species to extinction. 
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