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Abstract: Introduced to Australia in the 1860s, Queen Palm (Syagrus romanzoffiana) (family Arecaceae) became 
a popular ornamental plant in indoor and outdoor settings in the late 19th Century. Queen Palms saw a revival in 
popularity being heavily promoted in the 1960s and 1970s, resulting in extensive plantings commonly associated with 
new housing developments and business premises. The propensity of the species to fruit liberally, and its potential 
in being dispersed by the Grey-headed Flying Fox (Pteropus poliocephalus), has led to the plant being declared an 
environmental weed in some parts of New South Wales and Queensland. 

Drawing on data derived from a geographically structured image survey of real estate listings, this paper presents the 
first distribution map of horticulturally planted and maintained Queen Palms in south-eastern Australia. A comparison 
with the distribution of naturalized Queen Palms permits us to characterize the biogeographical parameters that 
circumscribe the horticultural limits of the plant in Australia and the parameters that define its naturalized range.
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Introduction

Queen Palms (Syagrus romanzoffiana) (synonyms Cocos 
plumosa, Arecastrum romanzoffianum), also known as 
Cocos palm, (family Arecaceae) are plants with pinnate 
leaves, native to the Atlantic and semideciduous forests of 
Brazil, Paraguay, Uruguay, and Argentina (Noblick, 2017, 
p. 180ff). They entered the horticultural trade soon after 
their discovery as plants of interest (for European eyes) 
in 1815 with a formal description in 1822 (Choris, 1822, 
pl. 5–6 and text). Queen Palm are regarded as one of the 
hardiest of the tropical-looking palms and are suitable to be 
planted in the USDA plant hardiness 9B (Broschat, 2013) 
(= Australian zone 3, Dawson, 1991). From the early 1860s 
onwards, Queen Palms became a popular ornamental plant in 
Australian outdoor settings, first in Queensland (Hill, 1868), 
and then in New South Wales (Anonymous, 1870) and 
Victoria (Anonymous, 1880). The propensity of the species 
to fruit liberally, creating ‘messy’ lawns and garden beds 
(Hortulanus, 1907), saw the popularity of the palm wane 
in the early 1900s and be eclipsed by the Canary Islands 
Date Palm (Phoenix canariensis) (Spennemann, 2018a, 
2018b, 2019). Queen Palm saw a revival in popularity being 
heavily promoted in the 1960s and 1970s (Anderson, 1964; 
Seale, 1970, 1974, 1977), resulting in extensive plantings 
commonly associated with new housing developments and 
business premises until the 1990s.

Queen Palms had been identified as naturalized and possible 
sleeper weeds in Australia as early as 1990 (Randall, 2001; 
(Stanley & Ross, 1989, p. 270). Since then, evidence of 
naturalization of Queen Palm has been documented in 
Australasia for tropical and south-eastern Queensland 
(Batianoff & Butler, 2002; Stephens, 2011; Werren, 2003a), for 
north-eastern NSW (NC LLS, 2021), as well as on the North 
Island of New Zealand (Cameron, Sullivan, & Whaley, 2002). 
At present, there are no confirmed records of naturalisation in 
South Australia or Western Australia (the record in ALA is a 
horticulturally planted specimen). 

Their dispersal into remnant bushland is facilitated by “flying 
foxes and other animals” (NSW DPI, 2020) with seeds 
reputedly readily germinating in riparian areas (Werren, 
2003b) and even in dry eucalypt forests (DAF, 2020). Even 
though classed as a low priority weed (Downey, Scanlon, 
& Hosking, 2010), some local government areas in south-
eastern Queensland and north-eastern NSW have formally 
identified S. romanzoffiana as a weed in their communities 
(Ballina Shire, s.d.; BCC, 2020; DAF, 2020; NSW DPI, 
2020; Gold Coast, n.d.; Logan City Council, 2020; RIC 
2019), and/or as a weed of concern (e.g. GS LLS, 2021; NC 
LLS, 2021). With only two exceptions, the first historical and 
commencing in 2014 (NSW DPI 2014) but later repealed 
by the NSW Biosecurity Act 2015 (a Class 3 [suppression] 
declaration on Lord Howe Island), and a current local 
declaration around Bundaberg (Bundaberg Regional Council 
2020), local governments have not formally declared the 
species to be controlled. 

A recent observation of Queen Palm drupes consumed, 
and its seeds dispersed by a Grey-headed Flying Fox 
(Pteropus poliocephalus) (Spennemann, 2020a, 2020b) 
prompted an assessment of the vectors responsible for 
dispersal, as well as a need to establish the distribution 
of the palm species in south-eastern Australia. The Atlas 
of Living Australia, which relies on data supplied by 
herbaria, government-agency driven flora surveys as well 
as crowdsourcing (via iNaturalist for example) suggests a 
naturalised distribution mainly found in southern Queensland 
and along the NSW coast as far south as the Ulladulla 
area (ALA, 2020) with a concentration of observations in 
the Sydney Basin (Figure 1). It can be expected that the 
distribution of the plant in horticulturally managed outdoor 
settings is much greater than its naturalized range.

The aim of this paper is to examine the correlation between 
the distribution of horticulturally planted and maintained 
S. romanzoffiana and the distribution of the palm species in 
their naturalized state.

Methodology

Since, at least in southern New South Wales, Queen Palms are 
commonly associated with residences and businesses erected 
in the late 1970s to 1990s (pers. obs.), the distribution of the 
Queen Palm in managed horticultural settings (public and 
private gardens, landscaping of commercial properties) was 
assessed using a rapid image survey of real estate listings 
and other evidence.

To identify the presence or absence of Queen Palm in a given 
locality, the rapid survey used the Google™ image search 
function (https://images.google.com, accessed between 
12 May and 12 June 2020). The town names to be searched 
were selected from inspection of regional maps (using Google- 
Maps™), with an emphasis on a broad regional coverage. 
A preliminary search for a few towns using the keyword 
combination “name of town + palm” noted a high prevalence 
of images of residential properties with palms published as 
part of listings by real estate agents. Thus, the main search 
logic employed was the keyword combination “name of town 
+ real estate” with the combination “name of town + palm” 
used as a fall back. If images were located, the associated 
link was followed, the palm verified as to the desired species, 
and the respective street address extracted. The coordinates 
of each observation were determined by entering the street 
address into GoogleMaps™ and extracted from there. A single 
record of presence sufficed for locational verification.

Some of the searches brought up imagery of properties 
with Queen Palm in localities that had not been specifically 
targeted (for example where a street name contained the 
name of the community searched). These opportunistic 
observations were added to the data set. 

Where the presence of Queen Palm was not obvious in the 
initial searches, additional searches were carried out using 
the keyword combination: “name of town + motel | hotel | 

https://images.google.com


Cunninghamia 23: 2023 Dirk Spennemann, Queen Palms in south-eastern Australia 29

caravan [park].” Experience in initial searches yielded many 
images of motels (esp. motel pools) and caravan parks with 
Queen Palms. 

Where the presence of Queen Palms could still not be 
determined but was likely, given the presence of such palms 
in surrounding communities, Google StreetView™ was used 
for a virtual drive-through of residential neighbourhoods, 
with priority given to suburbs established during the 1980s 
and 1990s (if they could be identified as such from the 
Satellite View). The data search was carried out between 
12 May and 12 June 2020. As far as it is known, the use 
of location-focussed Google images searches to Google 
StreetView™ is a methodological first for compiling a plant 
distribution map.

Results

In total 319 locations were assessed, with 60 locations 
returning no evidence of Queen Palm. The locations where 
the occurrence of Queen Palm could not be confirmed are 
shown as small dots in the distribution map (Figure 2). While 
the naturalized occurrences of Queen Palm are confined to 
the eastern seaboard (Figure 1), horticulturally maintained 
specimens can be found throughout subtropical and warm 
temperate regions of south-eastern Australia (Figure 2). 
The observed horticultural distribution far exceeds the area 
where Queen Palm have been found to be naturalized.

Discussion and Conclusions

The distribution of naturalized Syagrus romanzoffiana in 
south-eastern Australia is confined to a narrow coastal strip 
from southern Queensland and along the NSW coast as far 
south as the Narooma area (Figure 1) (The ALA record for 
Eden is an outlier and may represent a cultivated example). 
Climatologically, this coincides with areas in SE Australia 
that exhibit more than 1000 mm annual rainfall (Bureau of 
Meterology, 2023b) and where mean temperatures do not 
drop below 12°C (Bureau of Meterology, 2023a). 

The species is absent in the arid and semi-arid areas of New 
South Wales, South Australia and Queensland. An exception 
occurs in a suburban garden in Broken Hill, where the water 
requirements are apparently met artificially. It shows that 
the Queen Palm can survive in areas which experience less 
than 200 mm annual rainfall (Bureau of Meterology, 2023b) 
and that exhibit average summer temperature maxima above 
30°C (Bureau of Meterology, 2023a). 

The distribution map shows some areas where Queen 
Palm are absent, even though they are, on a regional scale, 
surrounded by locations where such palms are present. Some 
of these absences seem to be true reflections of climatological 
constraints (e.g. Southern Tablelands, Australian Alps or 
Tasmania). The data show that S. romanzoffiana is cold-

intolerant and is absent in areas where mean temperatures 
drop to 6°C or below (Bureau of Meterology, 2023a). 

Other absences are likely to be false negatives from a 
biogeographical perspective because the absence cannot be 
readily explained by climatological constraints and palms 
are known from horticultural settings in nearby places. This 
particularly applies to the Southern Volcanic Plain bioregion 
of southwest Victoria. Given that the search method was the 
same and given that climatic factors can be ruled out, it can 
be surmised that the absence is due to socio-economic or 
cultural factors. The mapping is based on the presence of 
horticultural plantings at residential properties or commercial 
premises, which are driven by a property-owner’s personal 
interest, which in turn is influenced by architectural fashion 
and landscape design. Thus, the absence of Queen Palm in 
the smaller rural farming communities in the central part 
of southwestern Victoria may be an artefact of different 
community expectations. It may also reflect socio-economic 
or cultural conditions prevailing in these regions, which 
saw the palm craze of the 1970s to 1990s pass them by, 
and suggests a fruitful avenue for further work, exploring 
the intersection of the planting of ornamental palm species 
(Queen Palms, Canary Islands Date Palms etc) with the 
socio-economic and cultural fabric of communities in rural 
and regional Australia.

Figure 1. Distribution of Queen palm Syagrus romanzoffiana in 
south-eastern Australia: naturalized occurrences. Data: Atlas of 
Living Australia. (ALA, 2020).
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Figure 2. Distribution of Queen Palm Syagrus romanzoffiana in 
south-eastern Australia: horticultural settings. Small dots indicate 
locations where no S. romanzoffiana could be located during the 
on-line searches.
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du Grand océan; des paysages, des vues maritimes, et plusieurs 
objets d’histoire naturelle; accompagné de descriptions par 
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