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The conservation of Aloe polyphylla endemic to Lesotho

S. T A L U K D A R *

ABSTRACT

Aloe polyphylla Schonl. ex Pillans, the spiral aloe, has been declared a protected species in Lesotho since 1938, 

yet the plant has been declining in number. Since then changes have taken place, including accelerated road 

building programmes, which make the problem of conservation of the species in its natural habitat even more 

acute. Problems connected with this rare species are discussed. It is concluded that, whereas measures initiated 

show some success, much more needs to be done.

RÉSUMÉ

LA PROTECTION DE L A L O E  POLYPHYLLA ENDÉMIQUE AU LESOTHO

L Aloe polyphylla Schonl. ex Pillans, l’aloê spiralé, a été déclaré espêce protégée au Lesotho depuis 1938, et 
cependant la plante a continué á décliner en nombre. Depuis lors, des changements sont survenus, incluant des 
programmes de constructions routiêres accélérés qui rendent le problême de protection de l’espêce dans son habitat 
naturel de plus en plus aigu. Les problêmes inhérents á cette espêce rare sont discutés. En conclusion, bien que les 
mesures prises montrent un certain progrês, il reste encore beaucoup á faire.

INTRODUCTION

A loe polyphylla Schonl. ex P illans, the spiral aloe, 

called lekhalakhare and lekhala-la-kharatsa in 

Sesotho, was first collected by F. H . H o lla n d  on 

Phurum ela (Furum e la ) M o un ta in  in  N ovem ber 

1915. The m ateria l was sent to Schon land o f the 

A lb any  M useum , G raham stow n , w ho drew  up  a 

description in  January  1923 nam ing  the p lan t A . 
polyphylla, bu t the description was never pub lished . 

In  1934 Pillans pub lished a description using 

Schon land ’s M S  nam e and basing his description on 

Schon land ’s notes as well as photographs and 

m aterial collected by Reynolds from  Phurum ela  in 

Septem ber 1934.

The spiral aloe is un ique  to Lesotho and has not 

been found  grow ing naturally  outside Leso tho ’s 

borders. The plants are distinctive w ith  five ranks o f 

leaves that are coiled in e ither a left-handed or a 

right-handed spiral and have been m uch sought after 

by p lan t enthusiasts. The restricted d istribu tion  and 

the sale value o f the spiral aloe have resulted in a 

serious dep le tion  o f the num ber o f p lants, causing its 

nam e to appear in the In te rna tiona l U n io n  for 

Conservation  o f N ature ( IU C N )  P lant R ed  D a ta  

B ook  (1978) as a vu lnerable species. It is, m oreover, 

included in A ppend ix  1 o f the 1973 C onven tion  on 

In te rna tiona l T rade in E ndangered Species o f W ild  

Fauna and F lora.

The G ove rnm en t o f Lesotho has in recent years 

given high priority to road bu ild ing , w ith  a num ber 

o f road projects specifically a im ed at p rov id ing  

im proved com m un ications in the rem ote m oun ta in  

areas. The rem ote m oun ta in  areas are also the hom e 

o f A. polyphylla. A s the h itherto rem ote areas 

become accessible, the spiral aloe sites also com e 

w ith in  easier reach, and are therefore rendered 

m ore vu lnerable. The m atter o f protecting this very 

distinctive aloe o f Lesotho is now  an urgent one.
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Beverly (1978) estimated the spiral aloe popu la tion  

to be around  3 000 plants. The know n d istr ibu tion  is 

shown in Fig. 2.

CONSERVATION PROBLEMS

Plants rem oved from  their natura l hab ita t are 

difficu lt to grow. G ardeners often k ill them  by 

overwatering or by not watering them  at all. They 

grow slowly and their fruits frequently  get dam aged 

by insects. The seeds that survive do  not germ inate if 

cond itions are not right and the seedlings m ay show 

frost sensitivity (Beverly , 1977). The problem s o f 

m a in ta in ing  a spiral aloe popu la tion  are not on ly 

those o f law enforcem ent, bu t also a lack o f 

know ledge o f the p lan t’s life cycle and ecology.

The prob lem  o f conservation o f A. polyphylla is 

be ing tackled in three ways: by leg islation, pub lic ity  

and education , and by the raising o f plants in an 

authorised nursery in M aseru. These program m es 

have not been as effective as they m ight be because 

o f a lack o f enough tra ined people to carry them  out. 

Enforcem ent also needs its ow n budgetary prov i­

sion.

LEGISLATION

A loe polyphylla was declared a protected p lan t by 

a P roclam ation  issued by the Residen t C om m iss ion ­

er o f B asuto land  on the 20th Septem ber 1938, 

proh ib iting  its rem ova l, export, sale or destruction. 

This P roclam ation  was repealed and replaced by the 

H istorical M onum en ts , Relics, Fauna and F lora A c t, 

A c t 41 o f 1967 o f Lesotho G overnm en t.

A c t 41 o f 1967 m ade provision for a C om m ission  

for Preservation o f N a tura l and H istorical M o ­

num ents, Relics and A n tiques  and the Protection o f 

Fauna and F lora (Section 3). This com m ission 

know n as the Protection and Preservation C om m is ­

sion (P P C ) was given the tasks, ‘subject to the 

provisions o f this A c t, generally o f perfo rm ing  all 

such acts as are necessary for or inc iden ta l to the
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Fig. 1.— Aloe polyphylla in situ.

carrying ou t o f the func tion  and duties under this 

A c t ’ .

O n  the advice o f the P P C , the M in is te r o f 

E duca tion  later issued a Legal N otice (N o . 36 o f 

1969) where the M onum en ts , Relics, Protected 

F auna and F lora in  A c t 41 were defined. The first 

item  in  the schedule o f protected flora is concerned 

w ith  aloes and A . polyphylla and  its seeds and 

flowers are specifically m en tioned .

FIELD  EV IDENCE OF STATUS OF SPECIES

Evidence for the current status o f the species from  

four fieldsites that have been m on ito red  by various 

workers is given here. The type locality given by 

Reynolds (1950) is the western slope o f an area 

know n as Phurum e la  (F u rum e la ) , 50 km  east o f

Fig. 2.— Known distibution of Aloe polyphylla within Lesotho. 

Each shaded quadrangle contains one or more confirmed 

sites. Data from Ambrose (pers. com.) & Beverly, 1978.

M aseru. This locality , qu ite  close to a large trad ing  

store linked  to the low lands by road , was visited in  

1958 by Schm itz w ho found  a large num ber o f aloes, 

bu t d id  not count them . In  1966 A m brose  (pers. 

com .) counted 293 plnnts at a low er site near a 

village, and 116 plants at an upper site near the 

m oun ta in  sum m it. W hen  he went back there in  1973, 

no spiral aloes were left at the upper site. Schm itz 

was to ld  in  1972 that two lorries fu ll o f  A. polyphylla  
had been sold to ‘a E u rope an ’ . Beverly also declared 

this site extinct in  1977 and cou ld no t find  any 

evidence o f regeneration from  seeds that m ay have 

fallen on  the ground  from  m ature p lants, long since 

rem oved or destroyed. The dep le tion  o f aloes from  

this site was noted by one o f the sisters in  the 

hospita l at R o m a , w ho knows this area well. A t  the 

lower site, A . polyphylla enjoys the pro tection  o f the 

village headm an  w ho is well aware that they have a 

cash value. A ccord ing  to Beverly , p lan t num bers 

were reduced to 102 by 1977.

A n o th e r  site, w ith in  m otorab le  distance from  

M aseru and close to the M o u n ta in  R o a d , is also 

extinct. V isitors to  Lesotho often take the spectacu­

lar drive in to  the m oun ta inous  in terior o f Lesotho up  

the M o u n ta in  R o a d , and have been offered spiral 

aloes for sale (Jacot G u illa rm o d , 1975). Som e plants 

from  here and from  the type locality m en tioned  

earlier m ay have found  the ir way to the N a tiona l 

Un iversity , where new ly arrived staff m em bers 

w ou ld  buy this beau tifu l a loe , no t know ing  that they 

are protected. Recently , however, the n um ber o f 

sellers (F ig. 3) has decreased, presum ably  because 

the law  p roh ib iting  the sale o f  spiral aloes has 

becom e w idely know n , and  also because there are so 

few left. The lifting  o f these plants for sale has by no 

means stopped , even now . Som eone from  E u rope  

was sold one in  M aseru in  O c tober 1980, shortly 

after arrival.

O th e r  form er sites, now  exhausted, were sim ilarly 

located w ith in  short distances from  roads or 

m otorab le  tracks, and stories o f  p lants be ing carried 

away from  hillsides on  donkeys in  sacks for 

transportation  by lorry ou t o f  Lesotho are no t 

uncom m on . Beverly (1977) observed certain w anton
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Fig. 3.— Aloe polyphylla on offer 

for sale at Roma, 1966. At the 

time, several sites now extinct 

were within walking distance 

of Roma. The women trans­

port aloes on their heads, one 

at a time.

destruction as well. A t  a locality in Q u th in g  district 

having 232 p lants, 35 had been uproo ted , some 

plants hav ing been rolled dow n the hillside by 

herdboys and the inflorescence had been knocked 

off most plants. The result was that there were no 

seeds or seedlings. Such vandalism  threatens the 

very existence o f the species. The construction o f the 

Southern  Perim eter R o ad  w ill have begun by 

mid-1981. It w ill pass through this area and the site 

w ill be further threatened.

O ne  o f the larger sites w ith in  easy reach by 

vehicles from  the nationa l cap ita l, M aseru , has been 

kept under observation since 1976. The num bers 

counted by d ifferent observers are given in  Table 1.

A s observed by A m brose  and T a lukdar, m any 

plants had d iv ided in to  a left-handed and a 

right-handed spiral, each o f which produced a scape, 

or sometimes the scape arose from  the po in t o f 

division. In  one case the scape arose at a po in t where 

the cheirality reversed in  a single p lan t. The scape 

usually had 5 - 7  branches, bu t in  one c lum p a p lan t 

w ith 14 branches was observed.

The num ber o f plants is probab ly  declin ing 

because o f the rem oval o f young plants from  this

site. There appears to have been no regeneration 

from  seeds in the last three years. H ow ever, it m ust 

be rem em bered that N ovem ber 1980 was very dry in 

Lesotho.

Flowers were at their best in  early N ovem ber, but 

some continue flow ering up  to a m on th  after that 

(Fig. 6). (C u ltiva ted  plants occasionally flower for a 

second tim e in  F e b ru a ry - M arch .)  M alach ite  

sunbirds were observed s ipp ing nectar from  the long 

tubu la r flowers. Bees and hover flies also assist in 

po llina tion .

CONSERVATION STRATEGIES 

Legislation, publicity and education

The Protection and Preservation Com m iss ion  

issued a Pub lic  Notice circulated in  Lesotho in A p r il 

1970 proh ib iting  the rem oval and/or export o f Aloe  
polyphylla. A u tho r ity  to rem ove the spiral aloe can 

only be ob ta ined  from  the PP C , and such perm ission 

w ill on ly  be given for genuine educationa l or 

scientific purposes and not for com m ercia l or other 

purposes.

TABLE 1.— Plant and seedling counts at one of larger sites of Aloe polyphylla in Lesotho

Year Observer Adult plants Seedlings

1976 Beverly 300 10 (Schmitz)

1977 Schmitz 394 2

1977 Beverly collected seeds 0

1979 Schmitz was able to count on one 

face only; number was 

unchanged

0

1980 Ambrose & 

Talukdar
373

no young plants less than 

40 cm in diameter; the 

largest plants were up to 

110 cm in diameter

0
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Fig. 4.— Sketch of the site where 

spiral aloe census was taken. 

It is a steep hillside of NW 

aspect, 2 450-2 500 m above 

sea level. Rocky outcrops are 

outlined and A. polyphylla 
clumps have been marked 

with black dots. The number 

of aloes per clump was from 1 

to 8, one had as many as 12. 

They grow almost down to a 

stream with abundant tussocks 

of Merxmuellera on both 

sides. The soil is basalt- 

derived.

Fig. 5.— A  smaller site with only 9 

plants (altitude 2 450-2 550 

m) seems to be a remnant 

protected by the steepness of 

the slope, and therefore 

inaccessible. There is a 

danger from intense grazing 

by goats and the destruction 

of soil cover. Black dot = 

Aloe polyphylla clump.

A c t N o . 41 o f 1967 prescribed a fine o f R200 or 

im prisonm ent no t exceeding six m onths in  de fau lt o f 

paym ent (paragraph 12). A lth o u g h  m any  headm en 

and chiefs knew  this, aloes continued  to  d isappear. 

The PP C  was concerned and decided that the 

pro tection  o f A . polyphylla should be one o f  its p ilo t 

projects (O c tobe r 1968). A  p lan  was draw n up  w ith  

the fo llow ing  points

(1) T hat the aloe is protected m ust be pub lic ized  in 

all possible ways and the po lice alerted.

(2) A loes  rem oved w ithou t perm ission should  be 

confiscated. The confiscated p lants should  be 

cared for in  a safe place.

(3) A  nursery to raise aloes from  seeds should  be 

started. These plants cou ld  be sold legally thus 

tak ing  the pressure o ff natura l sites. P lants 

raised in  the nursery cou ld  be used for 

restocking exhausted sites.

The PP C  has sought to  pursue these lines o f 

ac tion , bu t it is hand icapped  by hav ing no fie ld
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Fig. 6.— Aloe polyphylla flowering.

workers. The m em bérs ho ld  full-time jobs elsewhere 

and can at the best, only advise. Unless there is an 

adequate budget and full-time fie ld staff, these ideas 

cannot be im p lem ented .

A lo e  nursery

A  nursery for spiral aloes was started in  M aseru in

1977 by two officers o f the Thaba-Bosiu R u ra l 

D eve lopm ent Project. It is now  in  charge o f the 

C urato r, M aseru H erbar ium , in the A gricu ltu ra l 

Research D iv is ion  o f the M in istry o f A gricu lture . 

M rs Lerato  M o hap i, the C urato r, has successfully 

raised a num ber o f spiral aloes from  seed and has 

recently requested (1981) P P C ’s perm ission to sell 

some o f these plants. In  the process o f grow ing 

them , m uch in fo rm ation  has been gained on  the 

growth o f A . polyphylla. The physiology o f seed 

germ ination  w ou ld  be an interesting research topic. 

The know ledge gained from  this k ind  o f research 

could be app lied to solve the problem s o f restocking 

depleted sites. Its ecology under natural cond itions, 

particularly its association w ith  o ther plants (Fig. 7 ), 

w ill be another interesting line o f investigation.

CONCLUSION

The conservation o f spiral aloes is a m atter o f 

some urgency, and the measures in itia ted  in  Lesotho 

are show ing some success, though  m uch m ore needs 

to be done .
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