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The curious distribution of the dwarf Brazilian tree fern, Neoblechnum
brasiliense (Blechnaceae): New country records and a significant range
extension
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Abstract. Neoblechnum brasiliense (Blechnaceae) is common and widespread in South
America but has been known from Mesoamerica by only one collection from Guatemala by
Julian Steyermark in 1939. We discovered two new occurrences of the species, in Belize and
Mexico, extending the range of the species over 1000 km north and west into northern
Mesoamerica. We discuss possible explanations for the rarity of the species in Mesoamerica
and its disjunction from South America.
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The Blechnaceae comprises ca. 250 species of
ferns worldwide (Kramer et al., 1990 Smith et al.,
2006; Rothfels et al., 2012; Perrie et al., 2014;
Gasper et al., 2016, 2017), of which about 200
have been classified in Blechnum. This genus is
well known to be polyphyletic (e.g., Cranfill &
Kato, 2003; Schuettpelz & Pryer, 2007; Rothfels
et al., 2012; Perrie et al., 2014; Gasper et al.,
2017), and recently 25 genera have been recog-
nized for the family (Molino et al., 2019). Five of
these genera may have trunk-like, arborescent
rhizomes: the monotypic Brainea J. Sm. (China,
southeast Asia, Malesia) and Neoblechnum Gasp-
er & V.A.O. Dittrich (Neotropical), plus
Oceaniopteris Gasper & Salino [O. gibba
(Labill.) Gasper & Salino of Oceania], some
Lomaria Willd. (South America, South Africa,
Australia, New Caledonia), Lomariocycas (J.
Sm.) Gasper & V.A.O. Dittrich (Neotropics, Af-
rica, and Madagascar), and Sadleria Kaulf.
(Hawaii).

Neoblechnum brasiliense (Desv.) Gasper & V.
A. O. Dittrich (Blechnum brasiliense Desv.) dif-
fers from other Blechnaceae by the combination
of stout, erect rhizomes forming caudices to c. 1

m, monomorphic sterile and fertile fronds, free
veins, indusiate sori, serrulate pinnae adnate to
and strongly decurrent onto the leaf rachis, and
linear-lanceolate, bicolored but mostly glossy-
black scales at the base of the stipe (Gasper
et al., 2016).

Distribution

Neoblechnum brasiliense has an unusual dis-
tribution: it is almost exclusively South American
except for one disjunct occurrence in Guatemala
that was first documented by a collection by Ju-
lian Steyermark in 1939. In his description of the
species for Guatemala, Stolze (1981) remarked
that “The species is aptly named, as it is far more
abundant in Brazil than anywhere else. It is found
as far north as Colombia but heretofore has not
been found in the West Indies, or in Central
America except for the one Steyermark specimen
collected in Chiquimula in 1939. This is curious,
in that the plants are large and conspicuous and
not likely to be overlooked even by general col-
lectors. It should not be confused with any other
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Guatemalan species.” Neoblechnum brasiliense is
collected most often in lowlands < 1000 m but up
to 1800 m and is most common in southern Bra-
zil, southeastern Paraguay, and northeastern Ar-
gentina, with far fewer collections in each of
Bolivia, Colombia, Ecuador, Peru, Uruguay, and
Venezuela, plus the small cluster of specimens in
northern Mesoamerica including our recent col-
lections (Fig. 1).

To our knowledge, no other collections of this
species for Mesoamerica have been made until
our recent collections over 69 (in Mexico) and 79
(in Belize) years after Steyermark’s collection.
The first author discovered the species in the
Mountain Pine Ridge Forest Reserve of Belize
in 2018 (Brewer 8518 BRH, MO) and identified
it as Blechnum brasiliense using Stolze’s (1981)
and Moran’s (1995) keys for the genus and by
matching the specimen to images of type speci-
mens (JSTOR, 2018). In late 2018, while perus-
ing a photographic field guide to the Las Marga-
ritas field station, Hueytamalco, Puebla, Mexico
(Cornejo-Tenorio & Ibarra-Manríquez, 2014), the
first author recognized that the photographs of a
Blechnum in the guide matched Neoblechnum
brasiliense. This plant was collected in 2008
(G. Cornejo-Tenorio & G. Ibarra-Manríquez
2478 MEXU, MO) and it was misidentified as
Blechnum polypodioides Raddi. The first author
confirmed the identity of the plant by examining a
duplicate specimen at the Missouri Botanical Gar-
den (Tropicos.org, 2019) and an image of another
duplicate through Portal de Datos Abiertos
UNAM (UNAM, 2019).

Habitat

Neoblechnum brasiliense has a somewhat
broad ecological amplitude. Although it is mostly
associated with some disturbance, the species can
be found in tropical rainforests to seasonally de-
ciduous and semideciduous tropical forest, on
sub-mesic to wet soils where light availability is
moderate to high, less commonly in shaded areas
under forest canopy (Dittrich et al., 2017). Most
of the collections in South America have been
from mesic-to-wet ground associated with dis-
turbed areas and edge habitat, including stream
banks, forest edges, vegetation openings, degrad-
ed vegetation, trails, roadsides, etc. All three col-
lections in Mesoamerica were from disturbed,
mesic-to-wet habitats.

In Guatemala, Neoblechnum was found in
“swampy thickets with Osmunda at the base of
slopes” along the Río Lucía Saso between 1200
and 1500 m (Field Museum of Natural History,
2018; Smithsonian Institution, 2018). In Belize, a
small population of five individuals was located
in a remote, hurricane-disturbed, broadleaved gal-
lery forest within a pine-oak-Byrsonima savanna,
in wet soil derived from granite, beside and near a
small stream at ca. 700 m (Figs. 2). Characteristic
taxa in this area of the gallery forest included
Blechnum gracile Kaulf., Casearia arborea
(Rich.) Urb., Cyathea myosuroides (Liebm.)
Domin, Euterpe precatoria Mart., Ficus
obtusifolia Kunth, Geonoma interrupta (Ruiz &
Pav.) Mart., Hieronyma alchorneoides Allemão,
Hymenophyllum hirsutum (L.) Sw, Lacistema
aggregatum (P.J.Bergius) Rusby, Machaerium
floribundum Benth., Meniscium serratum Cav.,
Polybotrya caudata Kunze, Psychotria
panamensis Standl., Sloanea tuerckheimii
Donn.Sm., Symphonia globulifera L.f., and
Xylopia frutescens Aubl.

In Mexico, this species was found 11 years ago
(G. Cornejo-Tenorio & G. Ibarra-Manríquez
2478) in mesic soil in young (3–5 years old)
Acahual (successional vegetation) derived from
evergreen tropical forest at 480 m (Figs. 1, 2).
Recently it was observed again, in the same gen-
eral area, along the edge of a small riverbed (1–2
m wide) in secondary forest (c. 12–25 years old)
also derived from evergreen tropical forest, at 560
m (G. Cornejo-Tenorio & G. Ibarra-Manríquez
5220; G. Ibarra-Manríquez & G. Cornejo-
Tenorio 7140). In the latter habitat there were at
least 30 individuals of N. brasiliense found in the
understory of the forest. This population shared
habitat with Bursera simaruba Sarg., Cecropia
obtusifolia Bertol., Cnidoscolus multilobus (Pax)
I.M.Johnst., Conostegia xalapensis D.Don,
Costus scaber Ruiz & Pav., Croton draco
Schltdl., Dieffenbachia seguine Schott, Cupania
dentata Moc. & Sessé, Cyathea divergens Kunze,
Cymbopetalum baillonii R.E.Fr., Hampea
nutricia Fryxell, Philodendron sagittifolium
Liebm., Piper aduncum L., P. hispidum M.Mar-
tens & Galeotti, Psychotria limonensis K.Krause,
P. flava Oerst., Scleria secans Urb., Selaginella
stenophylla A.Braun, Syngonium podophyllum
Schott, Trichospermum mexicanum (DC.) Baill.,
Trophis mexicana (Liebm.) Bureau, Vernonia
patens Kunth and Vismia camparaguey Sprague
& L.Riley.
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Discussion

Why no other collections of Neoblechnum
brasiliense, a rather large, conspicuous, and dis-
tinctive fern often growing in accessible habitats,
have been made in Mesoamerica is indeed

curious. The most parsimonious explanation is
that the species is very rare in Mesoamerica and
has eluded collection. These conclusions are
based in part on the assumption that variation in
local abundance of collections of N. brasiliense is
proportional to the true local abundance of

FIG. 1. Distribution of Neoblechnum brasiliense represented by collections locality data (red dots) from IDigBio (2019).
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