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Abstract
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Lablab purpureus (Fabaceae) is a species native to tropical Africa, but widely cultivated and
naturalized in many tropical and sub-tropical countries. We report the occurrence of this species
for the first time in Sicily, close to the town of Palermo. The population seems to be well estab-
lished and takes part to a sub-nitrophilous vegetation dominated by Oloptum miliaceum, repre-
senting the first case of naturalization of this species in Italy.
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Introduction

Lablab Adans. is a monotypic genus that includes only one species, i.e., Lablab pur-
pureus (L.) Sweet (Moteetee & Van Wyk 2012). Previously, it was included within the genus
Dolichos L., but morphological, nomenclatural, and molecular surveys showed that the two
genera should be separated (Verdcourt 1968, 1970; Wojciechowski & al. 2004). Actually,
Lablab can be distinguished from Dolichos and related genera by several characters includ-
ing a blade-like style, a non-penicillate stigma and verrucose pod margins (Verdcourt 1978).
Some authors (Verdcourt 1970; Maass & al. 2005) and databases (POWO 2021; PROTA
2022) recognized the occurrence of three different subspecies within this taxon, although
Amkul & al. (2021) deny their existence on the basis of genetic investigations. 

During floristic investigation focused on the alien flora in Sicily, we unexpectedly
found a huge population of L. purpureus. This species is probably indigenous to tropical
Africa, but is widely cultivated in tropical and subtropical regions of the world (CABI
2021; POWO 2021). It is a crop whose use as food has been reported in India prior to 1,500
BC and in Egyptian Nubia from the 4th century AD (Maass & al. 2010). In fact, it is well
known the food use of its unripe beans and seeds, which have also an important medicinal
value for dissolving kidney stones (Bobos 2016; Bobos & Ivanitskaya 2018). Besides, L.
purpureus is characterized by several qualities that make it an excellent forage also for dry
areas. It is drought resistant and adaptable to different environmental conditions, staying
green during the dry season (Murphy & Colucci 1999). According to the literature, the
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species has been introduced and is often a weed in many areas, such as India, China,
Central and South America, Australia, Indonesia, Thailand, Pacific Islands, Cape Verde,
etc. (Sánchez-Pinto & al. 2005; Celesti-Grawpow & al. 2009; POWO 2021). In some areas
it is of considerable economic interest, representing for instance the third most significant
vegetable in central and south-western regions of Bangladesh (Rashid & al. 2007).

As concerns the European countries, this species is generally cultivated only as an
ornamental plant and was reported as naturalized in the Canary Islands and Madeira
(Borges 2008; Verloove 2013). In the Italian territory, L. purpureus is hitherto recorded
only in Lombardy (N Italy) as casual alien (Banfi & Galasso 2010; Galasso & al. 2018),
while previously Fiori (1925) reported it only as a cultivated plant. Therefore, our finding
is the first record for Sicily and the earliest naturalized population in Italy.

Material and Methods

We carried out the study of the new wild population on living material. The specimens
are stored in the Herbarium of the University of Catania (CAT, herbarium acronyms follow
Thiers 2021). The taxonomical identification was made following several papers and floras
regarding this taxon (Verdcourt 1970, 1978; Laguna-Lumbreras 2001; Wu & Thulin 2010;
Hyde & al. 2021). We mapped the distribution range of the species and its area of occu-
pancy (AOO) in Sicily by using QGIS tools (QGIS.org 2021). According to the phytoso-
ciological method (Braun-Blanquet 1964), the vegetation in which the species occurs was
investigated. Furthermore, the risk assessment protocol for invasive alien species was used
to identify the risk class (Weber & Gut 2004).

Results and Discussion

Lablab purpureus (L.) Sweet in Hort. Brit., ed 1, pt. 2: 481, (1826).

Synonyms: Dolichos lablab L., Sp. Pl.: 725 (1753); Dolichos purpureus L., Sp. Pl., ed. 2,
2: 1021 (1763); Lablab niger Medik. in Vorles. Churpf. Phys. Ges. 2: 354 (1787);
Lablab vulgaris Savi in Nuov. Giorn. Lett. (Pisa) 8: 116, fig. 8/a-c (1824); Vigna arista-
ta Piper, Contr. U.S. Natl. Herb. 22: 665 (1926).

Lablab purpureus is an annual or short-living perennial plant, with leaves alternate, tri-
foliate, flowers in axillary inflorescences, whitish-purple to purple, style not winged along
the margins and legumes oblong-falcate, usually verrucose along the margins, seeds 3–5,
oblong, with hilum linear (Verdcout 1970; Wu and Thulin 2010). The occurrence of L. pur-
pureus in Italy is known only for a locality in Lombardy region. In particular, just a single
plant was observed in Milan city along the roadsides, probably arising from seeds acciden-
tally dropped by a plant cultivated in the nearby ornamental gardens (Banfi & Galasso
2010). During fieldwork in north-western Sicily, we found a consistent population of L.
purpureus constituted by almost one hundred plants, growing along a roadside near
Altavilla Milicia (Palermo, 38° 2’36.41”N  13°33’25.51”E; see Figs. 1, 2).
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Fig. 1. Distribution map of L. purpureus in Sicily. 

Fig. 2. Lablab purpureus from Sicily: A) details of flower; B) habitus; C) leaves.



In particular, the species colonizes a clayey slope at an altitude of 18 m a.s.l., covering a sur-
face of about 250 m2. It is linked to a plant community characterized by other allochthonous
taxa, such as Ricinus communis L., Boerhavia coccinea Mill., and Opuntia ficus-indica (L.)
Mill. (Table 1). It is a typical alien-dominated phytocoenosis (Viciani & al. 2020) with a mainly
summer-autumn blooming behavior, linked to really disturbed stands with soils particularly
rich in nitrates. This community can be ascribed to Boerhavio-Oryzopsietum miliaceae Brullo
1984, included in the Bromo-Oryzopsion miliaceae O. Bolòs 1970 alliance (Brullo 1984). This
association was recorded almost 40 years ago in the Palermo area and today, as we observed,
it is widely spread in many sites all around Sicily, especially along coastal roadsides. L. pur-
pureus increases the alien biodiversity of this plant community. In our research, we applied one
weed risk assessment approach. Based on the methodology described by (Weber & Gut 2004),
sum of points for the L. purpureus in Italy amounted 22/39, and the species can be categorized
as intermediate risk, therefore, it requires further observation. According to the classification by
Pyšek & al. (2004), the population of L. purpureus in Sicily should be considered as natural-
ized. The data in our possession suggest that the species has been present for at least three years
in this locality, probably escaped from some nearby gardens where it could have been used as
an ornamental. The species bears fruit regularly and can be assumed that its local spread is
linked mainly to seeds dispersion. In conclusion, the occurrence and the spread of L. purpureus
in Sicily need to be adequately monitored, since it may represent a future risk to natural and
semi-natural ecosystems, and it could invade the nearby areas.
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Table 1. Phytosociological relevés of plant community with L. purpureus in Sicily.

Labla  purpureus  
Oloptum miliaceum 
Opuntia ficus-indica  
Boerhavia coccinea  
Ricinus communis  
Erigeron bonariensis

Specimina visa

ITALY: Sicily, Altavilla Milicia (Palermo), roadsides near the tollbooth of the motorway, 38°
2’36.41”N  13°33’25.51”E, 18 m a.s.l., 14 July 2021, S. Cambria s. n. (CAT). 
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