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The Great Chernobyl Disaster of 1986 has been a huge saviour for local wildlife [1]. With the forced exclusion 
of 100,000 humans, nature has readily filled the vacuum. Populations of lynx, elk and wolves have boomed in 
the area. All across the world, opposite trends prevail. Humans have taken over the natural world, even 
extending to remote and once-pristine island habitats. The Seychelles archipelago is one of these. Upon this 
heavenly group of islands, unique plant and animal species have been evolving in isolation for up to 70 million 
years in the absence of people. Foremost among these, on the islands of Praslin and Curieuse, is the Coco de 
Mer, an exceptional and astonishing plant. This gigantic palm grows up to 30 m high, produces huge flowers, 
leaves that can be 10 m wide and 20 m long, and the largest fruits and seeds in the plant world! As 
extraordinary as it sounds, there are many things about this species that will also sound very familiar. 
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You all know how it is with families. The mother does her best for her kids. She nurtures and cares for them, 
provides them with as much food and shelter as they need and eventually they will leave home and be 
prepared to fend for themselves. The Coco de Mer is exactly the same. The enormous fruits that can weigh up 
to 20 kg, grow and develop on the tree for seven years. When, eventually, the seeds mature, they are released 
to disperse from the mother, And yet, they don’t move far from home…  

The Coco de Mer grows in tight family groups where neighbours are all closely related [2]. This means that the 
most likely mate for a female tree could well be a fairly close family member. Occasionally a far-away male 
might contribute his pollen to the family group, introducing a little genetic novelty. Not too dissimilar to the 
British Royal family. But in the case of the Coco de Mer, a tight-knit family group isn’t necessarily a bad thing. 
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The naturally “structured” populations and peculiar fruits of the Coco de Mer are remarkable ecological 
features that evolved over millions of years with the stable conditions on Praslin and Curieuse. The soils there 
are naturally very nutrient-poor so the species has had to develop a way to cope with this. The young seedlings 
are able to survive their early years using the huge energy store provided by the mother within the giant 
seeds. Seeds that don’t disperse far also make use of the nutrients and rainwater that filters down the trunks 
of the mother palms standing just above them [3]. Yes, inbreeding is high in all these populations, but the 
benefits of a mother’s attention appear to outweigh the potential negative costs of inbreeding [4]. 

Nature can take an infinite number of unique forms. The beautifully-shaped Coco de Mer seeds fetch a high 
price as tourist souvenirs, so very few are left to grow. The mother trees put all of their energy into their prize 
offspring, but most of these don’t even get a chance for life. Although the forest is becoming increasingly 
fragmented, coupled with the insatiable tourist demand for souvenir seeds, elevated inbreeding is unlikely to 
be a problem. 

The Chernobyl Explosion gave wildlife an exceptional opportunity to reclaim the land, although at a high price 
[5]. For the Seychelles, and for much of the rest of the world, people will continue to live in close contact with 
wild plant and animal life. The damage already done is great, but if we better understand the life strategies of 
plant and animal species, then we can minimise our future impacts. Then, perhaps, wild populations will be 
able to adapt to these changed conditions, and hopefully flourish in the future.  
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