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By Jan Vandenabeele

The doum palm (Hyphaene compressa) 
is an unusual palm tree in the sense 
that it branches, which is rare for 
palm trees. Each branch is crowned 

with large, fan-shaped leaves. In Kenya, the 
tree grows abundantly in Lamu, and is also 
common in Turkana, Tharaka and other arid 
and semiarid areas. It likes hot dry areas (up 
to 1400 masl), with a high groundwater 
table, like alongside rivers. 

The doum palm can grow to 10 – 20 
metres and since it is a slow grower, big 
trees could be as old as 100 years. The palm 
is dioecious, meaning there are female and 
male trees. 

In Lamu District, there seems to be a 
direct relationship between the distribution 
and regeneration of the tree and the 
presence of elephants. Fruits germinate 
readily when they have passed through 
the digestive tract of elephants. As the 
species loves light, it occurs in open patches 
in forests, but requires intervention from 
elephants to open these patches. Otherwise 
no germination will occur. 

The tree is quite fi re resistant, but 
repeated bush fi res can kill small trees and 
stop regeneration. The fruits are orange-
brown, 6-12cm long by 4-9cm wide and are 
found on the trees all year round since the 
trees take about two years from pollination 
to fruit maturity. The tree produces 
numerous fruits - up to several thousands. 
Hence, doum palm can be a prolifi c seeder. 
Baboons and monkeys love the fruit, but it is 
also fi t for human consumption.

After germination, the seedling 
immediately grows a strong taproot, 60-100 
cm deep, where it develops some kind of 
bulb, a fi st thick. This provides re-growth in 
case the part above the ground is damaged. 
Another mechanism for reproduction is 
growing suckers. This, together with a 
strongly developed root system, explains 
why farmers in Lamu consider doum palm 
diffi  cult to destroy. Their attitude towards 
doum palm is very diff erent from the Turkana 
people, who will try to protect and conserve 
the tree. This refl ects the ecological systems 
in which both live; relative abundance at the 
coast, and hardships in Turkana where every 

resource has to be used for survival.
Doum palm is remarkable for its multiple 

uses: leaves for thatching and weaving; fruits 
for eating; sap for juice and palm wine; wood 
for poles, construction and timber.

Harvesting of leaves can start on trees 
aged about 30 years and these can be 
pruned every month. The doum palm thatch 
is called marara, as opposed to makuti, 
which is from coconut tree leaves. To roof 
one house requires the leaves of three trees. 
However, it seems Lamu residents prefer 

galvanised iron sheets for roofi ng. 
Weavers create a wide variety of 

products from doum palm leaves. These 
include mats, baskets, fans, brooms, fi lters 
for juice, and others. Prices for mats range 
between Ksh 150 and 400 depending on 
size and usage. Both men and women do 
the cutting, drying and preparing of the 
leaves. 

The Pokomo claim that good wine can 
only be made from old trees, and that the 
taste gets stronger the older the tree. If 
carefully done, harvesting of the sap can be 
repeated from the same tree after two years. 
If not, the tree dies. The secret to careful 
harvesting lies in preserving the basis of the 
leaf buds, not incising too deep. 

Harvesting is done in the afternoon. One 
crown can produce 1 litre of palm wine per 
day; hence, a tree can produce 15 - 20 litres 
per day. This is normally sold locally at Ksh 40 
per litre and (though illegal) at Ksh 100 – 150 
per litre in places like Malindi. The alcohol 
content is low (3.6 volume %), but the palm 
wine contains several vitamins and other 
nutrients. Currently, however, almost all trees 
tapped for wine in Lamu are dying due to 
poor harvesting methods. 

One serious drawback to the commercial 

The king of palm wood
The beautiful doum off ers opportunities for commercial exploitation

A doum palm felled to make room for crop 
production. The wood is wasted, because the 
local residents are not aware of the technology 
to transform it into timber (sawing and drying) 
as well as the market.

A mature doum palm with its typical 
ramifi cation, on the right, while the clump 
of leaves on the left side is re-growth from a 
damaged young doum palm. This is a picture 
from Lamu district, where doum palm is 
prolifi c.
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Exploitation of doum palm for wine. Each branch has been 
clipped of its leaves, incisions have been made in the growing tips 
for tapping wine, and bottles attached to capture the sap fl ow. 
Ultimately this will kill the tree. Note the poles used to move around 
the crown. This won’t work if you have tasted too much wine.

exploitation of the wine is that it spoils 
after just 24 hours. This limits marketing 
possibilities, but could be remedied with 
some additives or treatment, advice that 
a professional beverage specialist could 
provide. Farmers in Lamu are sure there is 
a market for the wine. According to them, 
even tourists in the Malindi beach resorts like 
the wine. It is a tasty product, and could hold 
its own in a niche market.

It is also possible to produce non-
alcoholic palm juice from young trees. 
Children like the juice, as has been 
demonstrated in Kitui. 

The tree starts fruiting from 30 years 
onwards and from 40 - 50 years can be 
harvested every six months. The fruit sells 
at Ksh 2 per fruit locally, and Ksh 10 in 
Mombasa. Unfortunately, there is no sure or 
stable market. It seems the fruit sells more 
during times of food scarcity. Marketability 
of the fruit is decidedly higher in Turkana 
district (Amwatta Mullah CJ)1. There, the 
edible part of the nut is either eaten directly, 
sliced off  or pounded to make powder. This 
powder is then used as a fl avouring agent in 
food. The nut is very hard to crack.

The nutritional composition of the 
mesocarp (whitish inside of the fruit or 
“vegetable ivory”), in a fruit is as follows 

1 Amwatta Mullah CJ, 2006, Socio Economic importance of doum palm (Hyphaene 

compressa) in Turkwel riverine ecosystem. Kenya Forestry Research Institute.

(Hoebeke, 1989)2:

As can be seen, the mesocarp 
contains quite high levels of phosphorous, 
carbohydrates and energy. The presence 
of the nucleic acids thiamin, ribofl avin and 
niacin indicates a health food. Farmers say it 
is good for expectant mothers.

Poles are used for fencing, roofi ng 
(rafters), constructing latrines, but not sold 
on a commercial scale. The wood is hard and 
termite proof (although the Turkana claim 
this is only the wood from male trees). Lamu 
district farmers do not use doum as timber. 
Compared to coconut timber, which is well 
studied and described in literature, doum 
palm timber is harder and of higher quality. It 

2  Hoebeke P, 1989. The doum palm (Hyphaene compressa) as biological resource in 

Turkana district, Kenya. MSc thesis, University of Trondheim, Norway.

is called “the king of palm wood”. 
Another diff erence between doum 

and coconut lies in the presence of “high-
density” timber. In coconut timber, the outer 
side of the trunk of a mature tree is high 
density (>600kg/m3), quickly changing into 
low-density (200-400kg/m3) closer to its 
core. Doum palm timber, on the contrary, 
is completely high density from the trunk 
below its fi rst fork, and the timber above the 
fi rst fork is medium to low density. 

Felling and splitting of palm trees is 
strenuous work. It can be done either 
manually (pit sawyers) or by chainsaw. A 
manual team is able to process 1,000 ft per 
week of coconut palm, and a team with a 
power-saw can process up to 3000 ft per 
week. Prices of doum palm trees are not 
fi xed and depend on what a buyer is able to 
negotiate with an owner. Coconut trees, on 
the other hand, cost between Ksh 500 and 
600. Dried doum palm timber sells for Ksh 55 
- 65 per foot (excluding transport).

The Ukunda Youth Polytechnic Training 
Centre, on the south coast, has a specialised 
unit for kilning palm timber, and there is a 
market for it. Rampel Designs in Nairobi is 
one of the few consumers of doum palm 
timber (see Miti issue 2).

Hence, commercial exploitation of doum 
palm certainly holds promise and could 
be increased or initiated for all major uses - 
basketry, fruit processing, wine and timber 
production. However, it has to be done 
sustainably, to preserve the resource, which 
has a beauty of its own.

The writer is the Executive Director, Better Globe 
Forestry Ltd

Fruits of the doum palm. They are nutritious and 
healthy. One fruit has been nibbled by a monkey.

Moisture (%)    4

Energy (Kcal) 390

Protein (g) 3.8

Fat (g) 0.8

Carbohydrate (g) 84.1

Ash (g) 7.3

Calcium (mg) 34

Phosphorus (mg) 110

Thiamin (mg) 0.05

Ribofl avin (mg) 0.10

Niacin (mg) 3.4


