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Leucaena leucocephala (Lam.) de Wit

Common Name: Lead tree; white leadtree; jumbie bean; koa haole; 
white popinac
Synonymy: L. glauca Benth.
Origin: Central America (and possibly the Florida Keys; see Zarate 
2000)
Botanical Description: Deciduous shrub or small tree to 10 m (33 
ft) tall with slender trunks and an open, spreading crown; trunk 
with deep red inner bark; young stems often with white, silky pu-
bescence. Leaves alternate, twice-pinnately compound, to 30 cm 
(12 in) long, with 4-8 pairs of pinnae, these having 13-17 pairs 
of leaflets. Leaflets sessile, opposite, grayish green, glabrous, asym-
metric, sickle-shaped; margins entire sometimes with small hairs, 
bases rounded, tips short-pointed, midveins offset. Upper side of 
leaf petiole bearing a conspicuous, yellow green, saucer-shaped 
nectary gland between or just below junction of basal pair of pin-
nae. Flowers numerous, tiny, bisexual, white to yellowish, with 10 
free stamens; borne in dense, rounded clusters (heads) to 2 cm (0.8 
in) across. Heads on hairy stalks to 2 cm (0.8 in) long, 2-6 heads 
per leaf axil. Fruit a flat, linear-oblong, leathery, reddish brown to 
brown pod (legume), to 15 cm long and 1.5 cm wide, splitting 
along the sides. Pods many, in loose, hanging clusters; containing 
12-16 glossy, dark brown seeds. 
NOTE: Differs from other tree legumes in Florida by having both 
flattened pods and white flower heads. Wild tamarind, Lysiloma 
latisiliquum, has smaller leaflets, flowers with more than 10  
stamens, and shorter, wider fruit pods.
Ecological Significance: Introduced into Florida by 1898 for  
agricultural purposes (Gordon and Thomas 1997) and escaped by 
1906 (Fairchild 1947). Extensively planted worldwide for its many 
uses including timber, erosion control, and forage (Binggeli et al. 
1999). Naturalized in over 80 Florida conservation areas (Gann et al. 
2001, FLEPPC 2002). Invades beach dunes, coastal strands, mari-
time hammocks, pine rocklands, marl prairies, rockland hammocks, 
canopy gaps, margins of hardwood forest, and open disturbed sites 
(Hammer 1999b, Gann et al. 2001). Forms monocultures in the 
Virgin Islands (Austin 1993a) and in limestone and dry coastal  
regions of Puerto Rico (Binggeli et al. 1999). Displaces native low-
land vegetation, naturalizes on rocky coralline terraces, and often 
dominates dry and disturbed sites in the Pacific Islands (Binggeli 
et al. 1999). Invades native forests in the Marquesas Islands (Halle 
1978) and limestone soils on Mariana Island, where it was aerially 
seeded to prevent erosion (Craig 1993). In Japanese forests, leucae-
na invasion has altered secondary succession, reduced biodiversity,  
and facilitated increased invasion by other exotic species (Yoshida 
and Oka 2000). As a nitrogen-fixing legume with high nutrient 

cycling and nutrient accumulation ability (Budelman 1989), it 
can potentially alter soil biogeochemistry. Increases soil acidifica-
tion (Noble et al.1998) and the rate and extent of N mineraliza-
tion (Mulongoy and Gasser 1993). Contributes high amounts of 
N, P, and K to the soil through leaf decomposition (Mwiinga et al. 
1994). Toxic allelochemicals, such as mimosine, are released from 
leaf litter, and suppress understory growth (Chou 1995). Leachates 
reduced germination and growth in beans, (Kohli 1998), tomatoes 
(Sanker and Rai 1993), sorghum (Suresh and Rai 1987), corn (Singh 
et al.1999), and oats (Rishi and Dhillon 1997). Foliage and seeds 
highly toxic to non-ruminant animals (Shelton et al. 1994), and 
linked to reproductive problems in rodents (Hegarty et al. 1978).
Distribution: Herbarium specimens documented from 18 coun-
ties across Florida (Wunderlin and Hansen 2002). Widely natu-
ralized throughout the Caribbean, the southern United States, 
South America, Hawaii, the Pacific Islands, Southeast Asia, India, 
Australia, and Africa (Holm et al. 1979, Lenne 1991). Restrictions 
exist in Sanibel Island and Miami-Dade County. Targeted for  
removal from commercial production by FNGA/TBWG growers  
associations (FNGA 2001).
Life History: Extremely fast growing (Fitzpatrick and Carter 1984), 
has high photosynthetic rates and immense biomass production 
(Muthuchelian 1992), to 30 tons dry matter/ha/yr (Shelton et al. 
1994). Masses of fibrous surface roots cause increased root com-
petition (Dhyani et al. 1990). Tolerates full sun to moderate shade; 
heavy frost will kill aboveground growth but crowns resprout vigor-
ously (Shelton et al. 1994). Tolerates dry phosphatic clay (Mislevy 
et al. 1989), sand (Mushaka et al. 1998), silt, and limestone 
(Marutani et al. 1999). Prefers well-drained, neutral to calcareous 
soils (Shelton et al. 1994) but tolerates pH to 4.1 (Brandon and 
Shelton 1997) and low soil fertility (Purcino et al. 1986). Drought 
tolerant (Cavalcante and Perez 1995), forms deep roots to 5 m (16 
ft) that exploit underground water (Allen and Allen 1981). Mildly 
salt tolerant; intolerant of waterlogging (Gorham et al. 1988). High 
soil moisture limits seedling establishment (Brandon and Shelton 
1997). Germinates readily between 15-35°C (59-95°F; Gosling 
et al. 1995); 86% germination in untreated seeds (Awasthi et al. 
1994). Seeds establish with limited water (Saxena et al. 1998). 
Germination declines in increased salinity (Varshney and Kumar 
2000). Large, waxy seeds with hard coats and increased reserves 
could give competitive advantage (Dovel et al. 1993). Seeds viable 
for over 10 years (Akinola et al. 1999). Produces enormous quan-
tities of seed (Varshney and Kumar 2000) and fruits year round. 
Coppices readily when cut and after fire (Binggeli et al. 1997) and 
propagates from stem cuttings (Dick et al. 1998).
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