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Coprosma in east Otago 
M.J. Heads, Botany Department, University of Otago 

The area is characterised by a particularly 
diverse massing in the large Pacific genus Coprosrna. 
Twenty-two indigenous species are recpgnised in the 
list below, which contrasts with, say, only about 5 
species of the larger Hebe. Why is this? The blue 
fruit group of coprosmas (see below) occur with 
diverse forms in diverse ecologies from swamps to 
cliffs, with one form typically coastal. Like many 
mangrove associates the different members of the group 
are quite widespread, at least in Otago. This 
contrasts with the other diverse group of coprosmas 
here, the divaricate species related to C_̂  rubra. 
These are characteristic of the distinctive east coast 
forest (what's left of it) along the sector Balclutha 
- Wairarapa, generally made up of plants with Indian 
Ocean affinities (e.g. Paratrophi3 in Moraceae) rather 
than South Pacific, and "warmer" rather than "cooler" 
ecology. Two of the species were named by Petrie 
based on Dunedin specimens (C^ rubra and C_;_ virescens). 

1. C_j_ pumila Hook. f. Fruit, orange. Catlins; 
Maungatua; Flagstaff. Prostrate, rooting. 

Group with narrow leaves and blue fruit; 

2. C_̂  acerosa A. Cunn. Prostrate, rooting. 
Branches often zigzag. Local, mainly coastal. 
Inland? 

3. C_̂  rugosa Cheese. Divaricate shrub, (leaders 
abort, leaves bunched). Distribution? 

M. C. propinqua A. Cunn. Divaricate shrub. Leaves 
acute with margin and petiole often brownj*§5!3^ . 
Stipule distinctive. Widespread, common in 
different habitats, e.g. cliffs, paddocks, 
swamps. Leaves of the Nugget Point population 
differ from the norm - do they approach var. 
latiuscula? 
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5. C. c u n n i n g h a m i i Hook. f. S t a t u s ? D i s t r i b u t i o n ? 
G e n e r a l l y d i s m i s s e d as " j u s t a h y b r i d " (between 
C. propinqua and C_̂  r o b u s t a ) . However - many s o -
c a l l e d "hybr ids" a re undoubtedly j u s t as anc ien t 
a s s o - c a l l e d "pure" p l a n t s . Are t h e r e any t r u l y 
" p u r e " p l a n t s i n N.Z.? P r o b a b l y most have some 
h y b r i d i s m in t h e i r p a s t . "Myrs ine" " h y b r i d s " 
a round Duned in , have p a r t i c u l a r l y i n t e r e s t i n g 
d i s t r i b u t i o n s . 

F r u i t c o l o u r l e s s , l e a v e s i n t e r m e d i a t e between 
propinqua and robus t a . 

6. C. 1 i n a r i i f o l i a Hook. f. F r u i t b l u e or c l e a r 
t r a n s l u c e n t . The on ly spec i e s in t h i s group t h a t 
can produce t r e e s . Widespread, in f o r e s t . 

7. Cj_ pseudocuneata O l i v e r . Leaves t h i c k , acute and 
r e f l e x e d . F r u i t orange. Maungatua; C a r g i l l . 

Group w i t h - l e a v e s s m a l 1 , g e n e r a l 1y o v a t e ^ o b o v a t e 
( r a t h e r than l i n e a r or s p a t h u l a t e ) , p e t i o l e shor t and 
not winged. 

8. C^ c h e e s e m a n i i W. O l i v e r . Maungatua . T h i s 
p o p u l a t i o n and t h a t of t h e B l u e Mts a r e 
p o l y m o r p h i c f o r bo th h a b i t and f r u i t c o l o u r . 
What's going on? Why j u s t t he se 2 p o p u l a t i o n s ? -
t h e s p e c i e s i s w i d e s p r e a d i n N.Z. P r o s t r a t e and 
r o o t i n g ( w i t h e r e c t forms a t Maungatua - Blue 
M t s . ) ; f r u i t red (whi te o r ange and p ink as w e l l 
a t M. - B.) . 

9. C_;. p a r v i f l o r a Hook. f. F r u i t lemon, b r a n c h i n g 
g e n e r a l l y in f l a t sp rays . Widespread, g e n e r a l l y 
in f o r e s t , sometimes in shrubland e t c . Leaves of 
j u v e n i l e p l a n t s of ten have some margina l h a i r s . 

10. C^ c i l i a t a Hook. F r u i t w h i t e , y e l l o w , o range 
( o f t e n ) , p ink ( r a r e - e .g . Mt C a r g i l l ) , r e d , 



page 5 

p u r p l e . This i s very v a r i a b l e in a l l a spec t s of 
morphology and some s t a t e s a r e v e r y s i m i l a r to 
some s t a t e s of Cj_ p a r v i f l o r a . The e a s t Otago 
popu l a t i on g e n e r a l l y has g l ab rous l e a v e s and i s 
l o c a l l y d i s t r i b u t e d , u s u a l l y montane, a t higher 
a l t i t u d e s than CU_ p a r v i f l o r a . Growing t o g e t h e r 
(e.g. on Mt C a r g i l l ) the most s t r i k i n g d i f fe rence 
i s t h a t i n C. c i l i a t a l a t e r a l s b ranch i n t h r e e 
d i m e n s i o n s , whereas i n C. p a r v i f l o r a t h e r e i s a 
s t r o n g t e n d e n c y f o r l a t e r a l s t o b ranch in one 
p l a n e . 

11 . C_. sp . ( i l l u s t r a t e d by Eag le , 1982, as Coprosma 
"p") F r u i t b r i g h t r e d . L e a v e s p a l e g r e e n , l e a f 
shape d i s t i n c t i v e and r e l a t i v e l y i n v a r i a b l e . 
C a t l i n s ; Maungatua ; Mt C a r g i l l . I o n l y know i t 
from boggy s i t e s . D i v a r i c a t e shrub. 

This group ( the l a s t four spp.) i s a r e a l mess. There 
a re undoubtedly s e v e r a l e n t i t i e s which would warrant a 
name in Otago ( e .g . a v e r y d i s t i n c t i v e p o p u l a t i o n in 
w e s t e r n F i o r d l a n d ) . Thorough c o l l e c t i n g throughout 
our a rea would he lp t remendously . 

Group of d i v a r i c a t i n g s h r u b s w i t h more o r l e s s 
s p a t h u l a t e l e a v e s , sometimes acuminate . 
12. C. r u b r a P e t r i e F r u i t c l e a r o r lemon. Bark dark 

r e d d i s h brown, not f l a k i n g . L e a v e s l a r g e r than 
C. v i r e s c e n s . Loca l . 

13. C. v i r e s c e n s P e t r i e F r u i t c l e a r or lemon. 
Bark f a l l i n g i n f l a k e s , 
m o t t l e d g r e e n and w h i t e 
Loca l . _+ deciduous . Leaves t i n y with b l ade 
diamond-shaped. 

t c x e a r or lemon. 
g i v i n g a t r u n k f/j 

l i k e e u c a l y p t u s . (? 

Ik, C. c r a s s i f o l i a C o l e n s o F r u i t c l e a r or lemon. 
Trunk u s u a l l y f l u t e d , ba rk r e d d i s h brown. Leaf 
wi th white "bloom" on unde r s ide . Widespread. 

15. C. r i g i d a Cheese . F r u i t c l e a r lemon or 
o r a n g e . Bark d a r k r e d d i s h brown and 
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smooth. P l a n t s in f o r e s t have much l a r g e r 
l e a v e s t h a n p l a n t s of s h r u b l a n d . Leaves 
o f t e n a r c u a t e , w i t h a minu te a p i c a l n o t c h 
with a t u f t of h a i r s ( l e n s needed). 

16. C. r o t u n d i f o l i a Cunn. F r u i t c l e a r , orange or red. 
Bark p a l e and rough. Leaves and young 3tems much 
h a i r i e r t h a n C. areolata L e a v e s o f t e n 
r e d / p u r p l e / b r o w n . Widesp read , e s p e c i a l l y i n 
c o l d e r and we t t e r p l a c e s in the lowlands . 

17. JLs. a r e o l a t a Cheese . F r u i t ( r a r e l y s e e n ) da rk 
b l u e o r b l a c k ! Bark p a l e and rough . Leaves 
d i s t i n c t l y m o t t l e d a round t h e v e i n s , marked 
d i f f e r e n t i a t i o n between f l a t l a t e r a l s and e r e c t 
t runk (which e v e n t u a l l y " f a l l s " and become f l a t ) . 
W i d e s p r e a d ( ? ) i n f o r e s t , o f t e n w i t h C. 
r o t u n d i f o l i a and C. rhamnoides. 

18. C^ r h a m n o i d e s Cunn. F r u i t t i n y , b r i g h t r e d . 
Branches twiggy, of ten d i s t i n c t l y a rch ing . Leaf 
marg in w a v y / i r r e g u l a r . Widespread in f o r e s t and 
sh rub land . 

Two f i n a l members of t h i s group have l a r g e r 
l e a v e s , a n d a x e s s t a y i n g e r e c t 
( o r t h o t r o p i c ) and not a b o r t i n g , thus forming 
more of a t r u n k . . . 

19- C. c o l e n s o i Hook. f. F r u i t o r a n g e . Very t h i c k 
m i d r i b , a p e x o f t e n e m a r g i n a t e . C a t l i n s ; 
Maungatua. F o r e s t . 

20. C. f o e t i d i s s i m a J . e t G. F o r s t . F r u i t o r a n g e . 
L e a v e s f o e t i d when c r u s h e d . R e l a t i v e l y 
w i d e s p r e a d (?) . 

Group with l a r g e l eaves and no l e a d e r abo r t i on 

2 1 . C. l u c i d a J . e t G. F o r s t . F r u i t o r a n g e . 
Midrib r a i s e d above. Loca l . 

P 
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22. C^ robusta Raoul Fruit orange. Midrib not 
raised above. Supposedly introduced, but 
Petrie recorded in south to Kaitangata in 
1896, and this is a thoroughly normal , .,— 
biogeographic boundary for many endemic ~-^-*~~ 
forms. What is its distribution? This 
should be easy to establish with such a 
conspicuous plant. 

23. Ĉ_ grandifolia Hook. f. Introduced. Fruit 
orange. Leaves very large, stipule distinctive. 

24. C. repens A. Rich. Introduced. Fruit orange. 
Coastal. Leaves fleshy and shiny. 

C. cuneata is known from Catlins and Hunters Hills, 
and may turn up nearer Dunedin. Earlier records 
probably refer to C_j_ pseudocuneata. 

C. sp. (aff. intertexta) is a bog plant with linear 
leaves and blue fruits present in the Catlins, and to 
be searched for in swamps around Akatore Creek, for 
example. 

The main difficulty with coprosmaa is that the leaf 
shape of the small-leaved species is very variable 
within species and even individuals. It is essential 
to compare many leaves of an individual to obtain an 
&yLe.r.ELK§. size and shape of some statistical 
significance. 
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